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            PROLOGUE

          

          ZAC

        

      

    

    
      The bruise around Mama’s eye hadn’t even faded yet when we rolled into town that year.

      “Zac,” she called from the front seat as she slowed the car to turn a corner, which jostled me from my nap. “Zac, baby, wake up. We’re almost there. I need you to comb out your hair and brush the wrinkles from your shirt. ’Kay? We need to look presentable for Mama’s new boss.”

      I squinted my eyes open, hating the groggy feeling that came with sleeping in a car, and I sat up straighter, stretching my arms above my head before I wiped some drool from the side of my mouth.

      The road was louder and bumpier here. Peering out the window to see where we were, I saw nothing but a sea full of dead, oatmeal-colored grass.

      “Don’t it rain here none?” I asked, frowning at just how much of it there was. Fields and fields of tall, dried-out, lifeless grass. I wasn’t sure how dead grass could grow so high, but it’d probably reach my waist if I went wading through it.

      Maybe they didn’t have lawnmowers in this neck of the world.

      “What do you mean?” Mama asked, sitting up in her seat so she could meet my curious gaze in the rearview mirror, only to sigh. “And don’t forget that hair…” she reminded me. “It looks like there’s a rat’s nest sitting up on the top of your head.”

      I frowned, irritated about having to groom myself, and I batted at my scalp a couple of times, only for my gaze to return to all that poor withered grass. “They should water their grass more. It’s all shriveled and dead.”

      “That’s not grass. That’s wheat, and it’s supposed to look like that this time of year. Soon, farmers are going to harvest it and grind it up into grain, so they can make flour and then all kinds of yummy bread.”

      My brow furrowed as I listened to her explanation. Then I shook my head, refusing to believe such a crazy tale. “That don’t look like wheat to me,” I declared, certain she was wrong.

      Miss Patty, who watched me after school and before Mama got home from work, had wheat stuck in a vase on her kitchen table, along with a bunch of other fake flowers. And it didn’t look like dead grass at all.

      But Mama only laughed. “It would if you got up close and saw it better. Trust me.”

      I made a face, still leery but no longer bothering to question her.

      The car paused at another intersection, this one connected to a paved road, and my attention drifted to a sign with two white words on a green background. I focused on the letters of the top word, trying to sound them out.

      “Bee…uh…U…”

      “Beaumont,” Mama finally told me when she realized what I was attempting to read. “Beaumont County. That’s going to be our new home. And the town we’ll be living in is called Peril. Don’t you like the sound of that? Peril…”

      I made another cringy face because, to me, Peril sounded like a warning. Beware, don’t go in there. But Mama seemed okay with it. So I shrugged and decided to call it the dead-grass place in my head since we never stayed anywhere long enough for me to care or remember their real names, anyhow.

      When Mama turned onto a highway and we started to approach a town, I strained to see more, hoping to spot a familiar fast-food restaurant with maybe a playground attached to it. My legs were itching to move, and I was ready to get out of this car. Plus, I was hungry.

      “Welcome to Peril, Nebraska,” Mama said, her voice high and cheerful like it got when things were bad but she wanted to pretend they weren’t.

      Like the last time Boyd had slapped her around. After exhausting his fists on her, he’d passed out, watching sports on the chair in the front room with a beer dangling from his fingers. That’s when we’d packed our bags as quietly as we could and tiptoed past him, right out the front door.

      Mama had used that same voice then as we’d climbed into the car to leave. She’d said, “Let’s go on an adventure. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

      A week later, I figured I wasn’t a very adventurous person because right now, I just wanted to stop riding in this car already. We’d been on the road since forever, and I needed to run and play and explore. But mostly, I just needed to get out of this blasted seat belt.

      But as we passed the first building, my hopes for a McDonald’s or Burger King wavered. The place looked like one of those Western movies Boyd liked to watch. I half expected him to come swaggering from between a pair of saloon doors, wearing a cowboy hat and boots with a gun slung to each hip.

      Except there were cars parked along the curbs—not a horse in sight—and that stoplight ahead ruined the whole Old-West theme.

      I couldn’t process it all in my head. Too much ancient was mixed in with too much modern.

      As Mama slowed the car and pulled into a spot between a tall red truck and a family car, she announced, “We’re going to need to stop by my workplace first and pick up the keys to our new house. Okay?”

      I didn’t answer because she didn’t expect me to. But as she killed the engine, my stomach tightened with dread.

      There was just something about the air here…

      It felt as if the breeze was whispering in my ear, you don’t belong.

      I shuddered and wiped the chill off my arms. No, I hadn’t wanted to stay with Boyd, but I certainly hadn’t wanted to come to some dead-grass town that didn’t know if it was old or new neither.

      “Come on, baby. Safety belt off. Out of the car,” Mama encouraged.

      I sank deeper into my seat.

      Anxiety mounted.

      It was time to meet someone new. I hated meeting new people. And what was worse, I knew Mama wanted to impress this guy, since he was going to be her boss.

      She hadn’t met him before, but I guess a friend of her friend knew a guy who needed a new secretary, and he’d been willing to give Mama the job after only one phone interview. So beggars couldn’t be choosers, Mama had said.

      In the front seat, she wasn’t moving either, so I didn’t. She was busy applying more makeup around her eye, dabbing at the bruise in the hopes of making it disappear. I could still see it, though, and that cheek was twice as puffy as her other one. If you asked me, she wasn’t fooling no one.

      But she didn’t ask me what I thought.

      “Okay, let’s do this,” she announced, cheerful and happy again, as she slipped the bottle back into her purse before slinging the strap over her shoulder. She opened her door and climbed out, then pulled mine open.

      I hesitated, but she sent me a stern look. “No dawdling, Zac. Not today.”

      With a groan, I reluctantly jumped down onto the pavement and then winced when pain reverberated up through my sore ribs.

      Her bruises, you could see. Mine, you could not.

      Mama took my hand, and we stepped onto the sidewalk together, walking about half a block before she murmured, “Here we go. This is it.”

      She paused to tug on a door that made a bell gong inside. Then she nudged me in ahead of her, and I shuffled about two feet forward into the chilly office, only to plow to a halt. Thinking that was far enough, I turned to press close to Mama and hid my face in her waist, wrapping my arms around her hips as I did.

      It smelled old in here. Moldy.

      I didn’t like it.

      “It’s okay, honey,” Mama told me in a hushed voice as she set her hand on my hair and smoothed it in calming strokes, just before a man’s voice called, “Be right out,” from another room.

      I lifted my face cautiously to see a desk. It looked full of important papers and files, but no one was sitting there.

      A man stepped from the doorway behind the desk, wearing a white button-up shirt that bulged over a pair of dress pants with a green and black diagonally striped tie around his neck. Eating a donut, he paused abruptly and blinked at us as if he hadn’t been expecting to find actual people at the door.

      Mama cleared her throat. “Uh…Mr. Everett?” she asked.

      He nodded without speaking.

      She smiled and shuffled forward, dragging me with her. “Hi,” she greeted, sticking out her hand. “I’m Grace Topper. Your new assistant.”

      With another blink, he dropped the donut to his side. “You are?”

      Mama nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      I kept clinging to her, not about to let go.

      “Well…” Mr. Everett continued to stand there as he slowly looked her up and down. I shifted around from Mama’s side until I was trembling behind her, hoping he’d stop staring soon because it was weird. But then he finally did, and he smiled into Mama’s eyes. “Brenda Sue said you were real competent on a computer, but she never mentioned just how pretty you were.”

      “Oh…” Mama pressed a surprised hand to her chest, and I could hear the blush in her voice when she added, “Thank you, Mr. Everett. I—”

      “No, call me Jude,” he broke in, smiling even wider. “It’s just Jude.”

      “Jude,” she murmured, corralling me back around until I was standing at her side again. Then she set her hand on my back. “Er… This is my son, Zac.” She tried to coax me to look up so I could face the man fully, but I wouldn’t budge.

      “Hey there, Zac.” Mr. Everett bent slightly and tried to give me one of those smiles that nurses gave you right before they delivered a shot.

      I didn’t trust it.

      “How old are you, son?”

      I narrowed my eyes and burrowed harder against my mother.

      Mama started stroking my hair again. “He’s seven,” she answered for me. “And he should be ready for the second grade when classes start back in the fall.”

      “Second grade, huh?” Mr. Everett murmured, nodding as he looked me over.

      He paused the moment he got to my knuckles, though. They were still swollen and cut from hitting Boyd. It’d been the first time I’d ever gone after him. But he’d mistreated my mother one too many times, and I was done with it.

      In return, Boyd had kicked me with the steel tip of his work boot, and that’s why my ribs felt as if a band of pure barbed wire was wrapped around them.

      Every time I took a breath…agony.

      But Mr. Everett must’ve thought it was me who’d hit Mama because his gaze darted up to her puffy eye before it returned to my hand and narrowed with reproach.

      “Yes, second grade,” Mama blathered on, not paying attention to his condemning scowl. “So we were hoping you had a school not too far from here.”

      “Hmm?” Mr. Everett tore his gaze from me and lifted it back to Mama. “Oh. Sure, sure. There are three in town, actually. Two private schools: one Catholic and one Lutheran. They both hold classes up to the fifth grade. And then there’s the public school that, of course, goes all the way to twelfth.”

      “Great.” Mama patted my back encouragingly. “The public school sounds just fine.”

      “It is,” Mr. Everett assured. “Both my girls go there. Patience is two years older than Zac here, and Lula’s a year younger.” His gaze returned to me before he lowered his voice as if he thought that would prevent me from hearing when he asked Mama, “He doesn’t need…special classes. Does he?”

      His tone heavily implied that something wasn’t right with me. But Mama didn’t seem to notice.

      “Pardon?” she murmured, sounding confused before she gasped. “Oh! No, no. Of course not. Zac’s as bright as they come. He’s just being shy right now.”

      “Shy?” Mr. Everett repeated slowly, lifting an eyebrow in disagreement before he returned his gaze to my knuckles. “Hmm. I guess that’s a phase they can grow out of, at least.”

      Mama’s hand on my back felt protective and secure as she vaguely murmured, “I guess. Hey, did I hear right that we needed to stop here for a key?”

      “What’s that?” Mr. Everett asked, forced to tear his attention from me again. “A key? Right. To the rental. Sure. Let me go hunt that down real quick. I’ll be right back.” And he disappeared into his office again.

      Through the doorway, I saw him set his donut on his desk and wipe his hands on his hips before he started opening drawers and searching.

      “Might take me a moment,” he called. “I’ve gotten a little messy in here. Proof that I definitely need an assistant. So I hope you’re willing to work for your money.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind an honest day’s labor,” Mama assured him.

      He smiled up at her. “That’s good because I’d lose my head without someone telling me where I left it each morning. Then again, insanity runs in my family, so maybe I’m a lost cause.”

      She laughed back and then leaned down to whisper to me. “I think we’re going to like it here.”

      I looked up at her in disagreement.

      She nodded encouragingly, but I saw tears in her eyes. She wanted this to work. She wanted to fit in and find a home. A place to finally stay.

      So I nodded back. As long as no one hurt her in the dead-grass place, I’d make it work too.
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      The first time Zac Topper ever talked to me I was fifteen years old. It was the summer between my freshman and sophomore years of high school and shortly after Abuelito, my grandfather, had suffered a heart attack and passed on.

      My parents had been gone for over five years by this point, and I’d been staying on a pull-out couch in Abuelito’s office ever since. But when my grandmother became a widow, I started sleeping next to her each night to help her through the nightmares that plagued her.

      She hadn’t taken his passing well, so I liked to be on hand as much as possible in case she needed anything.

      Which she did. A lot.

      On the same day of his funeral, after we’d all gone home, Lita sent me back down to the cemetery with a handful of freshly picked yellow dahlias to put on his grave.

      “Dahlias were his favorite,” she fussed. “And I didn’t see any during the service. So you run along, now, Mariana. Take these down to him. He’ll need something with him on this trip to the Land of the Dead.”

      So I went.

      It was hot, early August, and the locusts were screaming around me as I walked the three miles to the cemetery from our collection of three trailer houses that our family had positioned in the shape of a U to contain the entire Ruiz clan. My flip-flops slapped against the gravel road, kicking dust onto my ankles as sweat poured down the center of my spine.

      The dahlias had wilted twenty minutes back.

      A lump of fresh earth was still piled next to the burial plot when I arrived. I slowed, realizing the gaping hole that housed Abuelito’s casket hadn’t yet been filled.

      For some reason, knowing he was still exposed made my heart start to thump a little harder.

      It’d been different when my entire family had been around me. But now, I shivered and crept forward, not wanting to go any closer. As soon as I was within tossing distance, I chucked the wilted flowers forward and watched them disappear into the hole.

      Then I eased a folded note from the pocket of my dress and took a deep breath. Since I couldn’t voice my final goodbye aloud, I’d written down everything I wanted to say instead. But when I pitched the paper forward to toss that into the hole, too, the breeze caught it, and it drifted to the right, away from the grave, where it sailed straight into the heap of dirt waiting to cover him and lodged itself firmly.

      With a whimper of frustration, I scowled at the note for not going where it was supposed to go.

      But I couldn’t just leave it there, above ground, where anyone could come along and read it. If one of my cousins got their hands on it, they’d make fun of me mercilessly. I just knew it.

      So I heaved out a disgusted breath and took a single step forward. When that didn’t kill me, I took another and another until I was right there and staring down at the top of Abuelito’s casket.

      I swallowed, staring death in the eye, and forgot all about the—

      “Hey!” an indignant voice shouted from behind me.

      I jumped and spun around, stumbling enough that one foot slipped into the hole. With a squeak of fear, I lurched away from the grave, only to find a tall, irate-looking figure storming toward me.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re—oh…shit.” Lifting his hand to block the sunlight from his eyes, the boy jarred to a stop the moment he recognized me.

      I knew who he was, too, of course. Everyone did. He’d been in my cousin Camilo’s class in school, which would make him currently eighteen.

      Honestly, Zac Topper probably wouldn’t stand out in a crowd if it weren’t for the fact that he was thought of as the worst character in town. He was tall—his mouth would probably hit my forehead if we were to stand face to face—and on the skinny side but packed with wiry muscle. His hair was a nondescript dirty blond, his eyes an unremarkable hazel, and his eyebrows could use a good plucking while his teeth weren’t as straight as they could’ve been. But with such a bad-boy aura vibrating around him and that defiant, make-me dare permanently creased into his expression, he was shiveringly attractive.

      Because of his dismal reputation, however, he couldn’t seem to get a decent job and therefore usually ended up doing all the dirty, manual-labor things that no one else wanted to do. Like digging and covering graves by hand in these older cemeteries that didn’t like backhoes rumbling through them and tearing up the topsoil.

      Most people thought he’d torched the old Runicker place a couple of months back. It had been abandoned for years, but that didn’t seem to matter; the rumor had gone around that he’d done it, so people liked to whisper arsonist whenever he walked by.

      I was pretty sure Lula Everett was behind that particular line of gossip, though, since Zac’s mamá had been the secretary of Lula’s papá for years now, and it was a well-known fact that Grace Topper did a whole lot more than just secretary-ing for Jude Everett.

      In return, Lula took all her rage over her papá’s affair out on poor Zac.

      Since I never talked, people seemed to think I couldn’t hear either, and they said the most incriminating things in front of me, not seeming to care that I was right there. And let me tell you, I’d caught Lula spreading some serious whoppers about Zac.

      But even knowing he couldn’t be as guilty of all the malfeasance everyone in town thought he was, I lurched a step back, anyway, startled by how mad he appeared. I nearly tripped back into Abuelito’s grave all over again.

      At my reaction, Zac tossed down the menacing shovel he’d been carrying over his shoulder and lifted both hands into the air to show me he was harmless.

      “Didn’t realize it was you,” he explained. “I thought someone was robbing your grandpa.”

      When I merely blinked at him, he cleared his throat and rubbed at the back of his neck before motioning toward the open grave. “I was only going to fill in the dirt,” he explained and made the motion of digging.

      I inched another step away from the hole, unable to take my leery gaze off him, and he flushed before flailing his hand. “No. Go ahead and stay. It’s alright. You probably want to give him your last—hey!” Cutting himself off, he shook his head and then tipped his face as he squinted at me. “You heard me coming,” he announced in surprise. “You heard me and turned around to face me.”

      I squinted right back at him and then nodded.

      He shook his head again, looking equally perplexed before he finally just blurted, “But aren’t you supposed to be deaf?”

      I sighed and rolled my eyes, as this was not the first time I’d heard that very common misconception.

      I always kept a pen and pad of paper with me, though, so I pulled it from my pocket before jotting down, “I’m mute. Not deaf.”

      When I turned to show him the words, he blinked at the notepad, then glanced at my face in reservation before he hesitantly stepped forward to read what I’d written.

      A second later, he snorted and lifted his gaze to mine. “Seriously? But everyone says you’re deaf.”

      I nodded and then wrote some more. “Well, obviously everyone else is wrong.”

      That made his mouth twitch in amusement. “There’s a shocker,” he agreed dryly.

      When he made eye contact again, something in his hazel depths seemed to find a kinship with me as if he could tell just how much I understood him. We both knew how gossip became more truth than actual fact in these parts.

      “They usually are wrong, aren’t they?” he added in a warm, private murmur.

      My stomach dipped at his tone, and I couldn’t remember ever feeling this connected to anyone else before.

      It was intoxicating.

      Not wanting the moment to end, I held up a finger before quickly scribbling, “You would know better than anyone.”

      He squinted after reading my note and shook his head, letting me know he didn’t understand.

      So I wrote some more. “I heard YOU couldn’t read.”

      When I showed him that one, his eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Is that so?” he asked with interest. “Then why did you bother writing to me in the first place?”

      I shrugged before writing again. “To see if everything Lula Everett says about you is true or not.”

      Reading Lula’s name made him narrow his eyes. “Hmm. Well…” He took a step back and motioned toward the grave. “I’ll go ahead and let you have some alone time with your grandfather before I cover him up. Take as long as you need.”

      He started to turn away from me, but I reached out and grabbed his wrist.

      I felt his muscles twitch in surprise under my hand, but he didn’t pull away. Glancing back, he lifted his eyebrows in question.

      I motioned to the grave.

      “You saying you’re already done with your goodbyes?” he guessed.

      I nodded. So he nodded too. “Alright, then. I guess I’ll get started.”

      As he picked up his shovel, I wrote, “Thank you for covering him. He never could sleep without a blanket.”

      He read the words when I showed them to him, and he bobbed his head once, then dipped his chin as if embarrassed by my gratitude. “Yep,” he mumbled.

      Ignoring me from there on out, he plowed the shovel tip into the dirt and got to work.

      I watched him for a bit, then released a breath and turned in the direction of the family complex to trudge home. But I didn’t get very far down the road before I remembered…

      My note!

      With a horrified gasp, I whirled back, hoping Zac hadn’t seen it while he was shoveling.

      If all remained right in the world, he hadn’t even noticed it and had already heaped it into the grave along with a shovelful of dirt, right where it was supposed to end up anyway with no one being the wiser. But as I rounded a cypress, I realized it was too late.

      He’d already found it.

      I jerked to a stop as I watched him crouch and lean forward, arm outstretched until he had the crisp, white folded sheet tucked between two fingers. “What’s this?”

      Pressing a hand over my mouth, I shook my head, wishing I could call out a warning and beg him to leave it alone. But he was already unfolding the note and skimming the contents.

      With a wince, I sank an embarrassed step back and wondered what he must think of me now. Probably that I was a silly nitwit of a girl that he was going to laugh at whenever we passed each other on the street.

      Pausing, he pointed to the sheet as he glanced down at Abuelito’s coffin.

      “I think this was meant for you, bud,” he told my departed grandfather. “Want me to read it out loud?”

      I blinked, startled that he would offer such a thing.

      Curious to find out if he actually did read it to Abuelito, I stayed where I was and kept my presence quiet, holding my breath until he cleared his throat and started in.

      “Que…rido Abuelito,” he said slowly, butchering the pronunciation of the letter’s salutation horribly.

      With a brief glance up, he added, “I’m going to guess that means Dear Grandpa.”

      I smiled and nodded. Which, of course, he didn’t see.

      Then, he continued, carrying on more smoothly, since the rest was written in English.

      

      
        
        It’s not the same here without you. Lita still sets a place at the table for you and then pretends you never existed. We’re not allowed to speak your name around her, and she spends most days wandering around as if lost.

        

        In your absence, your sons are fighting for the patriarchy. Quietly. Without their mamá noticing. But she probably wouldn’t anyway, even if they shouted and brawled. I think a piece of her has gone away with you.

        

        Your absence is the loudest at night when Lita puts the television on for you, but no one sits in your chair to watch it.

        

        I miss your gruff voice most or maybe your gnarled, wrinkled hands that will never kindly pat me on the head again, or possibly even that secret smile you always sent me whenever Lita and Tio Franco argued.

        

        I wish you all the happiness in your journey to the great beyond, even though selfishly, I wish you could’ve stayed here longer. I doubt anyone will ever sneak me an extra piece of their favorite candy again like you always did. But your path is leading in a different direction now, and I’ll try to respect that, even though this sadness is oppressive and painful.

        

        If you see my mamá and papá, tell them hola for me. I miss them too. I promise to keep Lita from wandering off too far, and I’ll remember all the wise things you told me. Take care in the Land of the Dead. See you on Día de los Muertos.

        

        Besos y abrazos,

        Mariana

      

      

      

      Zac once again stumbled over the closing salutation, but I didn’t even care. Tears filled my eyes, and I just wanted to thank him for doing this for me, for saying aloud what I could not.

      “Huh,” he murmured and carefully refolded the letter as it had been. “If I could get a sweet sendoff like that someday…” He lifted the note as he continued to talk to Abuelito. “I’d consider myself a lucky man.”

      I snuffled through a watery, flattered smile and wiped my eyes.

      But Zac heard the sound.

      Whirling around, he lurched to his feet, his eyes wide. “Shit,” he muttered as if he thought he was in trouble. “I…I— Look, I know I read your private—whoa!”

      He broke off, startled as I rushed toward him. Eyes flaring with worry as if he were scared I might hurt him or something, he swallowed audibly when I stopped again.

      Trying to smile at him through my tears, I set my right hand on my chin and then moved it down and toward him, thanking him in ASL.

      Pure panic entered his expression. “Is that sign language?” he asked, waving his hands and taking a cautious step back. “Because I don’t—I don’t know what you just said. Here…” He extended the letter to me, trying to give it back. “I didn’t mean any harm. I only wanted to—”

      He didn’t understand.

      And I couldn’t continue to just stand there and let him think I was upset about what he’d done, so I rushed forward again.

      “What the…?” His eyes widened and he lifted his forearm, probably to block me from slapping or hitting him or something, but I ignored it and ducked under the limb so I could wrap my arms around his waist and hug him.

      “Uh…” He froze at the contact and lifted both hands this time as if to show the world that all this was my doing, not his.

      I held on to him for nearly ten seconds, until I felt his muscles shift and change, finally accepting my hug for what it was. Then, and only then, did I release him and lift my face. His pale hazel eyes were wide and uncertain, gaping at me in question.

      I sent him the most grateful smile I had and then cupped his face in my hands before kissing each of his cheeks.

      When I pulled away, his lips were parted while his eyes were still full of shock as they focused on my face. And all that wonder on his expression made him the most beautiful person I’d ever seen.

      Then, his eyebrows lifted. “So…. You were thanking me for reading the letter out loud? Because you couldn’t.”

      I nodded and smiled again before I wiped a stray tear off my cheek. Then I dove back against his chest for another hug.

      “Oh!” He gave a strangled laugh but awkwardly allowed it. “Okay, we’re doing this again. Um…yeah. You’re, uh, you’re welcome, I guess.” He took a step back to gain some space between us but then paused when I only stepped with him, refusing to let go.

      For some reason, it felt imperative, as if it were my life mission, to teach him how to hug properly.

      So I kept clinging, forcing him to endure the contact. And as I set my face against his shoulder and sighed, releasing all the sadness and grief inside me, Zac slowly, over the seconds, seemed to get it.

      First, one arm tentatively came around me, slowly followed by the second until he was hugging me as fully as I was hugging him. A moment later, he murmured with more certainty, “You’re welcome.”

      When I pulled away at last, he released a breath as if reluctant to break the contact, and he swayed toward me for a moment before pulling himself straight again.

      I stayed in front of him for another second, facing him with an arm’s width between us, and I looked into his light, intoxicating eyes one last time.

      He seemed captivated by me, and when he lifted a hand to gently touch my cheek, I felt it all the way to my toes. And I knew…

      Zac Topper wasn’t as bad as everyone thought he was. He wasn’t even bad a little.

      Sending him a sudden, bright smile, I tugged the note he’d just read from his surprised fingers, and I tossed it into the hole where it belonged. Then, I whirled away and ran off, leaving him to finish his digging job alone.

      He laughed after me and called, “You’re most definitely welcome, Mariana Ruiz.”

      Without turning back, I lifted a thumb to let him know I’d heard him.
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      Another three years passed before I saw Zac again.

      I mean, until I had another actual encounter with him.

      I’d spotted him here and there around town, of course. He had continued to do odd jobs until Mitchell Harvey, who owned the auto repair and towing shop on the edge of town, lost a leg and reluctantly had to hire Zac as a last resort to help him out.

      Zac had been there a little over a year and seemed to be working out just fine as Mr. Harvey’s assistant, even though he was usually scowling over something or other whenever I passed by the shop and saw him clunking around with some tool in hand. But I think that was just because Zac was naturally a frowny, grumpy guy.

      I hadn’t conversed with him one-on-one since our hug in the cemetery, except for one time that we’d nearly collided with each other in the grocery mart check-out line. But all he’d done then was jar to a surprised halt and motion me on in front of him as he mumbled, “Go ahead.”

      But I wouldn’t call that valuable conversation.

      So when he entered the diner during my first week on the job, my stomach twisted into immediate, tangled knots and I blasted him with a big smile, hoping finally we’d get to talk again.

      I always seemed to catch him so unaware, though.

      As soon as he spotted me in my uniform with the little, black waist apron riding my hips, he jerked to a startled stop in the doorway with the bell still dinging overhead and blinked at me in astonishment.

      I waved to him in welcome, then refilled a coffee cup at a nearby booth.

      Then, decanter still in hand, I followed him toward the counter where he trudged over to sit on a stool next to the cash register.

      Leaning into the stool beside him, I waved again and kept smiling.

      He lifted an eyebrow in question, and I pulled out the pre-written cards I had tucked in my left pocket so I could flash the first one at him.

      “Welcome to Ginger’s! Can I start you off with a drink?”

      He tipped his chin toward the decanter in my hand. “I’ll have some of that.”

      I nodded and then lifted onto my toes so I could lean past him and snag an empty mug from the pile of them lining the countertop. And in doing so, my breast oh-so-casually grazed the side of his arm.

      He glanced down at the contact before lifting his attention to my face. “When’d you start working here?”

      I waited until I had his coffee poured, and then I flipped through my notecards before I could show him, “This is my fourth day on the job. Please excuse my mistakes.”

      His lips twitched with amusement, so I flipped to another card further down the line. “My lita said she’d let me get a job after I graduated from high school. And now that I have, I’m so excited to finally enter the workforce.”

      He nodded slowly as he read. Then he lifted his cup to me in cheers. “Well, welcome to the sucky letdown of the real world. Hope you enjoy it more than I do.”

      And he took a long drink from his cup, gulping it black. No sugar or creamer or anything. I wrinkled my nose over his tastes but kept watching him, beyond fascinated.

      It was too early for the usual lunch crowd to start pouring in just yet, they were merely trickling now, so I only had two other tables with customers at them for the time being. And they both seemed fine with everything they currently had.

      Giddy because that meant I could stay here longer with Zac, I hiked myself onto the stool next to his, making him glance over with raised eyebrows.

      “Do you know what you’d like to eat yet?” I asked with another card.

      “Oh!” He set his cup down and cleared his throat. “Yeah, I’ll just take today’s special to go, please.” Motioning with his hand, he added, “That’s pretty much going to be what I always order.”

      “You got it!” I told him…through my notes.

      Popping off the stool again, I slid my hand along his back as I passed by to go put his order in, and as I did, he sucked in a long breath, straightened his spine, and glanced over his shoulder at me briefly.

      What I saw etched in the hazel depths of his eyes spelled heartbreak and longing. I could tell he liked human touch but wasn’t used to it. I figured he must not get much of it, and that made me want to spend an entire day just running my healing hands all over him.

      I think that was one of the very reasons I felt so drawn to him. I liked touching things: surfaces, textures, fabrics, people. And he was like a dried-out sponge that needed a lifetime of tactile relief to make up for what he’d been lacking.

      Well, that and the fact that he’d never been mean to me or treated me like I was lower than an actual human being.

      Most people in these parts assumed I couldn’t think or reason like a normal person since I couldn’t talk like one. They mostly acted as if I was invisible.

      But not Zac. As prickly and bitter as he was to the rest of the world, he’d always been as respectful and courteous to me as he was confused by me. I don’t think he understood why I was nice to him, to be honest.

      It was obvious he wasn’t used to sunny and cheerful dispositions, which only made me want to smile at him more.

      Returning to the stool next to his, I popped back onto the vinyl-covered, cushioned seat and rested my elbows on the counter barely an inch away from where he was resting his so I could grin at him.

      He sent me a leery, suspicious glance. Poor, paranoid man; he was always so certain everyone wanted to do him wrong.

      Admittedly, he had reason. He wasn’t well-liked around here and typically didn’t get the benefit of the doubt from anyone. But that, of course, just made me want to show him more kindness.

      Slipping a new, fresh pad from my apron, I slapped it on the counter beside us and began to write.

      “Your hair’s getting shaggier than you usually keep it. You need a trim.”

      When I showed him the words, he reached up and smoothed his hand over his head. “Yeah, I reckon I do.”

      I reached out too to catch a tuft of it that was beginning to curl, only to notice a tattoo on his inner wrist. Forgetting his hair, I grabbed his arm that he was beginning to lower, and I flipped his hand palm up so I could trace little black footprints that were stamped across his flesh.

      They were freaking adorable.

      The muscles under my fingers flexed and he started to pull away as if it were his basic instinct to shy from others. But then he paused, forcing himself to let me have my fun.

      After his throat worked through a hard swallow, he slid his attention to the other occupants in the diner, but no one was paying us any attention, so he turned back to me.

      I pulled my fingers away from his tattoo to write, “Do you usually go somewhere for a trim? Or does your mamá cut your hair?”

      “Uh…” He cleared his throat, looking distinctly uncomfortable.

      “No!” I wrote. “Please don’t tell me you cut your own hair.”

      “Okay,” he said slowly, wincing as he read. “I won’t, then.”

      “NOOO!” I jotted down in all caps and then underlined the word. “I’m sorry, but I just cannot allow you to cut your OWN hair. Never again. This is not acceptable. I’LL cut your hair before letting you butcher another piece of those beautiful, precious locks. Do you hear me?”

      When the entrance to the diner rang, admitting new customers, I glanced over to see a family of four enter.

      Ripping the sheet I’d been writing on from my notepad, I left it with Zac to read, slapping it down in front of him before I popped off my stool and hurried to greet the family with a smile and sign that told them to seat themselves wherever they liked.

      Most locals were already aware of my circumstances and used to it. It didn’t win me any popularity contests, of course, but it typically left me as a neglected kind of outcast that most simply overlooked and moved on from. So I wasn’t ever really bullied or harassed, just ignored.

      But Peril was located only about a mile off the interstate that led up toward the lake, and travelers who were tired of fast food did occasionally find their way to us, wandering in and needing to stretch their legs as they escaped their campers or boat-hauling trucks for a while.

      After setting up the family with cups of iced water, I started in with my flip cards, welcoming them and asking how I could help them.

      The parents blinked in puzzlement, clearly confused, and one of the little boys came right out to ask, “Mom, why isn’t she talking?”

      Flushing, I realized I’d missed a card, and I flipped back to it, showing them, “My name is Mariana, and I’m mute. But I can help you get whatever you need here today. Promise.”

      The mother seemed disgusted about being forced to read, and she immediately started glancing around the restaurant. “Isn’t there someone here who can actually speak to us?”

      She wasn’t very quiet about her request either.

      So, at the counter, Zac glanced over to scowl at her.

      Feeling my face heat with mortification, I pulled out my blank notepad and quickly jotted the words, “Of course, ma’am. Naomi should arrive at 11:30 to help with the lunch shift, if you’d like to wait.”

      After a glance at the clock on the wall, however, the woman let out a disgusted breath. Apparently, she didn’t want to wait another ten minutes for Naomi, who could talk.

      “I just wanted to get out of that damn SUV for half an hour and enjoy a warm, fresh meal,” she muttered bitterly.

      Her husband covered her hand to comfort her and took over the ordering, addressing me directly. “Well, I know I want a cheeseburger with the works, French fries, and ketchup. The kids always go for chicken strips and mac and cheese. And…babe…?” He glanced at his wife. “Cobb salad?”

      She huffed out a sigh and rubbed at the center of her forehead. “Sure, fine, whatever.”

      When the man returned his attention to me, he offered me a small wince. “And a Cobb salad, please,” he said weakly.

      I nodded my understanding and almost felt too bad to show him the card that asked which kind of salad dressing she wanted. But we suffered through, and by the time I made it over to the window to clip up their order on the wheel, Sal was ringing the bell to let me know another meal was ready.

      Brightening immediately when I spotted cubed steak and gravy with corn pudding and green peas on a plate—the daily special—I snagged it up immediately, giddy that I was about to have another encounter with Zac.

      Eek!

      Cue an internal happy dance.

      I bit my lip to keep from smiling as big as I wanted to, and I carried Zac’s plate over before setting it down in front of him.

      He’d been playing on his cell phone so he could block out the rest of the diner. But when the platter scraped to a stop next to his elbow, he pulled back and gaped at it in question before lifting his face to me.

      “I, uh, I wanted this to go.” He motioned toward the door, letting me know how eager he was to bolt.

      I sent him my begging eyes and even batted my lashes hopefully before scribbling out a new note that I promptly flashed him.

      “But I really need you to stay.”

      His brow furrowed in confusion, so I flipped the page. “It’s only my first week on the job,” I reminded him. And then I turned to another card. “You have no idea how much I need a friendly face right now.”

      With that, he snorted and sent me a dry glance, letting me know he didn’t agree that he should be considered a friendly face.

      But I was already prepared for this response. I showed him the next card. “You are! That family over there wasn’t the only customer who’s treated the mute girl like a total freak. But YOU never have.”

      His back straightened to attention as he read, and when he glanced over at the four waiting for their food, his eyes narrowed. Then he came back around and lifted his gaze to me, flashing me sympathy and understanding.

      So I showed him another card. “Will you stay if I throw in a complimentary piece of jalapeño cornbread?”

      “Ah, Jesus,” he muttered under his breath. Heaving out a breath, he picked up his fork and sent me a moody scowl. “Fine. You win. I’ll stay.”

      I glowed, sending him my happy face, and then signed, “Thank you.”

      He must’ve remembered what it meant from three years past because he grumbled a gruff, “You’re welcome,” and then tucked into his meal.
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      After lunch, I returned to work. It was only a four-block walk back to the shop, but sometimes, it felt like a fifty-mile hike... And not because of the elevation or terrain either.

      As I passed by the general store, an old English teacher of mine from tenth grade and her young daughter were exiting. She started to smile in pleasant passing, only for her to recognize who she was greeting. From that point on, her face morphed into horror, and she grabbed her child’s hand before yanking the girl back out of my path.

      I sniffed acerbically and kept going. But seriously… You make one guy bleed from both ears during her lecture on Faulkner, and the woman thought you were a reprobate for life. She didn’t seem to care that the douche had it coming either.

      The little punk had been dating Lula at the time, and the best way to impress her had been to mess with me, so he’d been sitting directly behind me in every class we shared, kicking at my chair, pulling my hair, stabbing me in the back with pencils and shit.

      I had let it continue for nearly a week and given the boy two warnings, but that day in her class had been the final straw. I hadn’t even punched him; I’d simply slammed down the pen I’d been writing my notes with and shouted, “I said to fucking leave me alone!” And I whirled around to slap my cupped hands to either side of his head.

      Ruptured both his eardrums.

      It landed me with two weeks of out-of-school suspension, and the other kid hadn’t gotten jack shit for punishment.

      Fucking injustice, if you asked me.

      Another block later, two old geezers sitting on a bench outside the barber shop were waving at someone across the street. Probably a complete stranger. But when they saw me, they dropped their hands and scowled in disapproval.

      Not sure what their issue was. But usually, the gossip about me alone was a sufficient enough excuse for people to ice me out.

      I mean, I know I wasn’t perfect. But damn. They took it overboard if you wanted my opinion.

      Not that I cared what they thought. Everyone in this godforsaken town could eat shit and die for all it mattered to me.

      Everyone except maybe, like, three people.

      I glanced over at one of those three as I passed by the glass front of an office, where the door had been propped open and an oscillating floor fan crowded the entrance as if their air-conditioning wasn’t working…again.

      And inside at her desk, I spotted her answering a ringing phone. “Jude Everett Realty. This is Grace.” When she glanced up in the middle of her greeting and caught sight of me, however, her eyes narrowed and she dropped her gaze again to ignore me completely. “No, sorry. He’s out showing a house right now. Could I take a message?”

      I couldn’t hear any more than that, as I’d already walked too far past. And all the while, that little spot in my chest where my heart was supposed to be, gave a twist of pain, making me suck in a sharp breath and physically wince.

      Grace hadn’t talked to me in eight months, and it’d been a year and a half further back than that since she’d said anything reasonably kind in my direction. Which might not seem so atrocious to some if it weren’t for the fact that we still lived together in the same run-down house that we’d moved into when we’d first come to Peril fourteen years ago.

      She was also the singular reason I hadn’t left town the moment I’d turned eighteen.

      I had a horrible feeling my mother wouldn’t survive the year if I abandoned her here by herself, and I’d had no luck in convincing her to leave her louse of a boss to come with me—which was why she currently wasn’t talking to me.

      But that was whatever. I didn’t like thinking about it, so I turned my mind to car engines as I neared Harvey’s.

      I was reminding myself to check the teeth of a flywheel for damage in this car I was replacing the starter in as I strolled through the opened bay of the garage. The rich scent of motor oil greeted me, and I whistled lightly under my breath as I paused at the tool bench to pick out a torque wrench.

      I was swinging it blithely down at my side as I approached the car I was working on when a deep voice rumbled from the entrance to the office. “You took a longer lunch break than usual today.”

      Sucking in a surprised breath, I swung around to face my boss with an apologetic wince. “Yeah, sorry.”

      He was using his crutches today. He’d been having a hard time finding a prosthetic leg that fit at the socket comfortably enough for his taste, so lately, he’d been going without and just hobbled along on his aids.

      “I, uh, I decided to eat at the diner for once.”

      I usually only picked up their specials on Tuesdays and Thursdays because I liked those meals the most and couldn’t really afford any more trips than that a week. But I always got them to go and had the meal half-finished by the time I’d walked back to the garage, which usually afforded me a speedier lunch break.

      But not today.

      “Oh yeah?” Harvey asked with a knowing smirk. “Finally notice how much the scenery’s improved around there lately, have you? Tell me, is she still wearing that tight number, or have they gotten her a uniform that actually fits yet?”

      Realizing he was referring to Mariana, I cleared my throat and mumbled, “Don’t know,” as I motioned toward the Ford with the wrench I was holding. “So I’m going to put the new starter in this thing now unless you need me for something else.”

      “Yeah, actually.” He lifted a staying finger. “I do. A call just came in for our towing service. Got a flat tire over by the bridge, and they’re going to need a wrecker to haul ’em back here to get a new one. Can you handle it?”

      Surprise flared through me. Harvey had never asked me to run the tow by myself before. I’d gone along to assist him, but this would be my first solo opportunity.

      “Sure,” I said. “I can handle it, no problem.”

      “Good.” He nodded and kicked out his stub of a leg that was missing the lower half from just below the knee and down. “I got another appointment with the prosthetist today to see if we can finally find a fit that works. If I’m not back by the time we close, just lock ’er up, will you?”

      I bobbed my head jerkily as more shock whooshed through me. This was another first, and it seemed huge that he was showing me this kind of trust and responsibility.

      Which put Harvey solidly as number two of the three people I didn’t hate in Beaumont County.

      Trying to play it off casually as if his faith in me were no big deal, I nodded and said, “Yep. Will do,” as I returned the wrench to its drawer and fetched the keys to the tow truck from the hook on the wall instead.

      “Thanks, kid,” Harvey told me. “And don’t forget, her clutch sticks in third gear.”

      “Got it!” I called, waving the keys at him in farewell.
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      It turned out, our customer was a family man who was headed up toward the lake to meet his wife and kids for the weekend. He’d only gotten off the interstate when his low tire pressure light went off, but it blew before he even made it across the bridge to enter town and get it looked at.

      Since he wasn’t a local, he treated me pretty decently, and instead of hauling him back to the garage, I just changed out his flat right there on the side of the road for the perfectly fine spare he had in the back.

      The guy was satisfied enough with the service and the fact that he didn’t have to pay towing charges that he gave me an extra twenty in tips.

      His generosity made me want to get out of this county even more than usual and go somewhere where no one knew me, where I could just start fresh.

      But since I was in Harvey’s rig, I returned to Peril and parked the tow truck back in its spot at the garage before getting back to work on that starter.

      Only one other customer bothered me for the rest of the day. Maeve, who ran the library, wanted her oil changed, which should’ve been an easy enough job, but she just had to go and stand over my shoulder the entire time, questioning every move I made.

      Being Fran Everett’s aunt, she hated me on principle alone, but that was compounded by the fact that she was just naturally a persnickety, old woman.

      “What’s that? What’re you doing there?” she demanded in thirty-second intervals. “I don’t want you messing with parts you don’t understand and fouling up my car when it’s running perfectly fine.”

      “I’m pulling the drain plug,” I answered through gritted teeth before crawling out from under her car. “You’d like the cruddy old oil drained out before I put the fresh new stuff in, wouldn’t you?”

      She harrumphed and lifted her nose as if I’d offended her. Then she asked if I was sure I had the right type of oil before I poured the new batch in. “Because there are different types, you know.”

      “I know,” I said, ignoring her otherwise, until I tried to put a new filter in.

      “Well, now what’re you doing?” she demanded, peering around me to watch. “I didn’t ask for any extra parts. Don’t be trying to do extra and think you can charge me more when all I wanted was an oil change.”

      Fed up, I spun around to scowl at her. “Lady, if you have a problem with the job I’m doing, feel free to take your damn car over to North Platte and use one of their fancy, oil-changing services.”

      “Excuse me?” she demanded, blinking in surprise.

      “I’ve already got your new oil half filled,” I said. “But if you want, I can take it right back out so you can go somewhere else, and that’s completely fine by me.”

      “Of course not,” she huffed. “Don’t you even dare, boy. I’ve always gotten my oil changed here, at Harvey’s. I want it done here, now, too. I just don’t know why Mitchell had to go and hire some…”

      When I lifted my eyebrows, curious as to what she was going to call me, she narrowed her eyes. “Where is he, anyway?”

      “He’s at the doctor, getting a new leg fit on.” I motioned around us impatiently. “So do you want to return tomorrow when he’s back or do you want a new filter with your oil change?”

      “Oh, whatever…” She waved at me to continue. “You’ve already started. Might as well finish.”

      “Then back off, shut up, and let me do my job.”

      Gasping, she pulled her five-foot-two frame taller and lifted her chin in self-righteous indignation. “Well… I never.”

      That was frankly impossible for me to believe. Because if she’d talked to anyone else even half as rudely as she was treating me, then someone somewhere through the years had to have clapped back at her at one point or another.

      She didn’t question or complain about anything else as I worked. And all she did when I took her money at the end was mutter under her breath as she walked away, “And don’t you think Harvey won’t be hearing about this from me. So unprofessional.”

      “Yes, you were,” I called after her.

      She jumped and glanced back in surprise. Then blinked and hurried away.

      I rolled my eyes, glad she was gone. Then I finished with the starter, only to begin replacing some brake pads.

      By closing time, I was ready to go home.

      The asshole who came to pick up his car with the fixed starter tried to haggle about prices until I showed him the quote Harvey had hand-written and already given him.

      I was definitely not a friendly, customer-service type of person. I’d be glad when my boss returned so I didn’t have to deal with actual people and could simply go back to fixing shit again. That was more my speed.

      I’d just locked up the office and was going to lower the garage doors when I caught sight of someone walking up toward the still-open bay.

      Internally groaning about having to talk to one more person today, I called, “Sorry, but we’re already closed for the…”

      The words got clogged in my throat, however, when I realized it was Mariana.

      Damn, but it was like a punch to the solar plexus every time I saw her.

      She’d grown up way too fucking pretty.

      And she was too sweet for Peril, by far.

      I mean, I liked knowing there were some genuinely nice and lovable people like her in the world, and I wanted her to stay that way, but I was forever uncomfortable in her presence. I was fairly certain I could only mar her utter perfection with my tainted, bitter self.

      She just needed to keep all her flawlessness away from me, and then everything would be fine.

      “Uh…hey,” I said, stumbling a step back, afraid to let her get too close and somehow stain her with some grease I was sure I had on me. “What’re you…?” I glanced around, seeing that she’d come alone and hadn’t brought any kind of automobile with her. “What’re you doing here?”

      When I turned back, she lifted a pair of scissors I hadn’t noticed she had in her hand before she mimed cutting hair. And along with that, she had a folded bath towel draped over her left forearm.

      My eyebrows furrowed. “What? You were serious about that?”

      She merely nodded and smiled.

      “Um…” I scratched at the back of my neck, not sure how to turn this girl down.

      It felt too much like breaking the wings off a butterfly. I could do just about anything but be mean to Mariana Ruiz.

      She didn’t give me an opportunity to reject her offer, though. She simply took control of the situation by strolling over to an old, tattered kitchen chair sitting against the wall and picking it up before dragging it out to the center of the floor.

      After positioning it where she wanted it, she smiled at me encouragingly and patted the seat.

      I blurted out a surprised sound. “What? Right here? Right now?”

      When she merely shrugged as if to ask when else, I released a breath and realized I was going to get my damn hair cut tonight. At the garage.
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      I didn’t want to be putting on a show for just anyone passing by on the street, nor did I want anyone else stopping in, thinking the shop was still open, so I motioned toward the garage doors and asked, “Mind if I shut these since we’re closed?”

      As soon as I asked, though, I worried that she would think I was trying to trap her inside alone with me so I could get fresh. But she readily gave me a thumbs-up, not at all worried about any lurid intentions I might have.

      God, this girl was too innocent for her own good. Someone was going to take advantage of her and ruin her.

      Probably soon, too.

      I just knew it. And I already wanted to break the fucker’s face for it.

      Shaking violent thoughts from my head, I busied myself for a minute as I finished closing the shop doors and locking them from the inside.

      With that done, I dusted my hands off on the thighs of my jeans and glanced toward Mariana hesitantly.

      She smiled and patted the chair again, inviting me over. I swallowed thickly and took a step in her direction.

      Just the thought of her having her hands on me, though—fingers running through my hair and nails scraping against my scalp—made my body quicken. Heat licked its way along my veins, and a throbbing heaviness started to grow between my legs.

      She was just so fucking curvy and succulent with a tiny waist and full, grip-able hips. The diner uniform she wore was a size too small up top and her generous breasts caused the front row of buttons to strain, barely able to contain everything inside them.

      By the time I reached the chair, I was already so turned on that I shuddered and sucked in a startled breath when she caught hold of my arm and guided me the rest of the way down onto the seat. Then she whipped open the towel she’d brought with her and arranged it over my shoulders as a makeshift barber cape.

      I glanced up at her face as she circled me once, occasionally taking a piece of my hair and running it between her fingers. She was serious about getting this job done right.

      When her gaze lowered to my face speculatively, as if she were still mentally deciding what style to give me, I realized it didn’t matter what she did from that point on. She could shave me bald, and I wouldn’t mind. All that mattered was the way those dark brown eyes looked at me.

      They seemed to really see me. They knew my not-so-stellar reputation, and they looked past all that to actually see me.

      I swear, those all-seeing, dark eyes had haunted me since our first encounter in the cemetery years ago. From one stare alone, they somehow told me everything she knew about me. That I wasn’t perfect. I was flawed. I was weak in the worst ways, fearful where I shouldn’t be, greedy for things I could never have. And yet, it was okay. The imperfections merely made me human, and I was still worthy of a smile.

      Her smile.

      And that’s why this girl owned me, making her number three in the lineup of Peril people I didn’t despise.

      Mariana smiled now, slowly as if she knew exactly what powers she had, and she pulled a comb from her apron. After tipping my head into the exact tilt she needed it to go, she combed a piece and held it where she wanted it before sliding the scissors across the tines and making the first cut.

      The tiny snip of the blades ricocheted through my ears as if it were the most erotic sound I’d ever heard, and my dick swelled.

      It was mortifying as hell. I had seriously never grown wood during a damn haircut before.

      But thankfully, Mariana didn’t seem to notice, and she blissfully meandered along, until she was finished.

      I had no idea how the final product looked, but when she smiled in pleasure and gave me a thumbs-up in satisfaction, I knew it was by far the best trim I’d ever gotten.

      After whipping off the towel, she shook the terrycloth vigorously, making tendrils of dirty-blond hair rain down. Then, she folded it methodically and motioned as if sweeping the floor.

      “The small broom’s over here,” I answered. “I’ll get it.” I rushed over to fetch both it and the dustpan, and when she tried to take them from me, I resisted. “No, I’ve got it.”

      As I started to sweep up the pile of hair on the floor, she put the chair back where she’d found it.

      Somehow, we both finished at the same time. When I turned to her after putting the broom back, she was writing on her notepad.

      I waited awkwardly, running my hand over my freshly cut hair, only to pause and realize she’d given me a whole new style. Tapering it, she’d left the top fairly shaggy, but then trimmed the sides and back shorter than I’d ever had them before.

      When she caught me checking it out with my fingers, I quickly dropped my hand and shoved it into my back pocket.

      Mariana went back to writing, smiling privately to herself until she finished and showed me what she had to say.

      “You look great.”

      A smile flickered across my face. “Thanks.” Then, I cleared my throat. “So, uh, what do I owe you?”

      Her eyebrows furrowed in confusion at first, but then they arched as an idea came to her. And she wrote some more before turning the notepad my way.

      “Did you hear about that girl on the news? The one that went missing while camping with her friends.”

      “The missing girl?” I asked, frowning in bewilderment as I wondered what the hell that had to do with paying for a haircut. But then I shrugged. “Uh, yeah. I think so. The one they assumed drowned in a canoeing accident and got carried somewhere downstream, right?”

      Mariana bobbed her head in affirmation. “What if she didn’t have an accident? What if someone took her or killed her?”

      “Um…” I let out an uneasy laugh over that suggestion and scratched the back of my neck, only to keep running my hand up because I’d always loved the feel of my hair when it was newly trimmed. “I mean, it was probably an accident,” I said, wondering if she was getting nervous about being alone with me after all. “They found her canoe capsized under a fallen tree in the water.”

      After making a face of disagreement, Mariana wrote some more. “But they never found HER. I don’t know. These stories just freak me out. They make me afraid to walk home alone after sundown.”

      She’d underlined alone and written over it a few times, making it darker.

      I glanced through the window of the shop. It was still full daylight outside with an hour or two remaining until the sun sank, plus I knew where she lived—about a mile outside of town at her family’s trailer home complex. She still had plenty of time to get there before it turned dark.

      But when I glanced at her, she bit her lip and stared back with these big, seeking eyes that begged me to keep her company.

      I released a harassed breath. “You want me to walk you home?” I offered reluctantly. “As payment for the haircut?”

      Her face immediately lit up, glad I’d guessed what she wanted, and with a pleased smile, she nodded her head eagerly.

      I laughed a little, feeling played but not really all that upset about it. I mean, escort a pretty girl home? How could a fellow truly mind that?

      So I said, “Okay…I guess.”

      She bent over her notepad once more, then showed me her next request. “Great! But can we check out the river first?”

      “The river?” I repeated in utter confusion. That was in the complete opposite direction of where she lived.

      When her head moved up and down, letting me know I hadn’t read that wrong, I had to ask, “Why? You want to go looking for the missing girl’s body or something?”

      Mariana pulled back in horror and made a face that forced me to chuckle. Then she wrote, “No way. But there were so many high and mid-level cumulus and cirrus clouds out today, the sunset off the water tonight is going to be just spectacular. I HAVE to see it.”

      I made a face, not buying it. “You have to, huh?”

      She nodded.

      I blinked, not sure what she was trying to get from me here, but I didn’t have a good reason to tell her no, and frankly, I didn’t want to. The idea of spending some time alone with her didn’t repulse me in the least. And it wasn’t like I had anything else to do.

      She pressed her hands together as if she were begging and intentionally batted her eyelashes at me.

      I huffed out an amused sound and shook my head. “You’re just used to getting whatever you want, aren’t you?”

      When she merely smiled, I was sure I had my answer. But she took it even further. She grabbed my arm and stepped close, bumping her breasts right up against my elbow as she continued to plead with a single look.

      Damn, but she needed to watch it with those things. Someone else might misconstrue her begging for some kind of sexual invitation.

      I knew better, though, and merely rolled my eyes before giving in. “Alright, fine. Let’s walk to the water and watch the sunset.”

      Mariana let go of me to clap happily, thanking me with her enthusiasm. Then she leaned up and slapped a quick kiss against my cheek.

      Touching the wet spot after she pulled away, I caught sight of her bright eyes and gulped roughly. “Let me just make sure I have everything locked up around here, and we can head out,” I rasped in a hoarse voice. “Okay?”

      She nodded and then proceeded to follow me to every entrance I checked like a loyal puppy. When I opened the last door for her to go out first before I shut off the lights, she barely crossed the threshold before pausing again to wait for me. It made me wonder if she honestly was frightened of being alone.

      But after I followed her out and locked the last door behind me, she smiled so brightly it was hard to imagine that this cheerful girl could ever be scared of anything.

      I motioned for her to lead the way, but she didn’t seem to be interested in going first. She took my hand and started off, making me walk beside her.

      When I glanced over with one eyebrow arched, she merely grinned back innocently. If it were anyone else, I would’ve said she was coming on to me. But Mariana Ruiz was so fucking guileless and innocent that I didn’t think she was even capable of such filthy, unvirtuous thoughts like sex or debauchery.

      Which was too bad because she had a body made for pleasure, and sex was basically the only thing on my mind when she was around. Like the fact that her cleavage was so full under her shirt that it took everything I had not to look down hopefully, just waiting for a button to pop under one of her cheerful, bouncing steps.

      When she slipped her hand from mine, I looked up guiltily, only to realize she’d lifted a notepad to write something. A moment later, she turned it my way to read.

      “Want to learn what river is in sign language?”

      “Uh…sure,” I answered. Why the hell not? Focusing on her hands would help me keep my attention away from her tits.

      She held up three fingers and tapped the index to her lips twice, then used both hands, palm down, and weaved them around like flowing down a river with her fingers wriggling.

      I nodded. “Well, that makes sense.”

      She smiled and nodded back, then bumped her elbow into mine and motioned encouragingly for me to try it.

      “Oh…” I lifted my hands. “No. I’m good.”

      But Mariana lowered her eyebrows sternly.

      “Or…okay,” I revised, altering my answer. “I’ll give it a go.” And I tapped my lips before winding my hands through some fake rapids.

      I felt like an absolute idiot while doing it—an uncomfortable sensation that was only compounded when she clapped for me in congratulations.

      “Thanks,” I grumbled, feeling my face heat.

      Mariana wrote some more. “Want to learn my name?”

      “Might as well,” I said, heaving out a long breath. I already felt like a complete moron; I doubt it could get much worse.

      Next to me, Mariana smiled blissfully and used three fingers, pressing them together with her thumb tucked between her pinkie and ring finger, to move her hand from her forehead, along her hair, to the top of her shoulder as if drawing a veil.

      I repeated the action this time without any prodding at all.

      With a smile, she nodded her approval. Then she wrote, “That’s actually for Our Lady of Guadalupe, but Mari is what everyone calls me, which is close enough to her name, so… that’s what I go by in ASL.”

      “Huh,” I said before asking, “Is that what you’d prefer I called you, then? Mari?”

      She shrugged, then nodded and took my hand again.

      “Alright,” I murmured. “Mari.” And we walked along in silence.

      The closest part of the river was less than a mile from the edge of town, located on the other side of a copse of trees. But enough people from Beaumont County walked down there to go fishing and have picnics and such on the banks that a pretty decent path had been cleared. Even ATVs could drive through to get there.

      When we reached the clearing that opened up at the river, however, the spot was already occupied by a fisherman who stood about a foot deep in the water with his back to us, wearing waders as he cast a line into the trickling current.

      Disappointment filled me; I kind of liked being alone with Mari. And I already figured she wouldn’t mind his presence—she seemed like the people-person type who’d think the more the merrier.

      But whenever she spotted him, she slowed to a stop, then glanced at me and put her finger to her mouth, silencing me, before she pulled me off to the left and led me into a narrower path back into the trees that ran parallel with the stream.

      My heart jerked, glad she wanted solitude with me as much as I wanted it with her.

      After a ways, the path veered back toward the bank, and we walked over pebbles and grass and tree roots and around a bend, until up ahead, I spotted a small dock that couldn’t be much larger than a ten-by-ten-foot wooden platform sitting out on the water.

      Mari let go of my hand to write, “Is this okay? It’s Mr. Henderman’s wharf but he’s too old to come out here anymore. And I’ve never seen anyone around these parts. It’ll be like we have the whole place to ourselves.”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine by me.”

      Honestly, it was perfect. This was basically an abandoned part of the river. No canoe or raft-floating companies were set up nearby, and in the past few years, the water here had dried enough that it was too narrow and shallow to safely navigate anything much larger than a dinghy through this section.

      With a pleased smile, Mari spun away again so she could race up the gangplank and find a spot to sit.

      As soon as she was seated crossed-legged on the dock, she scribbled on her pad some more, then held it up for me to see.

      “There’s a great view of the sunset here. You’ll see.”

      “If you say so.” I lowered myself next to her, keeping a knee lifted so I could rest one elbow on it. The sun had already dipped low, and the sky was filling with an array of colors.

      I plucked up a cattail that was growing from the water next to the side of the wharf.

      “You sound skeptical,” Mari wrote, her brow furrowed in displeasure.

      “Not skeptical,” I answered with a shrug and busied myself with cutting down the length of the brown flower part of the cattail with my thumbnail. “Just… I don’t know. Sunset watching isn’t exactly my thing.”

      When I had the cattail split open enough that the pillowy insides gushed out, Mari showed me her notepad. “That’s probably just because you haven’t watched one properly yet.”

      I muffled out a half laugh and glanced over at her face. “Yeah, maybe,” I agreed.

      Mari grinned and rolled her eyes before grabbing the cattail guts from my hand so she could pull on the insulation as if it were cotton candy and then let little tufts float away in the breeze.

      I suddenly wished I could have the same childlike fascination she seemed to have for everything. It appeared to be a much more pleasant way to live than all the bitterness and resentment I liked to harbor.

      Mari elbowed me suddenly, pulling me from my thoughts.

      I glanced at her face, and she lifted her notepad for me to read. “Isn’t it amazing?”

      When she motioned toward the sky and sucked in an amazed breath, I found myself looking at her instead of the clouds.

      She was just so completely captivated by the view. And so was I. Forgetting what we were actually there to see, I took in all the pleasure and awe on her face, and my chest expanded with a crazy, warm fullness. She held such pureness and wonder in her gaze, and her chocolate-brown eyes were full of unguarded delight as if she were thrilled by every little detail.

      Except she had such a sensual, passionate bent about her. Her innocent gratification always made me think of raw, gritty sex and heated kisses with slick, sweaty bodies grappling for hours, unable to stop finding new ways to pleasure each other.

      My skin grew hot, and my jeans shrank around my junk.

      I cleared my throat uneasily and tore my gaze from her to look up at the sky too. “Uh, yeah…” I mumbled. “It’s nice.”

      She sighed in contentment and leaned over to rest her cheek on my shoulder, then snuggled closer to hug her arm around mine.

      And Mari was right; it was honest to God the best sunset I’d ever experienced.
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      I told myself to stay away from the diner from then on out.

      My thoughts had grown a little too fixated on the new waitress working there. I needed a break from seeing her, even though it’d already been a full week since we’d watched that sunset together on the dock.

      Seven days hadn’t dampened the urges I was still having. I ached for another glimpse of her sunny smile, of those nearly black, brown eyes, those luscious hips, and generous breasts. I needed more time to cool my jets and lose this idiotic, pathetic crush I’d grown.

      I’d been able to hold out through last Thursday and stay away, but when Tuesday came back around, I was bursting at the seams to escape the garage by noon.

      And before I even knew what I intended, I was hollering, “Hey, Harvey, I’m going to head down to Ginger’s for lunch. You need anything?”

      “Nope. I’m good,” he shouted back. “Take your time.”

      Take your time? I mouthed the words in question, wondering what that meant.

      Honestly, it felt as if he was condoning my obsession with Mariana and encouraging me to feed my base, primal urge to perv on her.

      Of course, he could’ve meant it was a slow day—because it was—and there was no reason for me to hurry. But since all my thoughts revolved around a certain waitress lately, I felt pretty sure he was giving me permission to ogle the pleasant new scenery at the diner to my heart’s content.

      I was so eager to see her again, in fact, that I almost forgot to glance in through the front display of Jude’s realty office when I passed by. But unfortunately, I remembered at the last moment and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      Grace hadn’t come home last night. So Jude’s wife, Fran, was probably out of town again. She seemed to visit her sister quite a bit during the summer.

      And while the wife was away, the mistress always went over to play.

      Through the front window, I saw both Grace and Jude in the reception area. He was setting his hand on the back of her chair as he leaned over her shoulder to see what was on the screen of her computer. They were busy talking to each other and didn’t even notice me creeping in at them.

      I sucked in a deep breath and faced forward again, determined not to think about Grace and her questionable life choices.

      Surprisingly, it wasn’t that hard to do today because as soon as I entered the diner, there was Mari. And suddenly, everything else vanished.

      The diner was busier with more tables filled, and her back was to me as she stood at a booth taking someone’s order. But that only gave me a chance to watch her unguarded as I headed toward my usual spot at the counter to wait for service.

      Less than a minute later, she passed by, gripping my arm to acknowledge me.

      A dose of pure adrenaline shot straight to my dick.

      Logically, I knew she wasn’t flirting or coming on to me. I’d watched her last week with all the other customers enough to realize she was just a touchy-feely kind of person. She never got near a child without stroking its head, and she patted the arm or hand of nearly every adult, male or female. It wasn’t anything special when she did it to me.

      But, God, my body didn’t seem to comprehend that. And it craved every little touch as if it thought she was made for nothing but petting me.

      I fisted my hand against the countertop as I called myself every type of stupid in the book. Why the hell had I decided to torture myself by coming here?

      “Hey, handsome man with the awesome new haircut,” a note that appeared on the counter in front of me read.

      My pulse jumped, loving her attention, and I knew exactly why I was here.

      Because she was.

      Without meaning to, I ran my hand over my hair and glanced over as she set a coffee mug in front of me and poured me a cup.

      “Do you know what you’d like to eat yet?” she asked, showing me one of her pre-written flip cards.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Just the special again.” When she nodded and jotted that down on her order pad, I added, “I don’t suppose you’re going to let me order this one to go, are you?”

      She glanced up in surprise and then lifted her brows, grinning and shaking her head no.

      And fuck me, but she was just so beautiful. Every time she flashed that smile, my chest bound up and I couldn’t breathe right.

      “Didn’t think so,” I muttered, trying to sound moody but not succeeding.

      She pulled up another notepad from her apron and scribbled out a message before turning to show it to me. “Can we check out the sunset again tonight?”

      I huffed out an amused sound. “Again?”

      She nodded and followed it up with a tilting of her head as she set both hands under her chin and batted her lashes playfully.

      Chuckling outright, I opened my mouth to answer when the bell dinged over the door.

      Mari held up a finger, telling me to hold my answer, and she turned her attention to her newest customer.

      Pressing my lips together, I picked up my coffee, then I sipped and took a moment to calm my racing heart. It just pumped faster, though, and my breathing accelerated.

      Only Mari could work me up like this, I swear.

      From behind me, I heard a jeering, “Well, well. Aren’t you a sweet little mamacita?”

      Instantly frowning, I glanced over at the newcomer, only to learn there were three of them, not just one, and they looked like a trio of dirty-minded schmucks, out enjoying a guys’ weekend away from the wives.

      Mari shyly hugged the menus to her chest and backed away a step as they seated themselves at a table.

      Openly ogling her legs as they did so, one of them elbowed the guy to his right. “Told you this looked like a good place to eat.”

      His pal whistled. “Damn, you weren’t wrong. I’m suddenly craving some fish tacos like you wouldn’t believe.”

      When he reached out as if to pat her bottom, Mari smoothly sidestepped him and set the menus on the table before jumping back to put more distance between them.

      “Please tell me you’re the special of the day,” the first harasser asked with a lingering leer. “Because I’ll take seconds.”

      Mariana shook her head and nervously shifted her weight from one foot to the other as she filed through her prompt cards before showing them one.

      The one closest to her squinted and leaned forward. “What’s that say?”

      While she shifted just a little closer to help him read it, the one next to him snorted. “Don’t you know any English, honey?”

      The asshat across the table swung out his knee and patted the top of his thigh. “Why don’t you come over here and have a seat on Old Howie’s lap, then, darling? I’m sure you’ll be able to translate what I really want.”

      As the three of them chortled, amused by themselves, a panicked Mariana tried to move away, her attention on Naomi across the diner who was busy serving another table, but one of the men caught her around the waist and started to tug her backward against him.

      And that was it for me.

      “You’ve got about two seconds,” I spoke up, gaining the attention of my intended recipients, plus a couple more tables of people surrounding them. “To start behaving before I come over there and break something on each of you that I promise you don’t want broken.”

      The man immediately let go of Mariana, and she scurried away, darting to my side.

      At the table, however, the three assholes straightened indignantly, narrowing their eyes.

      “You got a problem, buddy?” one of them asked.

      “Yeah,” I admitted bluntly. “I’m trying to wait on my lunch in peace, and you’re fucking annoying me.”

      “Hey, hey!” Naomi called roughly, finally noticing the tension brewing on this side of the cafe. “No fighting in my diner.” She glared specifically at me but then turned to point at the others in the booth. “And you three…Out!”

      “Us!” they cried in outrage. “What’d we do? We just wanted to order a meal.”

      Naomi didn’t seem to care. “No one treats our waitresses that way, you hear!”

      “Oh, come on. We were just having a little fun.”

      “Then why don’t I see her smiling?” Naomi demanded. “That’s all the girl ever does. And you wiped the damn smile right off her face.”

      When all three men glanced toward Mariana, she ducked behind me and shifted fearfully closer until I could feel her hand on the center of my back.

      “Here are your options,” Naomi told them. “You can either apologize and start acting decently, or just go now and get out of here.”

      Everyone in the diner seemed to hold their breath, waiting for the men’s responses.

      I kind of thought they were going to fall into line after Naomi’s scolding, issue their apology, and order their meal, but after they glanced at each other, they sniffed degradingly and shuffled to their feet.

      “Let’s get out of here, guys. Something just doesn’t smell right in this place.”

      “Yeah,” the other two echoed as they started for the door. “I bet the food tastes like shit.”

      When one of them mumbled, “Thanks a lot, bitch,” under his breath as he passed by where Mariana was still hovering against me, I lifted my boot and nudged him in the ass, forcefully helping him toward the door a little faster.

      As he stumbled forward, Naomi shouted, “I said no fighting in my diner!”

      I merely shrugged when she pointed at me, but the other guy whirled back, his eyes flaring with rage. When he took a measured step in my direction, Mari whimpered, bunching the back of my shirt in her worried grip. But then the stranger caught sight of some lady in the corner booth recording him on her phone, and he finally settled down.

      “I’ve got your number, boy,” he murmured before he turned away and walked out.

      Mari exhaled roughly and leaned her forehead against the back of my shoulder.

      And an instant later, the door to the back opened, admitting one of the biggest, burliest men to walk the planet. He had bright red, curly hair and a bushy red beard to match. “Everything alright out here? Sal just came to fetch me, saying there was trouble.”

      “Everything’s fine, Ginger,” Naomi called back as she lifted a pair of fully loaded plates to deliver to customers. “Just had to kick out a few morons who were picking on Mari. But we got it handled.”

      The diner’s owner smiled after her in appreciation. “You usually do, Nam,” he praised with an admiring nod. Then his gaze sought Mari, who was still tucked fearfully behind me.

      “You okay, kiddo?” he asked. “Need to take a minute to catch your breath?”

      When I glanced over my shoulder at her, she lifted her gaze to me as if seeking advice about how to answer, but then she turned back toward Ginger and shook her head.

      Slipping her prompting notes from her apron, she smoothed some nonexistent wrinkles from her shirt and approached one of her tables to see if they needed anything.

      “Alright, then, good,” Ginger said before disappearing again.

      And from there, everything returned to normal.

      But I watched Mari for a few seconds longer. Her smile looked strained yet she continued on bravely, showing her customers a kindness I didn’t necessarily think they deserved, especially after they’d just sat back and done absolutely nothing while she was being harassed.

      When she brought my meal over, she set a note instead of my meal ticket next to my plate. It read: “No charge for being my hero of the day. Thank you.”

      No charge for me only meant she planned to pay for my food from her own tips, though, and I didn’t want that. I glanced over to frown at her, except she surprised the fuck out of me by slapping a quick, grateful kiss on my cheek.

      I blinked, too befuddled to immediately reply, and then I touched the wet spot she’d left behind as I watched her hurry over to greet some locals that had just walked in, just to make sure she hadn’t left behind a physical trace of my soul being sucked to the surface.

      But seriously, if she kept kissing my cheek like that, the girl was going to make me straight-up fall for her.
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      We didn’t get a chance to have another exchange by the time I finished my meal because the lunch crowd picked up, keeping Mari occupied. She only stopped by my area of the counter briefly to top off my coffee and then she was gone again. I tried to wait around to motion her over so I could refuse her free meal offer in person.

      But I think she purposely avoided eye contact with me just so I couldn’t.

      With a sigh, I gave up the effort and stood to head back to the bathrooms.

      As soon as I stepped into the hallway, however, I heard Naomi saying, “I wouldn’t go getting too close to that Topper boy if I was you, Mari. That one only knows how to make trouble and get himself arrested.”

      “He’s too old for you, too,” another woman spoke up, some lady I didn’t even know. “He’ll expect more from you than you even know how to give.”

      I snorted and shook my head as I pushed my way into the bathroom. Nosey old biddies should learn to mind their own business. I knew I was too tainted for the likes of pristine, clean Mariana Ruiz. And therefore, I wouldn’t make any type of move toward her. They had nothing to worry about from me.

      After relieving myself and washing my hands, I returned to the main part of the diner. It had gotten significantly busier, and I felt as if I’d worn out my welcome a while back anyway. So I dug up my wallet as I headed to my plate. After tossing down enough money to cover my meal, I dug back in for one more bill, needing to leave a tip.

      I had two ones, a five, a ten, and a twenty. I paused briefly before pulling out the twenty. Someone had drawn a peace symbol on it in red pen. After tucking it under my plate for her to find later, I turned toward the exit, even though my gaze strayed her way as I shoved my wallet back into my pocket.

      She glanced over just as my gaze located her. And when she smiled and waved, my heart gave a heavy jerk in my chest. I didn’t smile back, not sure if I was a fan of all these emotions she stirred up in me. But I did bob my chin in acknowledgment.

      Opening the door, I exited into the unusually humid June weather, where sweat was already making my shirt stick to my back after two steps. On the third, however, someone was grabbing my arm and nearly wrenching it out of the socket as they pulled me to the side.

      “We need to teach you some manners, boy,” someone told me right before a fist slammed into the side of my head.
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      “Motherfucker.”

      I stumbled sideways, thrown off-balance, and would’ve gone down completely if someone else hadn’t grabbed my arm and hauled me back the other way.

      I don’t know how I spotted the second fist flying at my face with my vision already whack from the first punch. But I was ready for it this time, and I could hear the air swish as it came.

      Dodging at the last second, I ducked, and the asshat ended up hitting the guy on the other side of me. As my first assailant doubled over in pain, I punched Douche Number Two in the nuts while I was already crouching right in front of them. He went to the ground like a falling oak, going cross-eyed and clutching himself, which gave me a chance to straighten and look around for their third buddy that I knew had to be loitering nearby.

      “You son of a bitch,” he growled, outing his location.

      I whirled.

      He’d already bunched his fist and reared his arm back, so I jabbed him quickly in the face before he could swing.

      As blood streamed from his nose, a police siren bleeped, and red and blue briefly flashed over my face.

      I groaned as none other than the sheriff himself, with one of his deputies in the passenger seat, swerved his patrol car to the curb in front of us and screeched to a halt.

      I glanced at the three men who had jumped me. All of them were bleeding and writhing in pain, resembling broken dolls as they littered the ground around me. The fact that I was the only one left standing suddenly did not seem as if it boded well.

      “Damn, Topper,” the deputy cried in amusement as he climbed from his side. “This is getting bad if we can’t even drive down the dadgum street without finding you brawling with someone or another.”

      I took a step back from the assholes who’d jumped me and lifted my hands to show the cops that I was unarmed.

      “Hey, I didn’t start this.”

      “Yeah, you never do, do you?” the sheriff answered as he climbed out as well, pulling a pair of handcuffs from his belt as he rounded the hood of his cruiser to approach.

      “I’m serious,” I insisted. “I was only defending myself. They ambushed me while I was coming out of the diner, minding my own damn business.”

      “Minding your own business with no provocation at all, huh? Yeah, I bet. What’d you do, Topper?”

      “I didn’t do shit. They were in Ginger’s, harassing Mariana, and got kicked out for it.”

      “Mariana?” the sheriff asked, shaking his head in question.

      But his deputy spoke up, explaining, “The deaf girl who just started there.”

      “Ah...” The sheriff turned back to me with a smirk. “So you got a crush on the pretty, young waitress, huh? Thought you could dazzle her by showing her your impressive right hook?”

      “No,” I grumbled. “They put their filthy hands on her, and no one else was doing jack shit about it, so I told them to stop.”

      “Wow,” the deputy murmured in sarcastic amazement. “You’re just a regular old knight in shining armor, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, good story,” the sheriff agreed, unimpressed. “Now, turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

      “Are you fucking serious?” I cried. “I get attacked by these jackwads, and you’re going to arrest me?”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll take them in too, Topper. Just cool your jets.”

      Hearing that actually did calm me down a bit, so I complied and pressed the backs of my wrists together behind my back. But as soon as the metal cuffs slapped around my flesh, Mari came streaking out of the diner with tears pouring down her face.

      Waving her hands frantically at the sheriff, she grabbed his arm as soon as she got his attention. After pointing at me, she shook her head, trying to tell them they’d made a mistake. But to them, it probably looked as if she was calling me the bad guy.

      The sheriff didn’t seem to care either way. “Now, just calm down, calm down, Miss Ruiz.” He lifted his hands. “We’ll get to the bottom of what happened over at the station. Don’t you worry.”

      She shook her head and pointed at the three other men who were also being corralled and questioned by the deputy. After some hand signals that made absolutely no sense to me, she only succeeded in getting the sheriff to chuckle in amusement. Setting his hands on her shoulders, he steered her back toward Ginger’s.

      “It’ll be fine, I promise you.” And he nudged her forward, dismissing her.

      She scowled over her shoulder at him, then turned her gaze to me.

      The concern and tears got to me. But it was the guilt in them that did me in most, as if she felt responsible for all of this. And I just couldn’t allow that. So I sent her a little smirk and rolled my eyes as if being arrested were no big deal.

      Her shoulders loosened and she wiped at her wet eyes, letting me know I’d succeeded in reassuring her. But she still sent the sheriff one more displeased scowl before dutifully heading back toward the diner.

      When one of the bleeding assholes in cuffs leered after her, sneering, “There’s the bitch who started it,” the deputy thankfully slapped him on the back of the head in discipline.

      I watched her disappear inside until something else from the corner of my eye caught my notice.

      Grace had stepped from the entrance of Everett Realty and was wandering this way, along with a growing crowd of other onlookers, curious to see what was happening.

      When my mother caught sight of me, we made eye contact just as the sheriff was setting his hand on the back of my head to nudge me down into the open back seat of his cruiser.

      Surprise coated her features at first, then her eyes frosted with disapproval before she abruptly turned away and stalked off again.

      I cursed under my breath, which caused the sheriff to chuckle. “Your mama sure doesn’t seem happy to see you in handcuffs again, does she? Don’t look like she’s going to come down and bail you out this time, neither.”

      Then he slammed the door in my face before I could give him a sufficiently unimpressed glare.

      Out the window, I watched another police car pull up to the curb. The sheriff paused to direct that officer over toward the first deputy who’d finished handcuffing the other three, and then he was hurrying around to climb behind the wheel.

      Falling back into my seat, I let my head loll as I closed my eyes and groaned. This was so going to get me fired. I was fairly certain that heading straight to jail without passing go wasn’t what Harvey had meant when he’d told me to take my time for lunch.

      Five blocks and three turns later, the sheriff was pulling his cruiser between two tall metal gates and taking us down a ramp to a garage door that opened under the courthouse building as we approached it.

      The garage led straight into prisoner intake.

      “Just stick him in a holding cell for now, Gladys,” the sheriff instructed his jailer. “He might not be staying.”

      I sent him a surprised glance, but he ignored me as he passed me off to Gladys.

      “Hey, Top,” she greeted with a bob of the head. “What’re you in for this time?”

      “Getting jumped outside Ginger’s,” I said dryly.

      She grunted, uncaring. “Well, next time, maybe you’ll know better to look both ways before leaving a place, won’t you?”

      I shook my head, amused by her uncaringly cold demeanor. “I guess.”

      The holding cell was empty, so Gladys merely motioned me in. I sighed and stepped behind the bars because, yes, this jail was so ancient it still had the good old-fashioned metal bars in it. Flinching when she slammed them shut and locked me in, I huffed out a breath and found a bench to have myself a nice sit.

      No idea how long I rotted there.

      I was leaning back against the concrete wall and relaxing, eyes closed and whistling lightly under my breath, when someone finally returned for me.

      “Alright, Topper. You’re good to go,” I was told as keys rattled, letting me know my door was being unlocked.

      My eyes flashed open, but I didn’t bother to stand, certain there was a mistake. “What, really?”

      “Really, really,” the officer said dryly, scowling at me as he stood impatiently waiting for me to get up. “Now, come on!”

      “Okay, alright.”

      I pushed my way to my feet and left the cell lazily, following him down the hall toward intake, where I figured I was finally going to be booked in. But as soon as I reached the desk and saw who was standing there, waiting on me, I fell to an instant stop.

      “No,” I said.

      Jude turned from where he’d been waiting, and he lifted his eyebrows at me in question.

      I scowled at him a moment before turning toward the officer. “I don’t want him bailing me out. Can I refuse?”

      “Refuse what?” he asked, shrugging. “There was no bail since you weren’t technically booked in. Enough witnesses claimed you were just defending yourself. You’re free to go.”

      I motioned toward my mother’s married boyfriend. “Then what the fuck is he doing here?”

      As the deputy shrugged, Jude stepped forward. “I was here to bail you out. But since there’s no need, I decided to offer you a ride instead.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I glared him down until he shifted uncomfortably, then I grumbled, “I’ll walk.” Glancing at the officer, I said, “We’re done here, right?”

      He nodded, so I brushed past him and Jude and started for the exit. Across the room, Gladys had her hands full with the three douches who’d jumped me. As one was getting his fingerprints taken, he glanced over and narrowed his eyes. I sent him a small, gloating salute before I pushed my way outside.

      Jude, unfortunately, was hot on my heels. “Hey, Zac! Wait up a second there, will you, son?”

      I stopped short to spin around and glare at him. “I’ve told you repeatedly to stop calling me that.”

      He flushed and lifted his hands before clearing his throat uncomfortably. “Right. Sorry. Forgot. But I…” He hurried after me when I turned away and stalked off again. “I really did wish to have a quick word with you.”

      I didn’t wish to have a word with him, though. So I kept walking.

      Jude jogged to keep up.

      I really wanted to hate this son of a bitch—he’d turned my mother into the most notorious mistress in town—but a big part of me just felt bad for him. His oldest daughter, Patience, had killed herself during her last year of middle school, which I’m sure had massively fucked up his entire family and then caused him to turn to my mother for comfort. It explained why he probably thought he couldn’t leave his wife and why my mother thought she couldn’t leave him.

      He wasn’t even cruel to Grace. He never hurt her physically, didn’t talk to her disrespectfully, showered her with gifts, and in his own mind, he might even love her. Maybe. I don’t know. I just knew he was married…to someone else. And that put my mother on the shit end of the stick, which I could not forgive.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” I snarled, scowling over my shoulder at him as I continued down the road. “Coming down here to bail me out. I can’t imagine Grace asked you to do it.”

      “Well, no,” he started uncertainly. “But I know she doesn’t like it when you’re arrested.”

      I snorted and faced forward. “It’s not my favorite pastime either.” I didn’t slow my pace, even though it was making him pant and sweat like crazy to keep up.

      “I just want to make her happy, Zac. I swear—”

      “Happy?” I cried incredulously. This time, I did stop when I spun to glare at him. “If you wanted to make her happy, why don’t you—I don’t know—leave your wife for her? Like you promised her you’d do two years ago when Lula finally turned eighteen. Or last year when—”

      “Okay, okay.” He lifted his hands in surrender. “I get what you’re saying. And no, I haven’t been fair to Grace. But that’s what I’m trying to tell you now.”

      I scoffed in disbelief. “Tell me what? That you left your wife? Now? After all this time?”

      I didn’t buy it. There was no reason for him to leave her now. He already had everything exactly the way he wanted it, and he knew my mother wasn’t going to leave him, whether he got a divorce or not. Besides, Fran would take him to the cleaners for every dime he had if he thought of leaving her.

      “Uh, no…” He coughed and then mumbled, “She left me, actually.”

      Okay, now this was interesting. I lifted my eyebrows. “Fran left you?”

      He nodded and then flushed guiltily. Or maybe it was all the walking I’d made him do that had his face so red.

      “Yes, so… Your mama’s going to be moving in with me. But I wanted you to know you could still stay on at the rental if you wanted. I won’t evict you or anything. Just as long as you keep up the payment, you can stay as long as you like.”

      I blinked at him because the idea of my mother leaving me and moving in with him…

      I honestly wasn’t sure what to think about that. So I decided not to.

      Without saying a word, I turned away from Jude and marched up the street, leaving him behind. But this time, he didn’t come after me.

      “So I guess this means you agree to be the new sole tenant?” he called to my retreating back.

      I didn’t answer. But he knew I would accept. Where the fuck else would I go? If Grace was remaining in Peril, I was remaining in Peril.

      “Okay, then,” he added uneasily. “Rent’s due by the first Tuesday of the month.”

      I already knew that since I’d been paying the rent for the past three years, so I didn’t bother to answer.

      And thankfully, he left me alone from there.

      I made it back to the garage about ten minutes later. Harvey was working under the hood of a Ford, and he barely glanced over when I walked in.

      “Back so soon?” he asked lazily.

      I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “Yeah, sorry I’m late. I…”

      I paused, trying to come up with the best way to tell him the truth when he finished for me, “...was too busy getting arrested to return to work at a decent time?”

      Shoulders slumping, I muttered, “You heard?”

      “Oh yeah.” Finally coming out from under the hood, he slammed down the tool in his hand and glared. “And just as I was finally coming around to trusting you, too. What the hell were you thinking, kid?”

      “I’m sorry,” I started in again. “But it wasn’t my fault. I got—”

      “Jumped. Yeah. By three strangers passing through town; I already heard all about it.”

      I fell back a step, not sure what else to say.

      With a shrug, I finally asked, “Well…are you going to fire me or not?”

      His brow furrowed even lower in displeasure, and he glowered hotly before sniffing. “No. I don’t want to fire you. You’re the most reliable hand I ever hired. But you gotta do something about that hot temper of yours.”

      “They were harassing—”

      “Yes, I know!” he cut me off with a scowl. “But that doesn’t mean you always need to go sticking your nose into other people’s business.”

      “So I should’ve just sat there and quietly waited for my meal while they fucking raped her in the middle of the diner?” I snapped back. “Because no one else was certainly stepping in to do anything.”

      Harvey heaved out a disgusted sound, only to mumble, “No, I don’t guess you should’ve done that either.”

      “Well?” I repeated, waiting for him to tell me what I should’ve done instead.

      But all he did was frown back moodily. “Well…” he snapped and motioned me forward. “Carry on, then. This engine ain’t going to fix itself.”

      “So you’re not going to fire me?”

      “Not today, no. Now get back to work.”

      I exhaled, my relief so great that I grew a little lightheaded. I wasn’t sure what I would’ve done if he had fired me.

      Glad I didn’t have to find out, I stepped forward. “Yes, sir.”

      Picking up the tool he’d slammed down, I took up where he’d left off and got to work.

      I kept my head buried under a hood, minding my own business, until quitting time, when Harvey stepped from his office again and announced, “I suspect you’ll be clocking out now, huh?”

      “I can hang out for a couple more minutes,” I said, not looking up as I tightened the last few bolts on my current project. “Make up for the time I lost earlier.”

      “Hell, that’s fine by me,” he answered, not caring one way or another. “I just figured you wouldn’t want to keep the lady waiting.”

      “Lady? What…?” I jerked my head up to see Mari approaching the shop. “Fuck.”

      As I rushed to grab a grease rag and start wiping my hands clean, my boss sent me an amused glance. “Damn. The girl’s already got you wrapped around her little finger, don’t she? Heh. Can’t say I blame you for being so cantankerous. You must feel like a fish on a hook right now, and no amount of wriggling is keeping you from getting reeled in.”

      “Shut it,” I muttered, scowling at my fingers when the rag did absolutely nothing to clean them.

      Before I could dash to the sink for a proper scrubbing, Mari spotted me and started running. I lifted my hands to ward her off and let her see how dirty my palms were. “Hold up, I’m not cle—”

      She didn’t care. She plowed into me, hugging me hard and clinging with a trembling kind of relief that forced me to wrap my arms around her in return, reassuring her that I was fine.

      And it felt better than I wanted to admit that someone actually cared.
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      I worried about what had become of Zac all day long. The end of my shift couldn’t have come soon enough.

      Not sure where to check first—the jail, his work, his house—I decided to begin where I knew he lived with his mamá. But it looked empty there, and no one answered the door when I knocked. Then, I lingered around the courthouse for a while, but when I finally grew the nerve to enter and ask about him, I learned he’d been released hours ago.

      Harvey’s shop was my last resort. When I spotted him inside the garage, next to the raised hood of a truck and wiping his hands on a grease rag, I’d never been so relieved in all my life. I dashed forward, needing to feel him physically to completely assure myself he was okay.

      As I drew near, he lifted his hands, trying to tell me he was too dirty for a hug, but I didn’t care. I tackled him anyway, knocking the breath from him with my relief, and causing him to gasp out a quiet, “Oof,” as I squeezed him hard.

      My arms shook from joy and the sudden loss of concern. I could’ve hugged him all day. And when he hugged me back, murmuring, “I’m okay, I’m fine,” tears filled my eyes.

      I pulled back, detailing in ASL how worried and mad and scared I’d been, how much I wanted to yell at the cops and the men who’d attacked him, and how much I’d wanted to keep him from getting arrested at all.

      He only blinked at me, watching my hands fly with a fearful type of awe. It was probably best that he had no idea what names I called the men who’d picked on him; he’d probably never look at me the same again.

      “Boy, she sure is telling you off, ain’t she?” Harvey hooted, falling back on his one heel and grinning as he watched me go.

      Zac sent him a short frown and then finally reached forward to calmly take my hands in his and stop my ranting.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, looking into my eyes. “I’m sorry, alright?”

      “What?” I mouthed the word in dismay, unable to believe he thought I was mad at him. I started to shake my head to let him know none of my rage was directed his way.

      Except maybe for…

      I pulled the twenty from my pocket that he’d left as a tip, the same twenty that had a red peace symbol on it. After flashing it in his face, I scowled and tried to hand it back.

      But he jerked away and lifted his hands, refusing to accept it. “No way. That’s your hard-earned money.”

      I paused to scowl at him some more before I reached for the front pocket of his jeans to push the cash in there.

      And that really got him going.

      “Hey!” He jumped like a scalded cat, then laughed nervously as he caught my hands, stopping me. Then his gaze slid toward his boss who was still watching us. Keeping a light hold of my hands, he returned his attention to me.

      “I want you to keep it,” he said quietly, looking deep into my eyes.

      And God, my thighs clenched and my nipples hardened from that intense look alone. I was ready to drop my panties for him then and there.

      I found myself nodding in agreement, already having forgotten what we were even discussing.

      His lips twitched with pleasure, and I wanted to kiss that mouth so badly that I had to bite the inside of my mouth—hard—to quell the craving.

      He let go of my hands, and I shoved the money back into my pocket, watching the pleasure on his face as I tucked it out of sight.

      Then I couldn’t help myself. I signed the word for river.

      Zac shook his head and laughed. “Yeah, okay. We can go watch the sunset again.” After glancing toward Mr. Harvey, he said, “I guess I’m going to take off for today.”

      His boss gave a low chuckle and waved him away. “I figured. You kids have fun.”

      I waved at the older man as well. He said something too gruffly for me to understand and waved back as he was turning away to reenter his office.

      Zac insisted on washing his hands before we could leave, and it was fascinating to watch. He went all the way up his forearms, using this stuff called Fast Orange that boasted it was a scrub. My nose twitched as I drew close because it smelled…interesting. I actually detected notes of the fragrance it was named after.

      From there, I had to get a sample for myself to feel just how gritty it really was.

      Shaking his head in amusement over my curiosity, Zac shifted aside so I could rinse my hands first as he continued to scour his skin from fingertip to elbow. I liked standing next to him as we washed together. I could picture us doing it as an old, married couple twenty years from now. Our nightly routine as we flossed and brushed our teeth before bed. It was comfortable and secure. And nice.

      I grinned up at him after I had rinsed and stepped aside so he could have his turn at the water.

      He shook his head as if he had no idea why I seemed so jubilant, and he moved his hands under the water. When he was done, I handed him some blue paper towels. He murmured a quiet thanks and dried up before tossing his trash and turning to me.

      “Ready?”

      I nodded—more than ready to be alone with him—and I took his hand as I led us from the shop, swinging our connected arms back and forth as we went. After a few steps, I lifted his knuckles to my nose so I could smell that unique Fast Orange scent again. It wasn’t bad at all.

      He laughed and shook his head. “You can seriously find delight in anything, can’t you?”

      Only when he was around. But I couldn’t tell him that; I didn’t want to scare him off on our second date.

      Dropping his hand abruptly, I dig up my phone to talk. I didn’t feel like handwriting anymore today—even though I usually wrote faster than I typed—my fingers were too tired to hold a pen. So I pulled up the notes app and put just my thumbs to work for a while.

      “I’m more curious why YOU’RE smiling right now. You were unjustly arrested today. How are you so calm about it?”

      Zac shrugged as he read my question. “I’m used to it by now. It’s…whatever.” Shaking his head, he blew out a breath and gazed off into the distance for about ten seconds before he revised, “Okay, you’re right. It bothers me. I seriously can’t wait to get the fuck out of this town.”

      My stomach lurched in fear as his words reverberated through my ears.

      I didn’t want him to leave.

      But I also understood why he would want to go. Locals might ignore me, but they didn’t Zac. They absolutely loathed him.

      Which made me wonder about the next thing I typed. “Why have you stayed this long?”

      Zac flushed as if embarrassed, which made me think it was because of his mamá. He couldn’t leave her.

      But what he mumbled was, “Money, I guess. After helping Grace with the bills, I can’t even make a car payment with what I earn.”

      Money wasn’t the reason at all, though. I could tell.

      So I decided to go playful. “Want me to help you rob a bank?”

      Zac chuckled and sent me a suspicious glance. “I can’t even imagine you attempting to be mean and intimidating enough to force people to hand over all their money.”

      When I lifted my fists, mimicking a fighter’s stance, he laughed again, then shook his head and sighed. “I don’t know. I kind of doubt there’d even be enough at the Peril Bank to get me to the Kansas border.”

      I laughed too and then wrote, “I think we should go west. I’ve always wanted to see Wyoming.”

      When he veered a surprised glance my way, I was worried he’d say something about me wanting to leave with him. Nerves propelled my fingers to type fast so he wouldn’t have a chance to respond before I wrote, “Though Colorado’s only forty-five minutes away if you just want to escape the state.”

      When I bit my lip and finally risked a glance up, he was still giving me the oddest look.

      I was certain then; I’d scared him off. He was going to call me clingy, claim I was rushing things, and then turn around and leave.

      But when I frowned at him in question, silently asking why he was looking at me that way, he shook his head slightly.

      “You…laughed,” he uttered in bewilderment.

      Brow furrowing, I shook my head and wrote, “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” he swore adamantly. “I loved it. I just… I didn’t know you could.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be able to laugh?” I asked.

      “Uh…” He gave an uneasy chuckle before saying, “Because you’re mute.”

      I rolled my eyes and typed, “But I still have vocal cords.”

      “You do?” He tilted his head curiously. “So… You’ve just chosen not to speak? Because of your parents’ accident?”

      It was my turn to blink at him in surprise.

      He shrugged. “I’ve heard that you used to talk. And that you stopped after your mom and dad died in a car crash.”

      Oh. I swallowed, remembering the screaming and breaking glass, the blood and—God—the pain.

      “Was it bad?” Zac asked softly.

      I nodded. “I was with them when it happened,” I admitted before deleting the words as soon as he read them.

      “Damn,” he whispered. “That must’ve been pretty traumatic. I’m not sure I’d feel like talking again, either.”

      “It’s not that,” I admitted. “I hurt my head in the accident. Got a lesion on my brain, and now I have something called Broca’s dysarthria. My brain understands communication and knows what I want to say but it can’t get my mouth to cooperate.”

      “Seriously? Wow.” His eyes widened. “That would suck.”

      I nodded. “It’s why I’m not so good at writing either. It makes me misspell words and form letters weirdly.”

      “Ah,” he answered before flashing me a grin. “I just assumed you had bad grammar and worse penmanship.”

      I gasped and shoved at his arm, making him stumble off-balance as he laughed again.

      As we reached the river, the public beach area was empty, but we took off down the side trail, anyway, heading toward the abandoned dock we’d sat on last week. Zac plopped down a lot more readily and comfortably this time and glanced up at me with an inviting kind of look.

      My stomach tightened with excitement, and I hurried to sit next to him on the firm wood.

      With a content sigh, he gazed off toward the sinking sun, where he seemed to enjoy the feel of the breeze on his cheeks. And as he dwelled in the moment, I bit my lip before typing out a confession.

      “I can make SOME sounds, but I usually can’t control how they come out. If I’m calm enough and think really hard, sometimes I can say one short word.”

      “Really?” His eyebrows lifted as he looked over at me. “Think you could say my name?”

      I shook my head and immediately blushed, ducking my face and feeling suddenly shy.

      “Come on,” he encouraged, bumping his shoulder into mine. “Just try it. For me?”

      Damn. I couldn’t blow him off when he pulled out the for me and then looked at me with those eyes.

      “It will sound awful,” I warned him.

      “I don’t care,” he assured. “Sound as bad as you want. I won’t make fun of you. Promise.”

      He was so focused on me and fully invested in our conversation. I honestly didn’t think I’d ever seen him so in the moment before. Zac was standoffish, never immersing himself in anything that involved other people. To see him engaged with me was…overwhelming.

      And before I knew what I was doing, I opened my mouth and bleated, “Zaaa…”

      When I couldn’t get the final C to come, I slapped my hands to my cheeks in mortification and promptly shut my mouth.

      But Zac looked awestruck. “Holy shit,” he uttered as he gaped at me. “You did it. You said my name.”

      I shook my head and picked up my phone to complain. “I did not. I couldn’t say the C. No matter how hard I tried, it just wouldn’t come.”

      “Screw the C,” he tossed out. “The Z and A were perfect. It sounded exactly like the beginning of my name.”

      “It sounded like a demented goat,” I argued.

      He laughed. “It did not. A demented goat would’ve sounded more like, Za-a-a…” And he made sure his voice vibrated like a blasting machine gun.

      I couldn’t help it. I giggled and then slugged his shoulder for the awful joke as I kept on laughing.

      Smiling as if smug with himself, he leaned away with my slug, only to come back and lightly press his shoulder back into mine. “You did great,” he assured. “Honestly. Pretty soon, we’ll have you saying my entire first name, no shortened version.”

      “If you mean Zachary, then there’s no way in hell,” I assured him.

      He grinned over at me. “Actually, my full first name is Zacchaeus.”

      Was it really? I had not known this.

      Zacchaeus Topper.

      Huh. I liked that.

      I wondered what his middle name was.

      Not letting on that I was already envisioning wedding invitations for Zacchaeus and Mariana, I typed, “Yeah, not going to happen. Zacchaeus seems like it would be harder to say than Zachary.”

      “I guess we’ll just stick with Zac, then.”

      As he gazed at me, his eyes glittered with this warmth that burned straight inside me.

      I shuddered, catching my breath.

      “Hey,” he said a moment later, making me shake myself back to the present and focus on his eyes.

      He hitched his chin toward the sky. “The sun’s setting.”

      My mouth dropped open as I looked up. He was right. I’d never been distracted away from an evening view of the river before.

      I think Zac had become my new sunset.

      Picking up my phone, I typed in a message and showed it to him. “Promise me that if you do leave, you’ll at least say goodbye first.”

      He sent me an amused glance. “Now, why would I have to do that?” he murmured as he reached up to tuck a piece of hair behind my ear. “I thought you were coming with me.”

      And that was that; I was flat gone for this boy.
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      Mariana was a total chatterbox all the way home. Her fingers wouldn’t stop flying over her phone screen as she sent text after text.

      It started innocently enough with me apologizing that I didn’t have my own set of wheels to just drive to her trailer, but she assured me it was no problem because barely anyone in her family owned a vehicle; there was four between the whole lot of them. She was used to walking.

      Then, she mentioned that Felipe was saving to get himself a car, and I made the mistake of asking which one he was. I remembered him being a year younger than me in school and knew he was part of the Ruiz clan, but I wasn’t sure how Mari was related to him.

      Instead of just telling me they were first cousins, she proceeded to explain her entire family tree. Most of it, I was sure I wouldn’t remember but what did stick with me was the utter smile on her face as she typed.

      She truly loved her relatives, and just…life in general.

      I wished I could have a portion of her joy because it seemed really fucking nice. She was simply in her element here like this, and I hoped she could stay this happy, always.

      At her place, she hugged me goodbye, and I remained in the dark, near the tree line, watching her until she disappeared inside. When someone exited the trailer across the way, facing hers and carrying a full trash bag, I finally turned away and headed home.

      It took me about twenty minutes to reach town again. I walked down the darkened main street, passing the grain elevator, the diner, Everett’s real estate office, and more, until I came to Harvey’s garage. There, I turned west and went another four blocks down until I was home.

      The sight of my mom’s car sitting in the drive made me pause, though, since Grace had moved in with the dick, and I was supposed to be living alone now.

      Apparently, that hadn’t worked out.

      I’d never admit it aloud, but a part of me was thrilled that I was the one she’d come back to when things had fallen through elsewhere. I mean, all her shit was here and it was basically her home, but still. She’d returned to me.

      After quietly entering the house, I tiptoed to her darkened room, where the door was open, and I stepped in so I could cross to her bed and see her sleeping outline under the sheets.

      I couldn’t count the number of times I’d woken up in the middle of the night as a kid to find her standing over my bed, just checking on me to make sure I was still breathing—still there.

      Now, I was the one who checked on her, afraid to lose her and always worried about her safety.

      The tables had definitely turned in the last decade.

      With a sigh, I retreated to my room, where I kicked off my shoes and stretched out on my bed, thinking about my mother, and thinking about Mariana, thinking about both of them leaving here with me and starting over fresh, somewhere else.

      I’m not sure when I finally dozed off, but it was morning when I woke again to the sound of cupboard doors banging in the kitchen.

      With a groan, I buried my face in my pillow, not ready to wake yet.

      But my mother was home, and I wanted to see her with my own eyes, to make sure she was okay with no bruises or physical marks. There hadn’t been any since we’d moved here, yet that never stopped me from remaining wary.

      I rolled from the bed, left my room, and made my way down the hall, squinting from all the sunlight as I entered the front part of the house. She was making breakfast with her back to me as she dug through the refrigerator.

      “I thought you moved out,” I said, crossing the living room carpet until my bare toes hesitated at the cool linoleum near the kitchen table.

      My mother pulled out a jug of milk and sent me a cross look over her shoulder as she shut the fridge, and not a bruise was in sight, thank God. “I thought you were in jail.”

      Shocked that she’d actually spoken to me, I stepped forward and rested my hands on the back of a chair at the table as I watched her unscrew the cap and pour milk over her cereal.

      “Yeah, well… They let me go when they realized I didn’t do anything but defend myself.”

      She harrumphed out a non-impressed sound, then held up the milk as she glanced at me, silently asking if I wanted it kept out. I nodded, and she plopped it on the counter before carrying her bowl to the table.

      Sending me a brief glare as she sat, she muttered, “So news travels fast. How’d you hear about me leaving?”

      Still in a state of disbelief that she was no longer giving me the silent treatment, I merely stared at her, wishing I could tell her how much I’d missed her. I didn’t even care that she wasn’t saying anything nice; she was fucking talking to me.

      Glancing up when I didn’t answer soon enough and catching me staring, she scowled and shoved in a mouthful of cereal. “What?”

      “Nothing,” I mumbled, shaking my head as I made my way toward the counter to fix my own cereal. “I, uh…Jude told me. Said his wife left, so you’d be moving in with him.”

      I didn’t realize until after I put the milk away and carried the bowl to the table that Grace had stopped eating to gape.

      As I seated myself across the table from her, she finally said, “You talk to Jude?”

      I shrugged. “When I have to.”

      She grumbled something under her breath, and we spent the next few minutes eating together in silence. It was nice.

      I looked up at her as we started to empty our bowls and decided to ask before she iced me out again, “So what happened? Why are you here? Did Fran come back home?”

      “No.” Grace rolled her eyes. “Lula did.”

      “Oh Lord,” I grumbled, not relishing the news that she was back. To me, it was worse than Fran returning. “I thought she was away at college.”

      “It’s summer break.”

      “So?” I made a face. “Doesn’t she usually go on some big, fancy vacation somewhere far away from here during her summers?”

      “Not this year,” Grace muttered. “She ran out of money, so she came home.”

      “Great.”

      I did not want to hear that Jude’s pain-in-the-ass daughter was going to be around for the duration of the summer. Life was infinitely better when she was gone.

      “Yeah,” my mother agreed dolefully.

      I glanced at her, knowing better than to say what was really on my mind, but she must’ve read all my thoughts from my expression because she huffed out an irritated breath and said, “Go ahead and say it.”

      But I only shrugged. “I wasn’t going to say anything.”

      “Oh, but I’m sure you’re thinking it,” she pressed. “So don’t hold back on my account.”

      “I don’t have anything to say. I already told you everything I thought about your whole situation.” And I was tired of repeating it.

      “Well, maybe you should say it again.” Her eyes grew suddenly huge and lost. “Because maybe I’ll actually listen this time.”

      With a snort, I shook my head. “Yeah, right. What if I say let’s ditch this lame-ass town and head south?”

      “I would say…” She stood and grabbed not only her empty bowl but mine too. “What’s wrong with west?”

      Intrigued, I twisted in my chair and hung an arm over the backrest as I watched her rinse out the bowls. “Are you fucking serious?” Was she actually considering this? I was too afraid to believe it.

      “Language,” she scolded with her back still to me.

      I rolled my eyes, even though I was secretly glad a portion of my mother was back, monitoring how I talked.

      Grace finished cleaning the dishes and set them on a dishtowel next to the sink. When she turned to face me again, she crossed her arms over her chest and rested her back against the counter. “So?” she asked with an almost shy shrug. “What do you think?”

      “I think… What changed your mind?”

      She lifted one shoulder. “Maybe I finally listened to what you’re always telling me. He’s never going to be with me the way I want, never going to put me first, never going to treat me like I matter. And I do. I matter more than this. I deserve more than this.”

      “Hell, yes, you do,” I encouraged, starting to get excited that maybe—just maybe—we could finally put this place in our rearview mirror.

      “I have waited patiently year after year, believing promise after promise. But this was the last straw. I always thought he was different from the others, better than the others, but he’s not. He’s just the same.”

      I nodded, letting her get it all out of her system and convince herself to finally leave him because she was the only one she was going to listen to. I’d learned that the hard way.

      “He doesn’t respect me. He doesn’t value me.”

      Almost there, I thought. She was ninety percent of the way to saying, Screw it. Let’s pack the car.

      But then my phone dinged. When I glanced at it and saw Mari’s name, my pulse quickened.

      When she’d gotten my number last night, I honestly hadn’t thought she’d text me when we weren’t already together.

      Momentarily forgetting the rest of the world, I snagged the phone to read what she had to say.

      “River? Tonight?”

      I paused, trying to calm the anticipation suddenly roaring through me. Then I waited another moment, hoping I didn’t look too eager before I typed out my reply.

      “Why not?”

      She sent me a celebratory emoji and then told me she’d meet me at the garage at closing.

      I answered with a thumbs-up. And she sent me a single red heart.

      When I closed the messaging app and set the phone down, Grace was watching me with an annoyed arch of her eyebrows.

      “Are you smiling?” she demanded.

      “What?” I scowled. “No.”

      “Who were you texting? You got a girlfriend or something?”

      “No,” I snapped. “She’s just a—”

      “Oh my God,” she cried, throwing up her hands. “You forgot I existed for a damn booty call? You know what; you men are all the same. Even my own son.”

      “Hey,” I muttered, highly offended, especially since I hadn’t done shit wrong.

      “I was standing right here, finally talking to you, pouring my heart out, in fact, and you were too busy scheduling a hookup with your flavor of the month to even listen to me.”

      “Whoa! Hold up. That is not even—”

      “Just forget it. Forget everything I was saying. I must’ve been out of my mind to go anywhere with you. Peril’s my home. I belong here.”

      “Now, wait a second.”

      When she tried to storm from the kitchen and out the back door, I stood up and popped into her path to get her to keep talking to me.

      “Don’t walk out. I was listening. And that was not a flavor of the month. Plus, this isn’t our home. It never was. No one here even likes us.”

      She only narrowed her eyes. “You mean, no one likes you.”

      Ouch.

      I lurched a step back, physically affected by that one.

      I knew I should be used to her barbs, but they still caught me by surprise, took my breath, and left me all clawed and bloody on the inside. It was hard to let go of the mother she used to be—the mother who put me first, who left assholes in the middle of the night after they’d kicked me in the gut, who smiled through all her pain and heartbreak just to keep up the illusion that we were okay.

      But that woman hadn’t existed in years. Somewhere along the line, she’d stopped protecting me, and she’d grown to resent me. And at times, it still startled me how much she’d changed.

      “Maybe if you could’ve at least tried to blend in and assimilate here,” she said bitterly. “Maybe if you hadn’t fought it as hard as you did, you eventually would’ve been accepted. But no… You were so determined to hate Peril that it finally hated you back, and I got rejected right along with you.”

      Actually, I had tried to fit in. I’d even made a friend or two until Grace had gone and fucked Jude Everett before I was even twelve—or maybe even further back than that; that’s just when it became common knowledge.

      From that point on, Lula Everett had made it her mission in life to keep me from belonging anywhere in the entire county.

      Whenever I’d tried something new, Jude’s daughter had found out what it was and she’d come up with a way to ruin it for me. Even when I’d given up trying, she’d still gone out of her way to heap lie after lie on top of me.

      So if anyone in this house was to blame for our misfortunes, it’d be the woman in front of me who just couldn’t say no to a married man.

      “You’re right,” I said, bitterly nodding in sarcastic agreement. “All of this is my fault. What in God’s name was I thinking by becoming the son of Peril’s infamous lady of the night? That was just really wrong. I apologize, Mother.” Pressing both hands against my chest to make my mockery genuine, I added, “My bad.”

      She took a moment to blink at me before muttering, “You’re such a fucking asshole.”

      Then, with a dismissive sniff, she stormed toward the door.

      I didn’t try to stop her this time. I merely sang, “Language.”

      She slapped the door open but then paused and glanced back. “Make sure you wear a condom with the little floozy you’re seeing because I’m sure as hell not taking care of any brat you get some girl knocked up with.”
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        * * *

      

      After the stimulating conversation I’d had with Grace, where she’d gotten my hopes up, convincing me that we might actually escape this hellhole of a place once and for all only to promptly dash that dream, I showered and dressed for the day before heading into work.

      Harvey was already there when I arrived. Sometimes, I wondered if he just slept at the shop. I mean, how else had the couch against the wall in his office gotten so worn down over the years? No one certainly sat on it during the day while I was around. That was for damn sure.

      “Morning,” I mumbled, heading to the Keurig machine he had sitting on a table against the wall.

      He grunted but then said, “Got some brake pads for you to install on that Chrysler over there,” by way of greeting.

      “On it,” I answered, taking a quick sip from the ceramic mug I’d just filled. I carried the coffee with me over to my workstation and oriented myself before diving into my task for the day.

      Unfortunately, Lula didn’t even wait until lunch before she decided to stop by and harass me.

      I honestly don’t know what her deal was. It was Grace who was fucking her dad, not me. But she never went after my mother the way she did me.

      I’d just finished with the brake pads and was working on replacing a battery when I heard her nauseatingly high voice behind me. “So Harvey hasn’t fired you yet, huh?”

      I reared up in surprise, hoping to escape, only to hit the back of my head on the open hood I was working under.

      “Dammit.”

      Lula laughed, and I turned to scowl at her as I rubbed my wound.

      She was dressed like she was on her way to the beach or a freaking photoshoot with a barely there string bikini top, cutoff blue-jean shorts, and high-heeled sandals. Her pale blond hair was pulled up in a sloppy half bun and she was wearing black sunglasses with big hoop earrings.

      She was beautiful and knew it, which only made her more annoying in my mind.

      Removing her shades as she stepped inside the darker interior of the garage, she tucked them into her hair and swung her hips dramatically as she sashayed my way.

      “Aww, did you hit your head, Zackie Poo? Well, that’s what you get for harassing poor, old, sweet librarians.” As soon as she reached me, she leaned her hip against the side of the car I was working on and folded her arms over her chest, making sure her cleavage plumped up noticeably as she did.

      I snorted and reached for the socket I needed. I don’t know how she always knew every move I made. I swear, she just went around asking about me.

      That was annoying too.

      Then again, the librarian was her great-aunt, so she might’ve heard about my encounter with Maeve at a family meal.

      “What’re you doing back in town?” I asked, focusing on the engine and going back under the hood to crank off the negative terminal.

      “Didn’t you hear?” she asked, trying to sound all innocent when I knew she was anything but. “My parents are getting divorced. Momma needed me around through this difficult time.”

      Sending her a get-real glance, since I knew she wasn’t here for anyone but herself, I shook my head and started to work off the positive terminal next. “So then why did you land at your dad’s house last night?” I had to ask.

      “Oh, so you know where I’ve been staying, huh?” she asked with interest and shifted closer. Close enough to make my elbow accidentally brush past her bare midriff as I tried to loosen the nuts on the battery’s hold-down strap.

      Hissing out an irritated breath, I scowled over at her tanned, flat stomach that was in my way, rolling my eyes over the diamond she had pierced through her belly button, and I shifted a step back so I could finish removing the strap.

      “How do you know so much?” she demanded. “You stalking me now, Topper?”

      “Yeah,” I scoffed bitterly. “I track you down at your workplace and stand in your damn way so you can’t get your job done. Do you mind taking a fucking step back?”

      I sent her a hard, telling glance over my shoulder.

      She sighed impatiently before inching a micro-step away.

      Rolling my eyes over the added two inches of room, I lifted out the old battery and purposely turned it in her direction, which made her squawk in outrage and leap a whole yard in reverse to keep from getting touched by the grimy box.

      Smirking over her distress, I carried the old battery to the bench to plunk it down next to the new one. When I returned with a terminal cleaner to clear corrosion away from the clamps and posts, Lula was still there, just watching me.

      It was eerie as hell.

      “Is there a reason you’re here?” I finally asked as I tossed aside the cleaner and finally picked up the new battery, making sure to line up the positive terminal with the positive cable, positioning everything into its precise place. “Or are you just super interested in automobile repair?”

      When she didn’t answer quickly enough, I glanced over with a questioning frown, only to realize that she’d become transfixed with watching my hands as I’d carefully wrangled the battery into place. She didn’t even seem to know I’d asked a question. I furrowed my brow, a little skeeved by her avid attention, and I pulled my hands away from the battery to keep her from looking at them.

      She blinked in surprise, then lifted her attention, seemingly flushed and breathless as her chest heaved.

      Lips parting as she met my gaze, she only stared at me a moment before returning from whatever mental trip she’d just gone on. “I’m here to warn you, of course,” she finally answered, lifting her chin daringly and pinning me with a go-fuck-yourself glare.

      I lifted one eyebrow. “Warn me?” Oh, this ought to be good. “Warn me about what?”

      “You keep your filthy momma out of my daddy’s house, or she’s not going to like the consequences.”

      “That sounds like a threat,” I said, stepping intimidatingly closer and looming so she had to lift her face higher to meet my eyes. “Are you threatening my mother?”

      She sucked in a sharp breath as her eyes boldly held mine. “It’s just a friendly warning, Zacchaeus. I’m worried about Grace is all. I mean, you saw how being with Daddy left my momma. Hell, look what living with him made Patience do to herself.”

      I frowned, thinking that was a tasteless and way too cavalier line to crack about her own sister’s suicide.

      But she kept talking as if it were nothing. “I don’t figure you want your dear, sweet mother to become the same broken heap mine is, now do you?”

      “Thanks for the concern,” I bit out stonily, knowing she didn’t mean a damn thing she’d just said. She’d been threatening my mother, plain and simple. “But Grace is a grown-ass adult, and so is your father. And I’m not either of their keepers. If they want to be idiots and move in together, then they’re going to be idiots and move in together. Nothing anyone else does or says is going to stop them.”

      Lula only smiled at me before she said, “Oh, we’ll see about that.” Then she reached out and ran her fingernail playfully across the front of my chest as she let out a flirty giggle.

      “What the hell?” I growled, leaping back to avoid her. “I think you need to go now.”

      “Just remember what I said,” she murmured, blowing me a threatening kiss before she turned away and strolled off. “See you later, sunshine.”

      I scowled at her swaying backside, disgusted by just about everything Lula Everett represented.

      “Fucking bitch,” I murmured under my breath before turning back to the waiting battery, only for a new voice to speak from the opening of the office.

      “Please tell me you ain’t planning on scratching that one’s itch.”

      I whirled to send Harvey a dismayed glance. “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, don’t even act shocked,” he grumbled. “Every time she’s in town, she comes sniffing around here, rubbing up against all my shit like some kind of cat in heat. And it’s not my attention she’s trying to get, that’s for damn sure.”

      Grimacing over the imagery he’d shoved into my head, I shuddered. “God, you’re delusional, old man.” Even though, suddenly, I couldn’t stop remembering the way she’d just watched my hands as if she wanted them all over her. Bleh. “Lula Everett hates my guts,” I stated firmly, sounding a hell of a lot more sure about that than I actually felt.

      Harvey only shrugged. “She may hate you, but she still wants to fuck you something fierce.”

      “The hell if she does!” I cried, grimacing as I shook my head to dispel the nasty taste that entire idea had put in my mouth.

      “Just tell me you’re not going to accept the next time she lifts her tail and shakes her ass at you.”

      “What? No! God, no. I’d cut off my damn pecker before getting it anywhere near the likes of her.”

      “Good.” Harvey seemed pacified. “’Cause I like the pretty little waitress better. Now there’s one filly you’d be an idiot to turn down.”

      “Jesus,” I groaned, squinting at him. “What is with you suddenly thinking everyone wants in my pants?”

      “Nah, it’s just those two,” he assured me. “The rest of the town wishes you were dead, but that pair of girls… They have it bad. Trust me.”

      I had to laugh and shake my head some more over the incredibility of it all. “You are so whack right now. Lula and I wouldn’t touch each other with a ten-foot pole. And Mari… Fuck, it’s not like that with her. I doubt she even knows what sex is.”

      “Oh, she knows.”

      When Harvey sent me a knowing glance, I scowled.

      “What the fuck do you mean by that?”

      I was starting to get pissed off now. If he said one thing to disrespect Mariana, I might just have to kick my boss’s ass.

      But all Harvey did was chuckle. “You ain’t too good about picking up on invitations from a woman, are you, boy? Subtle or otherwise.”

      “Man, whatever,” I said and decided to dismiss him.

      I got back to work, and he only laughed harder.
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      When I woke to the sound of retching, I knew it was going to be one of those days.

      Since Abuelito’s death, it had been only me, Lita, and Tio Hernando in this trailer house. But then my cousin Camilo got his girlfriend, Lucía, pregnant, and she moved in with him. Except the trailer he’d lived in with his parents and brothers was too full to fit one more occupant, so he and Lucía had moved over here—into my bed. And I’d been exiled to the couch in the front room.

      I could’ve attempted to claim Camilo’s old spot in Tio Franco’s trailer, but he’d shared his room with his two wild, younger brothers, and besides, Camilo’s mamá didn’t like me all that much.

      And Tio Enrique’s place was already crammed with his wife and sons, so I just stayed where I was…on the couch.

      Tio Hernando, my only bachelor uncle, worked night shifts at the dog food processing plant, so he’d stumbled in not too long ago, initially waking me when he tromped past the couch. But I’d fallen back to sleep again…until the vomiting.

      With a silent groan, I checked the time and decided to get up for the day, since I had to clock in at the diner by six.

      As I sat up and stretched, I told myself that at least I wasn’t Lucía. She’d been having a particularly rough pregnancy, the poor thing, and her heaving sounded intense this morning. I winced, feeling awful about how much I wished she’d hurry, though, because I needed to pee, and that was the only bathroom in the trailer.

      Biding my time, I folded my blanket and stashed it along with my pillow behind the rocking chair before I headed into the kitchen. Still in my nightshirt and shorts, I shuffled barefoot to the cabinets, thinking tetelas sounded good.

      I preheated the griddle, then mashed the black beans with a fork, not wanting to wake anyone with the blender. After that, I whipped up the dough and formed balls.

      I was setting the first masa ball under the tortilla press when the back door opened, and Enzo walked in.

      Instantly, I grimaced, already feeling trapped.

      He was Lucía’s brother and gave me the total creeps. I used to have a massive crush on their brother, Diego, back before I was, like, twelve. Diego was sweet and funny, but he didn’t seem to know I existed. He ended up not even being interested in girls, anyway, so…I’d given up on that fascination at about the same time that Zac Topper had read my poem to Abuelito’s coffin.

      Enzo never seemed to be aware of my existence, either, until last summer. That’s when his cousin Javier had visited for a few weeks and talked me into giving him my virginity.

      Javi had been a handsome, well-off, smooth talker. I’d hoped he could help me get over my hopeless crush on Zac and then disappear. Which he had—disappeared, that was. But our fling had only really accomplished one thing, and that was to make Enzo think I should give him sex, too.

      These days, Enzo acted as if it were only a matter of time before he got me right where he wanted me. And he didn’t seem to care if I was willing or not.

      He never failed to grab my boobs or butt. And even though Camilo had warned him away dozens of times, he still made crude suggestions whenever we were alone.

      Put simply, the guy made my skin crawl.

      “Excelente,” he praised as he stepped inside. “Barefoot, half-naked, and cooking me breakfast. Just the way you’re meant to be.”

      When his hand landed on my bottom and began to massage me through the thin sleep shorts I was wearing, I spun around and smacked him away, motioning as roughly as I could for him to leave me alone.

      But all he did was grin and widen his eyes. “Oh, chica, you’re not wearing any panties, are you?”

      No, I was not, mostly because I hated sleeping in them.

      Pointing in warning when he stepped forward with lewd intent in his eyes, I backed into the counter behind me, afraid I was going to have to take a frying pan to his head. But then we heard footsteps coming down the hall, and he immediately shifted back to a respectable distance, probably worried it was Camilo.

      But only a pale-faced Lucía exited, clutching her stomach and groaning.

      “Hey, I brought over the nausea pills you texted me for.” Enzo pulled a bottle from his pocket and rattled it in greeting. “I was dead asleep too, so...you owe me.”

      “Oh my God, thank you!” Lucía hurried forward to swipe them from his extended hand before she pulled him into a big hug. “You’re the best brother ever.”

      While I grimaced in doubt, Enzo smirked at me over Lucía’s shoulder as he hugged her back.

      “I really am,” he murmured smoothly, making me twitch in revulsion. Everything he did just felt dirty and wrong and made me want to scour myself clean with a hot shower and an entire bottle of soap.

      With the safety of Lucía present, I hurried back to my breakfast, smearing on the black bean paste and adding cheese before folding the tetela into a triangle.

      As I put it on the grill to fry, the siblings continued to have a conversation behind me until Lucía claimed my cooking was making her feel sick all over again. So she left to go take her pills, and Enzo almost immediately whirled back to me, moving in close before I could sidestep him. Then, he stole my damn tetela straight from the griddle.

      I whirled around to glare, but he only waggled his brows tauntingly and blew on my breakfast a moment to cool it before he took a sample.

      “Mmm,” he groaned, closing his eyes briefly before lifting his lashes to smirk. “What do you know? La tullida can fuck and cook.”

      I sent him a dirty hand gesture for calling me a freaking cripple. But instead of taking that for the warning it was, he saw it as an invitation.

      “Oh, you are a sassy one, aren’t you?” he jeered, easing toward me. “I had my doubts when Javi first started bragging about you, but now I think I’m finally starting to see what all his fussing was about. I’m going to enjoy claiming your wild, little pussy, aren’t I?”

      For every step he crept toward me, I slipped along the countertops away from him. But then he struck out at me fast and caught me around the middle.

      I yelped out an inarticulate sound, wishing I could scream the word stop. Shaking my head roughly, I told him no in the only way I could, struggling and fighting to break free as he pinned my arms down to my side and twisted me around until my back was to his front.

      “Stop fighting it, chica,” he chided in my ear. “I promise you’ll like it because I know for a fact that I’m even bigger than my cousin.”

      I whimpered fearfully and squirmed, then twisted and thrashed, pretty much only making him laugh at my attempts. Then I bent over abruptly, thinking I could buck him off. But when I did that, my backside only pressed deeper against his lap, and I could feel just how aroused he was.

      I straightened with horror, and a renewed terror shook me to my core. He could do anything he wanted to me, and I wouldn’t be able to stop him.

      Shaking my head, I begged him to let me go with a whimper and pleading glance over my shoulder. But he ground against me crudely and chuckled huskily into my ear.

      “That’s right, Mari. You know exactly what’s coming next, don’t you? I bet you’re already wet for it, too. Javi said he could make you pant and start stripping with a single glance. He said the rougher and dirtier he got, the more you liked it. Which means, you’re just going to love me. And look.” He flung a condom onto the counter beside us. “I came prepared.”

      When he palmed my belly and then forced his hand down, inside the front of my shorts, I renewed my efforts, not about to let him do what he intended.

      I reared my head back, cracking the back of my skull against his nose, and he grunted in shock and pain.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      As soon as he lost his punishing grip, I broke away, lunging for the knife block sitting on the countertop. And when I freed a blade, I spun toward him, swinging blindly. It was only by chance that I caught him in the palm as he was reaching for my hair, but I was able to slice open a nice chunk of flesh in reward.

      “¡Ay!” he screeched, gripping his wrist and checking the wound. “You fucking cut me.”

      Breathing heavily, almost to the point of hyperventilating, I backed away, still flashing the knife and ready to use it again.

      Only for Lucía’s voice to hiss, “Will you two keep it down; you’re going to wake everyone in the damn trailer.”

      I spun toward her, relieved.

      But instead of coming to my rescue, she narrowed her gaze at the knife I held and then glanced up at my face accusingly. “What…?”

      “This puta cut me.” Enzo charged, grabbing a handful of paper towels to staunch the blood that was starting to drip from the ends of his fingers.

      I shook my head to let her know there was way more to the story than that, but Lucía pointed and growled, “Put it down. Now!”

      Scowling, I tossed the knife aside, and Enzo’s sister huffed out a disgusted breath before she went to check her brother’s wound. “Dammit, I told you to leave her alone, hermano. Mari’s feral.”

      I motioned toward her, demanding that she kick him out in ASL. But, of course, she didn’t know sign language. So she just rolled her eyes. “Touch my brother again, and I’ll cut you. Got it, Mariana? But I’ll wait to do it until you’re completely unaware, like the middle of the night when you’re curled up on the couch, dead asleep.”

      As Enzo laughed, Lucía took his arm sympathetically. “Come on, En. I’ll clean you up and dress the cut in the bathroom.”

      He sneered at me when he passed by, whispering, “Later,” and I shuddered in disgust, rearing away.

      As the two disappeared down the hall, I pressed a hand to my chest, took a moment to calm myself, then I rushed toward the rocking chair. There, I grabbed my shoes and work clothes from the basket behind it with trembling hands. Once I had my apron, cell phone, and everything else I needed for work, I rushed toward the back door, barely remembering to unplug the still-hot grill as I passed by. Hopefully, Lita didn’t get mad at me for leaving such a mess, but I was too scared to be worried about her anger at the moment.

      Escape was my number one goal.

      Just before I dashed out the door, though, I spotted the condom package Enzo had left on the counter. Glancing toward the opening of the hall where I could hear the muffled voices of him and his sister, I swept out a hand and grabbed the condom, taking it with me.

      With bare feet, I scurried across the courtyard to Tio Enrique’s trailer. The door was unlocked, as per usual, so I hurried inside, not breathing a sigh of relief until I had the door shut firmly at my back.

      The front room and kitchen were dark, telling me everyone was still in bed asleep, but I knew they wouldn’t mind if I used their bathroom to shower. I’d done it dozens of times before. When I reached the door to the bathroom, however, I found it closed with a slash of light under it, telling me someone was already in there.

      Hugging my armful of stuff to my chest, I waited, still trembling like crazy and trying to settle my racing heartbeat. I heard the toilet flush, and then the sink water came on.

      When the door opened, my favorite cousin, Felipe, stepped out.

      Not expecting to see me, though, he jumped out of his skin.

      “Shit, Mari. You scared the life out of me.”

      I was able to free one hand just enough to sign the word, “Sorry.”

      “Nah, it’s fine,” he assured, waving in forgiveness, only to motion back into the bathroom. “Need to borrow the shower again? Go ahead.”

      I nodded my thanks, and he started to smile and step out of my way, only to catch sight of my face. “Hey, whoa. What’s wrong? You okay?”

      I shook my head no, and was able to sign Enzo’s name with one hand.

      Hissing out a frustrated breath, Felipe wrapped an arm around me and demanded, “Is that pendejo still harassing you? I thought Camilo talked with him.”

      I shrugged and moved closer to rest my face on his shoulder. Felipe kissed my hair, making me feel infinitely better.

      “Don’t worry,” he assured, patting my back. “Angelo and I will have a word with him this time. And if he still messes with you after that, you tell me. Got it?”

      I nodded and thanked him with my eyes. This was one of the perks of having only boy cousins. They got protective when you were physically threatened.

      Smiling at me, he patted my shoulder as he released me. “You’re welcome. Though, honestly, you could do worse than Enzo. And I mean, worse as in that hoodlum you’ve let walk you home lately.” Pointing at me sternly, he said, “Now that one is bad news.”

      I sighed unpleasantly, not wanting to hear this warning.

      Because Zac wasn’t bad. People just didn’t understand him.

      “I’m serious,” my cousin argued. “Promise me, you’ll watch yourself around Zac Topper. Okay?”

      I knew he wouldn’t let up unless I relented, so I nodded, and he smiled. “Good.” Then he nudged me toward the bathroom. “Now get in there so you can get to work on time. I was going to take Martina to Ginger’s for lunch on Thursday, and I need you not to be fired by then so you can score me a family discount.”

      I rolled my eyes but managed to give him a thumbs-up as I shuffled into the bathroom.

      From there, I showered and let myself cry under the steaming hot water.

      But seriously. What was I going to do about Enzo? He came from a good family, so my family low-key approved of him. They wouldn’t put much effort into keeping me safe, thinking the two of us actually belonged together.

      But I didn’t want Enzo.

      I wanted Zac.

      And no one seemed to care.

      Shuddering in anxiety, I shut off the water as soon as I was cleaned and rinsed.

      Grabbing a towel, I stepped out and wrapped the terry cloth around me snugly. Then, I wiped my hand across the condensation on the mirror and studied my reflection, thinking about Zac.

      I wondered if I’d still want him like this—or anyone else for that matter—if Enzo succeeded in forcing me to be with him against my will.

      There was a girl down the road that had been raped a couple of years ago, and she’d changed drastically after that, withdrawing from life almost completely. Thinking of her, after what had just happened to me, I panicked even more.

      I wasn’t ready to stop living yet. I wanted to enjoy life.

      Whimpering out my fear, I fumbled my way into my clothes.

      Enzo had officially made me feel as if I now had a ticking clock dangling over my head, counting down my time as a carefree, young woman.

      And that idea doubled in strength about an hour after I clocked into work when an adorable blond-headed little boy and his grandpa stopped by Ginger’s for breakfast.

      I fawned over the child, ruffling his pale hair and slipping him half of a cinnamon roll on the house. But it seemed to make his perverted grandfather think he could manhandle me all he wanted.

      I swear, his hand landed on my butt every time I went near their table. I was tempted to take a knife to him, too, but I gritted my teeth and powered through until they were finally gone, leaving me a measly quarter for a tip.

      Asshole.

      It was alarming how many men out there thought I wasn’t good for anything but serving food and spreading my legs for them. Too many felt as if they had the right to touch me whenever and however they pleased. I suddenly had a very bleak outlook on the rest of my life.

      But I still wanted to reach some kind of happily ever after with the boy I’d had a crush on since I was fifteen. And I became more determined than ever to make some headway with Zac.

      That was why I pulled out my phone during my first break and texted him.

      “River? Tonight?”

      Only seconds passed before three dots appeared and then his answer popped onto the screen.

      “Why not?”

      I bounced on my toes, happy that something was going the way I wanted it to.

      After sending him the emoji blowing the party horn, I said, “I’ll meet you at Harvey’s at closing.”

      Grinning as we finished the conversation, I slipped my phone away and kept smiling through the rest of the day. Some girl even threw up all over her table, which I had to clean, and I still kept my outlook positive.

      Because this affliction here was only temporary. I just had to get through the end of my shift. Then, I could see Zac, and everything would be okay again. Being around him would make suffering through the rest worth it.

      When two thirty rolled around, I hurried home.

      With two and a half hours to prep, I decided to go all out—shave, trim, and lotion everything.

      Except, once I reached the family trailers, I slowed to a stop, remembering Enzo.

      Swallowing uneasily, I sent a cautious glance around, looking for any signs of him. He worked at the farmer’s co-op, but I didn’t know which days he had off. And it sucked that I was now afraid to enter my own home. This was supposed to be my place of comfort and safety.

      When it didn’t look as if much of anyone was around, I hurried to the front door and slipped inside. But as soon as I did, I could feel his hand between my legs again, his breath on my cheek, and his death grip banded around my waist. I trembled and pressed a fist to my abdomen, feeling even worse when I noticed that everything I’d left out from breakfast had been cleaned and put away.

      Someone appeared from the hallway, and I gasped, lurching a step back. But it was only Lita, looking fit to be tied.

      “There she is,” she said, throwing up her hands in disgust. “The mess maker who didn’t even finish making her own breakfast much less clean or put anything away.” As she rattled off her disappointment in her native tongue, I bowed my head and tried to sign my apologies, but she was having none of it.

      She told me I’d be making supper tonight for my transgressions. I readily agreed, bobbing my head even as I bit my lip and wondered how I was going to manage supper plus meet Zac at the garage by five.

      But then inspiration struck, and I pulled out the Crock-Pot for a slow-cooked meal that would be ready whenever anyone wanted it.

      I browned and ground up some chicken, tossing it in with quinoa, enchilada sauce, black beans, tomatoes, corn, bell peppers, cheese, and my favorite spices. Once I had that mixed and in the cooker, I finally took control of the bathroom and gave my razor the ultimate exercise, landscaping it all.

      Next, I spread on my hibiscus-and-coconut-smelling lotion, coating my legs, hips, stomach, and arms. Then came the makeup. I applied just enough to accent my eyes and mouth. Finally, I blow-dried my hair, crunching it between my fingers so it would have the perfect wave.

      For clothes, I wore my favorite dress, a light blueish-green thing that fell about six or seven inches above my knees and had a plunging neckline with cream frills that bordered all the hems. It was light and thin, good for summer frolicking, and looked adorable on me. Plus, it had pockets!

      I forewent underwear and a bra, simply slipping the dress on. After bedazzling my wrists with an assortment of bracelets, and my neck with a couple of matching necklaces, I found a turquoise ring that I’d kept from my mother’s things and finally slid my feet into a pair of strappy sandals.

      Inspecting the finished result in the mirror, I nodded to myself. If this didn’t seduce the socks off Zacchaeus Topper, then nothing would.

      Ready to go, I checked the time. Four thirty. That was perfect. I could walk back into town slowly, without working up a sweat, and make it just before he got off work. I kind of wanted to watch him do that hand-washing ritual thing with the Fast Orange soap again.

      Grabbing my poetry book, phone, and the condom Enzo had given me, I started off.

      The heat wasn’t too oppressive, and the sky had good cloud coverage, hopefully meaning the sunset would be perfect tonight. Plus, the breeze was just enough to toy with the hem of my dress and keep me constantly cooled off.

      I hurried through town, and there it was, just up ahead: Mr. Harvey’s shop.

      When I saw Zac, first thing, carrying a bucket outside the opened garage doors to toss its contents out into the grass, my heart lunged in my chest. He was everything warm and safe, and I couldn’t help it; I took off running, needing to touch him at that very moment.

      I had to get my hands on something good and bright and comforting in this world.
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      Mari showed up about five minutes before closing.

      And she wasn’t wearing a bra. I could see the wild sway of her breasts under her dress as she jogged excitedly toward me. And when she drew close enough, I could make out the dark outline around her nipples through the incredibly thin material.

      With a thick swallow, I forced my attention up, trying to be a gentleman, but then she took me by surprise and plowed herself against me, hugging me silly.

      Those unrestrained breasts pressed right up against me, and yeah…

      I went as hard as a steel fucking pipe.

      “H-hey,” I said uneasily as I tried to keep my hips back a respectable distance so I didn’t gouge out her stomach with my interest.

      She probably didn’t even know what a hard-on was.

      When she pulled away, she mouthed the word hi, and shyly tucked her hair behind her ear, blushing as if she knew she’d been too eager with me.

      “Hi,” I repeated, feeling easier now that I wasn’t worried about unintentionally stabbing her with my overeager dick. Motioning back into the shop, I lifted the empty bucket I was still holding. “I just have one more thing to wrap up here, and then I’ll get cleaned up and ready to go, okay?”

      She nodded, seemingly pleased by my answer.

      It made me wonder if anything ever displeased her.

      She trailed me back into the garage and avidly watched as I put all my tools away. And when I went to the sink to wash up, she once again joined in, lathering her fingers with the Fast Orange as well.

      We were both drying our hands side by side when Harvey appeared in the doorway from the office. “Taking off?” he started to ask before noticing that Mari was with me. Then, he straightened and waved. “Oh! Well, hey there, little lady. I didn’t hear you come in?”

      She made a sneaking motion with her fingers as if to tell him she was stealthy like that.

      He chuckled. “Yeah, you are a quiet one.”

      When his gaze shifted to me, I finally answered his initial question. “Yeah, unless you need anything else from me, we’re going to head off toward the river. Someone…” I motioned to the girl at my side with a jerk of my head. “Likes to watch sunsets there.”

      “Sunsets, huh?” Harvey glanced at Mari with interest. When she nodded enthusiastically, the curmudgeonly old man smiled affectionately. “Well, who doesn’t like a good sunset?”

      “According to Mari, only unnatural people,” I said teasingly, nudging her with my arm.

      She grinned at me, then coiled herself around my elbow and rested her face on my shoulder.

      I flushed hotly, still not used to her open displays of affection. And when I glanced uneasily toward my boss, he only smirked back.

      “Well, enjoy yourselves.” He patted the doorframe next to him and then wheeled around before disappearing back into his office.

      Mari applied pressure to my arm, letting me know she was ready to go, so I let her lead us from the shop and toward the walking trail.

      We ambled along in no hurry, just quietly enjoying each other’s company for the first few minutes. She left her face on my shoulder and continued to hold on to my arm, stroking her fingers up the inside of it every few seconds.

      It was distracting and felt too good to allow myself to focus on, so I cleared my throat and said, “I got online for a while last night and looked up Broca’s dysarthria.”

      Mari glanced up at me in pleasant surprise, lifting her eyebrows to let me know she hadn’t expected me to do such a thing. But she seemed to like my interest.

      I nodded. “Yeah. And they said the more you try talking in a safe environment, the more likely you’ll continue to practice it, and the better you’ll get at controlling the words you want to say. So I just wanted you to know—you know—that if you ever did want to practice with someone, you’re safe to talk to me. I would never belittle your efforts.”

      Tipping her head, she gazed at me thoughtfully for a moment before sliding her hand into the pocket of her dress and pulling out her phone.

      After typing something, she sent it to me as a text message.

      “You really want me to talk, don’t you?”

      I shrugged and glanced up. “No. Not really. Hearing your voice yesterday was just fascinating, is all. But you don’t have to practice if you don’t want to. There’s no pressure from me either way, I swear.”

      She made a face as if to say she didn’t want to practice, but then she texted me, “I just sound so awful when I try. I hate my voice.”

      “Your voice is fine,” I insisted, but she sent me a dry glance, letting me know I wasn’t going to change her mind on that count.

      “Okay, alright.” I laughed and lifted my hands in surrender. “I’ll leave it alone. But another part of the article that caught my attention was a line that said sitting quietly in nature helps you concentrate better. And it made me wonder if that was one of the reasons you liked coming out here so much.”

      She nodded, then wrote, “Definitely. Busy places like the diner, with a lot of noise and commotion, make my head hurt. It’s harder to concentrate and understand what people say when I’m experiencing a sensory overload like that.”

      “I wondered.” Wincing out my understanding, I had to ask, “So how do you keep working there every day?” Mari only shrugged, so I guessed, “You’re just that talented, huh?”

      When she looked in surprise, I gifted her with a brief smile. “You know, at first, I thought you always wanted to head to the secluded dock because you didn’t want to be seen with me.”

      She frowned as if that were a crazy suggestion and then shook her head to let me know that wasn’t the case at all.

      After she flipped up a hand as if to ask why I’d even assumed that, I mumbled, “I don’t know. Maybe your family wouldn’t approve of us hanging out or something.”

      With a roll of her eyes, she typed out an answer. “My family doesn’t approve of much of anything when it comes to me, so that’s not always a factor in my decision-making.”

      “Ah. Understandable,” I answered, then cast her a sly, side-grin. “So I’m not your dirty little secret, huh? What a shame. It sounded kind of naughty.”

      Mari laughed and bumped her shoulder into mine, knocking me off track.

      I chuckled, loving the sound, and teasingly bumped back against her.

      She giggled again, then retaliated with the same move, and my heart sang. We played around for a minute until both our shoulders were grinding against each other, and we came to a draw.

      Sighing when her joy settled in, she hooked her arm back through mine and pressed close just as we made it to the water. But instead of going left as we usually did, Mari urged me to go right.

      “This way tonight, huh?” I asked with lifted eyebrows before I shrugged. “Okay. I’m game.”

      I followed willingly enough as she led us into a new narrow trail between trees. We hiked along the bank until we came to a small waterfall that was no taller than a person. Grinning back at me, she paused to take off her sandals and hitched her head toward the rocks that lined the top of the falls.

      “You want to cross here?” I asked. “Barefoot?”

      She nodded, encouraging me with one of her irresistible smiles.

      I sighed and started to unlace my work boots. “Alright, but I’m warning you now... If you get a whiff of some funky foot odors, they’re definitely not coming from me.”

      She rolled her eyes but motioned for me to keep going, anyway.

      As soon as we were both barefoot, she reached for my fingers, and we crossed the river, holding our shoes with one hand and each other with the other.

      The rocks were large and mostly flat, but there was one precariously wide gap, and I started to lose my balance, but Mari tightened her grip on me, and I straightened again with a relieved hiss.

      When she glanced back to make sure I was okay, I laughed and lifted my shoes. “I’m good.”

      Those dark eyes warmed with appreciation. Then she nodded and faced forward again, and the back of her hair caught my attention.

      I exhaled through my teeth as my gaze dropped against my will to the backside of the dress she was wearing. But God. This girl. She was stunning, inside and out. I just wanted to wrap her in my arms and never let go.

      On the other side of the river, she took us a little further to the right until we came to a small sandbank with a dry patch on it.

      “You just know all the cool places out here, don’t you?” I praised as we waded out to it through the crisp, cool water.

      Mari glanced back at me again with a mysterious smile. Then she sat on dry sand, and I followed her down.

      But as soon as I settled myself next to her, I glanced around, immediately noticing how secluded it was here. The trees were tall and surrounded us on nearly every side.

      “Uh… Are you sure we’ll be able to see the sunset from here?” I asked.

      Mari ignored me as she typed on her phone. A moment later, mine buzzed with an incoming message.

      “Can I show you something I’ve never shown anyone else before?”

      My perverted mind instantly went there, thinking she wanted to show me her naked breasts. But then my logical mind took over, knowing that couldn’t be the case at all, so I cleared my throat and nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

      Her chest heaved and her shoulders rose as she glanced at me, looking suddenly unsure and nervous. Now, even my logical brain started to wonder what article of clothing she was going to remove first.

      But then, she slipped her hand into the pocket of her dress, and she pulled out…a book.

      I blinked, totally not expecting that.

      Mari took a moment, shifting her hand over the cloth cover that didn’t have any words on it, only a swirly, colorful design. Finally, she opened a page and then turned to show me what she’d handwritten inside. I tilted my head noticing it was a poem. And the title read, “The Quiet” by Mariana Ruiz.

      “You write poetry?” I asked, mildly intrigued.

      She nodded, watching me intently.

      I could tell just how big of a deal this was to her. She didn’t want to merely share a poem with me. She wanted to share a part of herself.

      Treating it as the honor I knew it was, I carefully reached out to slip the open book from her hands, asking, “Can I read it?”

      Her head bobbed once more, but she looked so frightened that I half expected her to close her hands around the notebook and pull it away as soon as I tried to take it.

      Except she let me slide it onto my own lap. And there I read her words aloud.

      

      
        
        In the quiet of the river, what do you hear?

        Close your eyes.

        There...

        Have your ears captured it yet?

        The creak of wood as the dock crests a lazy wave?

        The echoing whine of the metal chains anchoring it to the gangplank?

        Maybe you can detect the whisper-soft thump

        of a heron’s feet landing on the nearby sandbank,

        or the plunk of its beak dipping into the crisp water for breakfast.

        What else? Certainly, there’s more.

        Like the grumpy quacking of ducks downstream.

        Cattails rustling against each other in the breeze.

        Kayak paddles slapping at the channel.

        Distant rapids rushing through the canyon.

        The soothing thunk of a boat’s trolling motor.

        Or muffled laughter from the beach around the bend.

        Yes, it’s all there, hidden in the quiet of the river.

        Can you hear it?

        It’s called tranquility.

      

      

      

      After reading the last words, I had to exhale and close my eyes, determined to hear everything she’d listed. Immediately able to pick out a handful of them—the lapping water, wind in the cattails, the creak of the dock—I sucked in a surprised breath.

      “Holy shit,” I murmured. There really was a tranquility to just sitting there, picking out different sounds in the quiet of the evening.

      Opening my lashes, I blinked at the girl in front of me in awe. “How did you…?” I shook my head. “This is just... It’s like you took everything drab and ordinary—sounds I’ve heard my entire life—and you made them fresh and new. It felt as if I was experiencing them all for the first time again.”

      She smiled over my feedback, and tears glistened in her eyes. “Thank you,” she signed.

      I reached up and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “How do you sign the word for amazing?”

      Flushing, she waved a half-clawed hand over her face twice.

      I repeated the action and then pointed at her.

      Beaming, she took the notebook from my hands and slipped it back into her pocket.

      “Ope,” I said as I watched it disappear. “I guess I’m only allowed to read one at a time, huh?”

      She nodded, growing solemn as she turned to face me fully.

      When she looked deep into my eyes and leaned forward intently, I think I swallowed my tongue. She was just so fucking beautiful. And her lips looked all dewy soft and plush; I wanted to kiss them more than I’d ever wanted to do anything.

      My gaze dropped just as she licked them, making them glisten sensuously, and I immediately jerked my attention back up to her eyes. But that was no better. I swear even her eyes were begging me to taste her.

      My skin prickled with over-awareness, and every sense seemed to focus solely on her. She was the entire world.

      She smiled as if she knew exactly what she did to me, and I knew I needed to escape before I did something epically stupid like put the moves on her and ruin this friendship—or whatever it was—that we had going.

      Losing her was not an option.

      Looking skyward for deliverance, I realized what time it was, and I leaped to my feet. “Oh shit. We’re missing the sunset. Come on!” I held my hand down to her, wiggling my fingers urgently.

      She looked startled for a moment, but then she reluctantly reached for my hand and let me tug her to her feet.

      “I think we can still catch it if we hurry.” I pulled her after me, and we darted barefoot back across the rocks above the waterfall.

      When we reached the other side, I paused and turned. “There.” We’d caught the best part just in time.

      Standing side by side together, we watched the sky in silence.

      I let my ear pick up the sounds of the river around us, and it meant so much more this time after reading her insightful poem.

      I leaned toward her until our shoulders pressed against each other, waiting for her to wrap her arms around mine or for her to rest her head on my shoulder.

      But she didn’t do any of that.

      I glanced at her to make sure she was okay, except the night had fallen just enough that I could no longer make out her features.

      “Ready to go home yet?” I asked.

      Mari nodded without any resistance and immediately bent to slip her sandals back on. It took me longer to push my way back into my boots, and she was hugging herself, waiting on me, when I finished.

      “Cold?” I asked, realizing the loss of daylight had brought on a slight nip in the air.

      She shrugged, so I looped an arm over her shoulders and pulled her close to keep her warm.

      She kept her phone in her pocket the rest of the way back to her place, and I felt too content to fill the air with idle chatter, so we walked together in silence.

      At the Ruiz trailers, I hugged her and thanked her for sharing her poem with me.

      I think it had honestly changed me. I mean, nothing in my life was different—my mother still hated me, the town hated me, and I wished I lived anywhere but in Peril—but tonight, it didn’t seem so sucky. Because my perspective had changed.

      I still had air in my lungs, a pretty girl to share the sunset with, and a chance at a better life just waiting for me in the morning.

      And all I’d needed was Mari to show me that, to instill a sense of hope inside me again.

      The world needed more people like her—bright, twinkling stars in the night sky, guiding us through the dark.

      “Goodnight,” I murmured, patting her back and waiting at the edge of her yard as I watched her hurry toward the trailer on the far right. Thank you for being you, I silently added.

      Once she was safely inside, I turned away and whistled to myself softly as I started home.

      Because life was good.
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      Life sucked!

      I felt so humiliated. Like a complete idiot.

      I had put myself out there, shared one of my poems with Zac, wore the prettiest dress I owned, no bra or underwear, and I’d given him every opportunity I knew how for him to kiss me. But he hadn’t taken the bait.

      Gah, rejection was no fun at all.

      Everything had been perfect too: the way he’d reacted to my soul-baring words, the way he’d looked deep into my eyes, the way he’d seemed to be so absolutely in tune with me.

      In my mind, a kiss had been the only logical way to end the evening. Our mouths plastered together, breathless and straining—the craving so great that we couldn’t keep our hands off each other—until all our gripping and clutching led to him groaning as he buried himself deep inside me, and I arched and gasped with my toes curling through an orgasm that coiled its way up from the core of my being.

      But I guess he didn’t see me that way.

      And it hurt.

      I knew he’d show up at Ginger’s for lunch the next day, though, and I just couldn’t face him after realizing he didn’t want me in the same way I wanted him. So when Lita stumbled from her room, coughing and looking like she might pass out, I texted Ginger, asking to stay home so I could take care of her, and thankfully he agreed to cover my shift for me.

      But I couldn’t avoid Zac forever. Not without losing my job.

      Fortunately, he only stopped by the diner twice a week; I had the whole weekend to prepare for our next encounter.

      And the next Tuesday, when the bell jingled and the very air in the diner changed as he stepped inside, I was ready for him.

      I still had my back his way, but oh… I knew it was him. My Zac radar was working at full capacity.

      I pretended I didn’t know, though. I didn’t turn to greet the new customer, didn’t glance over, didn’t acknowledge him in any way.

      Cool, professional, distant. That was what I was going to be.

      If he didn’t want me; then I wasn’t going to want him either.

      After I’d put it off long enough and avoided him to the point of almost being rude, I finally turned around.

      And crap. His hazel eyes were locked on me, looking troubled and confused. But, mmm, he was still so freaking beautiful, like a breath of fresh air out in the sunlight after being trapped in a stifling, stale basement for a month.

      My breasts instantly grew heavy and tight, my thighs clenched, and my panties went soaking wet.

      Mierde, but I needed this guy inside me. Soon.

      “Hey,” he said softly as I approached, unsmiling. His avid gaze scanned over me in concern. “I didn’t see you here on Thursday.”

      I was so mad at myself for the way my body continued to betray me, sparking hotter and hotter the closer I moved to him. His focus was like the key to my engine, and the more he looked at me, the more that key twisted, revving my hormones to life.

      Dropping my eyes in an attempt to kill the connection and cut off the hormone machine, I shrugged. Then, I belatedly pulled out my pad and wrote, “My lita was sick.”

      “Oh, shit,” he breathed, his eyes flaring with worry as he lifted his gaze to my face. “Is it bad? She’s not…dying, is she?”

      God, I wished he’d stop caring like that. But even the fact that he knew how important my abuelita was to me and how much it would devastate me to lose one more member of my family got to me. Zac listened and knew me. We were friends.

      I just wished we were more.

      Unable to keep him in suspense, I wrote, “She’s fine. It was just a summer cold.”

      “Oh.” His brow pulled low. He didn’t understand. Shaking his head slightly, he leaned close and lowered his voice. “Then what’s wrong? You look like you lost your best friend.”

      My stomach cramped because I had lost my best friend.

      But I shook my head to tell him it was nothing as I set an empty mug in front of him. Before I could pour his coffee into it, though, he gripped my wrist, gently enough that he barely touched me, but I felt it everywhere. Between my legs, shooting out the ends of my nipples, down the insides of my thighs.

      It wasn’t fair that a single touch from him could light me up until I was about a breath away from coming in my damn waitress uniform, and he couldn’t even stomach a single kiss from me.

      “Mari?” he whispered.

      I closed my eyes, and my entire body quivered with need.

      But I could do this. I could ignore the insistent craving surging through me. I could be professional. I could survive.

      Opening my lashes, I sent his hand a telling look for daring to touch me without my consent.

      Zac got the message loud and clear. He jerked his fingers away, and I resumed pouring his coffee. Then, I wrote on my pad, asking, “You want the usual?”

      He read the question, and I thought he was going to start crying right there in the diner. It almost broke my heart. I couldn’t be distant and kind no matter how I tried. I felt everything too much, and those feelings had to come out one way or another. So the bitch in me rose to the surface.

      Which wasn’t what I wanted. But it was better than sobbing all over him for breaking my heart.

      So the bitch he got.

      He nodded his head silently, telling me he’d take his usual, and then he bowed his face, curling somewhere inside himself to escape the hostile environment I was putting him in.

      I turned away to tack up his order, then busied myself by giving the other two tables my undivided attention. Just as Sal rang the bell, letting me know I had Zac’s order up, my phone buzzed from my pocket.

      I pulled it free, hoping it wasn’t Lita saying she’d gotten worse again, but it was Zac.

      “Are you mad at ME?”

      I sighed and glanced over in exhausted reservation. But dammit. He honestly had no idea what was wrong. And now I wasn’t being fair because I was keeping him in the dark.

      Picking up his plate, I carried it over and set it in front of him. The guy looked like an abused puppy. I didn’t think I’d ever seen anyone look more dejected. And when he lifted those crestfallen eyes to me, I melted.

      Reluctantly pulling up my phone, I typed. “Not mad.”

      His brow furrowed in confusion as he read the response.

      So I added, “Just sad.”

      He looked up immediately, straight into my eyes. The counter might’ve been there between us, separating us, but to me, it felt as if there was no distance at all.

      “About what?” He half mouthed, half whispered the question.

      I heaved out a breath and then just typed it. “It hurt my feelings that you didn’t want to kiss me.”

      Barely a microsecond after pushing send, Zac was reading my response. And he immediately cried, “What?!” Glancing up at me, he gaped in stunned confusion. “What?”

      My cheeks heated hard, and I glanced around to discover that the customers at other tables were looking over curiously.

      Bowing my face in embarrassment, I topped off Zac’s mug with coffee and hurried away.

      As I busied myself, checking on the other tables, I felt my phone buzz in my pocket. Twice. But I ignored it. It wasn’t until I ran out of coffee that I returned to the counter—where he was—to get more.

      Zac was waiting and ready. “Mari!” he whispered, leaning over the counter as he tried to get my attention. Then he rasped, “Dammit,” under his breath before lifting his volume to add, “It’s not true.”

      I paused, hoping that meant what I thought it did. But I was already so deep into my pouting that I felt determined to see it through. After getting the coffee I needed, I spun away and hurried to the last table.

      My pocket buzzed again.

      Then again.

      It started to go off so much that the guy I was serving, tipped his head toward my apron and said, “I think someone’s trying to get a hold of you.”

      I sighed irritably and removed my phone to tell him to stop texting or I was going to block him.

      But then I started to read what he’d actually written.

      “When did I NOT want to kiss you?”

      “Because it’s not true. I do want to.”

      “Please talk to me.”

      “I have no idea what’s going on right now, but I don’t like this.”

      “There’s been a serious slip in communication that I think one conversation could fix.”

      “Can we just go to the dock after work where I promise we can clear all this up?”

      “PLEASE.”

      And as I was still reading through everything, another text came in.

      “Kissing you is ALL I think about.”

      I looked up hopefully.

      Zac was watching me with acute concern. He signed the motion for river and lifted his eyebrows pleadingly.

      My stomach pitched, hoping he wasn’t lying about wanting to kiss me just to make me feel better, and I sent him a small shrug and reluctant nod.

      He looked so relieved by my answer that his shoulders melted, and he exhaled harshly.

      Thank you, he signed.

      I nodded, feeling a little better myself.

      The bell over the door dinged then, and the diner got busy. I honestly didn’t have time for Zac for the rest of his meal.

      When he climbed off his stool to leave, I was able to glance his way once. He tipped his head in farewell, then slid a folded pile of bills under his plate and left. It wasn’t until later when I finally got around to picking up his dirty dishes that I noticed the note he’d tucked away in my tip.

      Five o’clock. Harvey’s. I’ll be the guy impatiently waiting to see you.

      I smiled, despite myself, and rolled my eyes.

      And the rest of my day went infinitely better from there on out. I actually looked forward to seeing him again.

      As soon as I clocked out of work, I went home and showered. But I knew better than to prep for sex this time, so I put on a bra, blue jeans, and a peach shirt. I probably would’ve left home after that and walked back to town, hanging around the streets of Peril until five, but Lita started coughing from her room.

      I went back to check on her. She was napping, which wasn’t usual for her, but at least her brow felt cool to the touch, so thankfully she didn’t have a fever.

      And since she was still recuperating, I felt bad about leaving her to cook supper for Camilo and Lucía and whoever else would stop by for a meal tonight. So I whipped up an enchilada casserole and stuffed it in the oven.

      She’d just woken from her nap and was shuffling out from the back as I finished putting the last of the ingredients away. She looked infinitely more recovered.

      With a smile, I signed to her, telling her that supper was taken care of.

      But when I asked if she could take it out of the oven because I had to go, her brow furrowed in concern. “Go? Where do you think you’re going? You’ve been going out quite a bit lately.”

      With an affectionate roll of my eyes, I signed back, telling her that I was going to go see the sunset off the river. I hugged her goodbye and kissed her hair.

      She scoffed as I pulled away. “You smell too good to be going by yourself. Don’t tell me you’re going with the hoodlum from Mr. Harvey’s shop again. Mariana Ruiz Garcia. That bruiser’s nothing but bad news. You watch yourself around him.”

      I signed that Zac was my friend, and she grunted in disagreement. “You have plenty of friends right here in this family. Next time you want to see the sunset, you just take one of your cousins with you.”

      Ignoring that, I blew her a kiss and told her I loved her before grabbing my favorite, loose cardigan because there was a slight nip in the air today, and I hurried out the door.

      Surprisingly, Zac was waiting on me by the time I made it to the shop. It was still five minutes until his usual clock-out time, but he was leaning against the metal siding with one knee lifted and his arms folded over his chest.

      When he saw me approaching, he pushed away from the building and came forward.

      “Ready?” he asked, not smiling but tapping his fingers against the side of his thigh as if anxious.

      I nodded, starting to feel nervous, too.

      He took my hand, watching my face carefully as he did, making sure I was okay with it. I sent him a tight smile, and he exhaled roughly before facing forward and starting us down the trail. He didn’t speak at all as we walked through the trees, and I kept both my notepad and phone in my pockets, too apprehensive to say anything either.

      At Henderman’s wharf, we walked the gangplank and settled ourselves cross-legged on the dock, not exactly facing each other but definitely with our bodies turned inward toward one another. For a few minutes, we merely sat there quietly with our hands in our laps as we studied the river and everything around us but each other.

      Finally, Zac blew out a long breath and swiped his fingers through his hair. “Okay,” he said. “I’m going to need you to help me understand why the ever-loving fuck you think I have no desire to kiss you. And when did you think I should have that I obviously didn’t?”

      I let out a little whimper of embarrassment and reluctantly pulled my phone from my pocket. I wanted to be able to erase all these mortifying words after typing them, so I opened the notes app and started in.

      “Last Wednesday,” I started. “On the sandbar.”

      “Yeah?” he asked, leaning forward to read my screen, and still not understanding.

      I sent him a stern glance before adding, “I thought you would kiss me then.”

      “Well…” He huffed out an uneasy laugh and scratched the back of his neck before wincing. “I wanted to,” he admitted.

      I blinked at him, only to frown. “Then why didn’t you?”

      Zac grumbled out an uncomfortable sound before he shrugged. “Fuck, I don’t know. I was waiting for you to make the first move, I guess.”

      Me? I squinted over his lame answer and tipped my face. When he had nothing to add, I typed, “But you’re the boy. Aren’t YOU supposed to make the first move? To take the lead?”

      He made a face. “I think that idea’s a little outdated. And besides… I’m way too scared to try a thing like that.”

      “Scared? Why?” I demanded. “I’m not scary…” Wait… “Am I?”

      “Yes,” he blurted with a dismayed sound. “You’re scary as fuck. You scare the shit out of me every time I see you. I just…” When he floundered, I tipped my head the other way, waiting for him to continue. Then, he moodily muttered, “You’re way too good and sweet and innocent for me. I have no business wanting to kiss you. I could never deserve you, so I can’t be the one to—you know—try anything with you. I’m constantly afraid I’ll do something to offend you.”

      My lips parted as he gruffly hissed a curse under his breath and shoved another hand through his hair.

      Shaking my head insistently, I typed, “Well, that’s just crazy. No way am I too good for you. Most of the time I don’t feel good ENOUGH.”

      He snorted and sent me a sideways glance. “You’re everything that’s decent and kind and pure, trust me.”

      “Except you still want to kiss me?” I asked.

      Reading the question made him chuckle in amusement. “Yeah,” he said. “I still want to kiss you, anyway.”

      Well, that was all that mattered.

      “But I have to be the one to initiate it?” I made sure I understood everything just right.

      “Well, I certainly can’t be the one,” he agreed. “I already know I want too much. And if I tried to…” He shook his head. “If I took the lead, I’d just scare you off. I mean, what if you didn’t like where I tried to take us? What if I tried to lead you into something you didn’t approve of, or you weren’t ready for? Then you’d start looking at me differently. Hell, you might end up not liking me at all. I just…” He slashed out his hands, totally shooting the idea down. “I can’t handle the idea of frightening you away.”

      “But what if I DID like where you led us?” I countered. “OR… Or what if YOU didn’t like where I led YOU?”

      “See, that’s the thing.” He shook his finger at me and smiled mischievously. “You could lead me anywhere, and I’d be happy to go. Because I’d be with you.”

      “Well, in that case…”

      “In that case, wha—” he started to ask.

      But I broke off his question by grabbing the front of his shirt and hauling him toward me so I could plaster my mouth to his.
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      “Mmph…mmm.”

      Her mouth was hot and eager, and so fucking sweet that my surprised grunt turned into a hungry groan on contact.

      I gripped her hair, the dark waves tangling around my fingers, then I pulled my lips away from hers briefly so I could catch my breath, only to dive right back in, softer and lighter, barely dusting her mouth with mine.

      Playing.

      Mari whimpered, and I smiled in accomplishment before hooking my fingers around her nape and guiding her more intimately into it, barely opening up and giving her a taste at first. She shifted closer and started to breathe harder. Just when she tugged on my shirt, begging for more, I stroked my tongue deep, demonstrating what my cock wanted to do between her legs.

      She moaned and strained against me while our lips fused, fucking the shit out of each other’s mouths. I seriously don’t know how many times my tongue entered and slid against hers, stroking the inside of her mouth and learning every nook and crevice she had, but my head started to go light from it, and my dick was so hard I’m a bit surprised I hadn’t already come in my damn jeans.

      When we finally broke apart, breathing hard, we rested our brows against each other while we waited for our lungs to stop heaving.

      “Yeah?” I asked, nodding at her to see if she was okay; if this was what she wanted.

      Air hissed from her lips as she nodded back. Then she hooked her hands behind my neck and hauled my mouth back to hers once more. Our lips reconnected and held, then stayed together as we went at it again, tongues and teeth clashing until we hit a rhythm that seemed to match our heartbeats.

      Gripping my shoulders, Mari strained forward and tried to crawl into my lap.

      “Whoa, hey,” I rasped, breaking off the kiss to grip her hips and stop her. “Hold up. Uh…” With an uneasy laugh, I shook my head when Mari stopped to look at me with wide, worried, dark eyes. “I like where you were headed with that,” I told her. “But I might like it a little too much, so…um… Maybe we should slow it down a bit. Because I don’t… I’m pretty sure you have no idea what you’d be getting into if you climbed up on me like that.”

      Mari blinked at me once as if she had no idea what I meant. Then she reached into the front pocket of her jeans and shocked the fuck out of me by pulling out a single condom package and lifting it in question.

      “Shit,” I breathed, my mouth falling open. “Okay…maybe you do know.” Snapping my mouth shut, I swallowed hard and shook my head. “And now I’m thinking you’re actually twenty steps ahead of me.”

      Mari smiled at me with her feminine wiles, and I was lost. She tried climbing back into my lap again, and this time, I let her have at it, no holds barred.

      I gripped her waist and ground her down on me as she oscillated her hips in slow, maddening torture. We kissed for a while, dirty and open-mouthed and so fucking hot that I was panting and breathless within moments.

      But then I must’ve hit a spot on Mari through her jeans that she liked because she tore her mouth from mine so she could throw her head back and moan. She clutched my shoulders and rolled her head in ecstasy. Almost mad with intent to make her come without shedding a single layer of clothing, I pulled her down harder.

      Mari whimpered and bit her lip, then she reached down between us and boldly grabbed my dick through my jeans. I gasped and lost my rhythm, then leaned forward to rest my forehead on her shoulder as she tried to stroke me through my clothes.

      She undid the top button next and started to slide the zipper down. That crisp rasping sound tweaked through my ears and made my body jolt with hungry need. But it also made me realize just how fast and furious we were moving here.

      “Wait, wait…” I rasped, catching her hands and trying to get a decent breath.

      Mari looked up at me as if I’d slapped her. When disappointment raced across her features, I knew I was messing up.

      I clutched her face in my hands, making sure she was looking at me so she couldn’t go getting any other ideas, like some crazy shit that I didn’t want her, and I said, “I am so honored to get to be with you like this. You have no idea. This is going to be the most memorable night of my life. But fuck, Mari. I just kissed you for the first time, like, two minutes ago. Can we go back and enjoy that a little more?” I shook my head when she started to look confused and hurt. “Not because I don’t like this. Trust me, I do. A lot. But because I don’t want to skip over any part too fast with you. I don’t want it all to be a big blur that I might forget. I need every single detail imprinted in my mind so I can relive it over and over again every time I think about you.” When her lips parted in awe, I nodded encouragingly. “I want to savor every step. Is that okay?”

      She blinked and a single tear tracked down her cheek. Then she smiled big and nodded, cupping my face in her hands before she leaned in to kiss me, long and slow.

      Our mouths merged and mated, conforming to each other until they were one. I groaned as our tongues touched, then stroked. I felt it all the way to my cock, which hardened and throbbed with each wet lap.

      We made out like that for probably ten or fifteen minutes before I even dared to slip my hand up her rib cage and over her breast.

      She paused and pulled back, and I wasn’t sure if she was upset by the move or approved of it. But then she plucked at my shirt, silently asking if she could remove it.

      “You want my shirt off?” I asked. And she nodded.

      I sent her a slow smile and lifted one hand to grab the back of my shirt by the neckline before I pulled it up and over my head.

      Her eyes went huge as she watched. Then she pressed two fisted hands against her mouth and nodded at me in encouragement.

      I chuckled. “You like?”

      She nodded more fervently, and reached out with both hands, sloping her palms up my pecs and down my shoulders. Next, she leaned in and lightly kissed the top of one shoulder, her lips so wet and soft that I exhaled in an effort to control myself. But she just kept going, sending me back up to the edge of my restraint all over again when her lips trailed down to my flat nipples. When she sucked one in between her teeth and bit down lightly, I clutched a handful of her hair and grunted.

      “Your turn,” I rasped, my voice guttural with need.

      Mari gripped the front of her cardigan and readily shrugged it off, flinging it to the side to land on my discarded shirt. Then she crossed her arms over her chest and clutched the hem of her shirt before pulling it up.

      The peach cloth lifted, then caught on the front of her breasts until she had to tug a little harder to lift the fabric over them, which only made them bounce inside a lacy white bra as soon as they were free.

      “Good Lord.” I gaped at their bobbing flawlessness and swallowed hard as she pulled the shirt the rest of the way off, and her long, dark hair fell down around her shoulders, splashing against the tops of her perfect brown slopes.

      She was by far the loveliest creature I’d ever seen.

      My hand lifted to cup one of those amazing breasts, trembling slightly, for it knew it was by no means worthy of such an honor.

      Just before contact, however, she shook her head and held up a finger to halt me. I stopped immediately, certain I’d gone too far.

      I opened my mouth to apologize, but Mari looked excited as she scurried off my lap and rose to her feet to stand above me. Confused, I started to stand too, but she lifted a sandaled foot, lightly pressing it against my chest to let me know she wanted me to remain seated for the duration of her show.

      I nodded and sat back as she toed off her sandals, and then my mouth went dry as she smiled coyly and hooked one finger under the strap of her bra.

      My lips parted, and anticipation roared through me. But stupid me, I had to glance around, suddenly realizing where we were.

      The sunset was just beginning, and dusk was approaching, but it was still light enough that anyone could make out our silhouettes if they passed by, and it was public enough that absolutely anyone could pass by.

      “Should we go somewhere more private?” I asked.

      Mari made a face as if to ask, Private from what?

      And I was too turned on to argue with her. Honestly, her disregard for modesty turned me on more.

      “Why, Mariana Ruiz,” I murmured in a low approving tone. “Do I detect a bit of an exhibitionist in you?”

      In answer, she lifted one eyebrow and pulled down the strap until one of her breasts was completely free.

      My already hard cock grew so swollen and painful I could’ve drilled holes into a tree with it.

      She slipped off the second strap, and then leisurely unhooked the back, which made her chest arch forward as she worked. Then the bra fell down, landing on the wooden planks at her feet, and her upper half was completely exposed.

      Her breasts were perfect. More than two handfuls each with huge areolas that circled the longest, perkiest, darkest nipples I’d ever seen. I groaned deep in my throat and watched them bob and sway lusciously as she reached down and unsnapped the top button of her jeans. Then she unzipped, hooked her thumbs into the waistband, and pushed denim over the swell of her hips.

      And Lord have mercy, but she’d shaved her pussy bare. My mouth watered as I stared at the little pink tongue barely peeking through the folds between her legs.

      I released a breath. “God, you are so fucking beautiful.”

      She stepped toward me, and I was lost.

      Out of my depth, I gaped up at my goddess with wide-eyed awe, willing to do whatever she commanded of me and worship her with everything I had.

      So when she set one hand on my hair and toyed with the sun-stained locks while reaching for my fingers with her other, it was no hardship to give them to her. Gripping my wrist, she showed me where she wanted to be touched. She set my palm on the top swell of her hip and moved it up into the indent of her waist and then further up the sides of her torso.

      From there, I knew just where to go.

      My fingers skimmed over her side before I captured a heavy breast, palming and weighing it in my hand, amazed by how soft yet full it was. Then I investigated the nipple, rolling it between two fingers and tweaking it the same way she’d done mine.

      She gasped, and her hips jerked. The action diverted my attention down, and when I looked at her pussy, my mouth went dry. There was wetness coating the insides of her thighs.

      She was already primed and ready for me.

      Mari had me slide my hand back down her body. When I realized she wanted me to cup her ass, I glanced up at her face in wonder and lifted my other hand so all ten fingers could coast over the incredible mounds. Then I squeezed, and she moaned in appreciation, shifting closer to seek more.

      And glancing down, I realized my face was only inches from that bare patch. With a hard gulp, I lifted my attention in question, and she nodded before cupping the back of my head and guiding me forward, nudging my mouth between her legs.

      My grip tightened on her ass just before my lips touched her shaved flesh. She whimpered and jerked her hips in startled pleasure. So I kissed her there again, lightly at first, learning what she liked before I flicked my tongue out experimentally.

      The fingers in my hair gripped harder, and she pushed herself firmer into my face, growing more insistent and demanding. I licked her again, longer and wetter. And Mari rode my mouth, making these gasping, hiccupping sounds that told me she couldn’t get enough of it.

      I cupped the backs of her thighs and French kissed her pussy, pushing my tongue deeper along her folds until it slid into a wet cavern that made her cry out and almost pull my hair from my scalp.

      When she jerked away abruptly, I was afraid I’d gone too far. But her nipples were hard and her breathing choppy. There was no mistaking the look in her eyes for anything but acute arousal.

      She pushed on my chest with her bare foot, silently commanding me to lie down on my back.

      I did so immediately, finding pieces of our discarded clothing to use as a cushion as I reclined fully.

      Once she had me where she wanted me, Mari sat down on my lap and straddled my thighs with just enough space between our two laps that she could reach down and finally unzip my fly.

      This time, I prayed for her to hurry instead of trying to slow her down.

      She expertly grabbed the hem of my boxers along with my jeans and pulled them both down my legs together. When I felt my cock spring free, I fisted my hands into the clothes under me, then looked up at the sky, belatedly realizing the sunset was in full bloom.

      It was Mari’s favorite time of day, and she was more interested in what was in my pants than how colorful the clouds were. And fuck, they were severely colorful tonight.

      I glanced at her face as she looked me over, hoping she liked what she saw.

      A smile lit her face as she licked her lips and lightly trailed her fingers along my chest. Then, she went lower, and my eyes crossed as she moved below my navel and wrapped her fingers securely around my junk.

      She applied pressure and began to pump me, giving me a slow, tortuous hand job. My back arched, and I knew I couldn’t take much more of this.

      Mari was a step ahead of me, though. She knew exactly what I needed before I did. The condom package appeared in her hand, and I blinked, glad she’d remembered that because I’d completely forgotten about it. Then, she ripped it open with her teeth and carefully pulled the latex ring out.

      Pinching the tip of the condom between two fingers, she used her other hand to place it over the head of my cock, and she rolled it on with such precision and ease that I blinked in startled wonder and found myself blurting, “Have you done this before?”

      Mari stopped dead with her hand still around the base of my cock, holding the condom in place, and then she lifted her gaze to mine, her eyes wide with guilt.

      When she nodded her head slowly, her expression was scared and worried as if confessing a crime. I could tell she was frightened about what my response would be.

      I blinked, trying to clear the sudden blurriness from my eyes.

      But I honestly hadn’t been expecting her to say yes. I’d had this idea of her being innocent and untouched. I mean, that thought had been stuck so firmly in my head that it took me aback to learn how wrong I’d been.

      “O-oh,” I stumbled out, feeling like an idiot for assuming something I shouldn’t have.

      Biting her bottom lip, she held up her index finger. One.

      Okay, so she’d only done it once before, I guess. Which meant I hadn’t been that far off in my guesstimation. Not that it mattered either way; I just felt like a moron for being so certain I’d known everything about her and thinking this would be both of our first times.

      When she wrinkled her nose into a grimace of disgust, I concluded, “So…once. But you didn’t like it?”

      Pointing at me, she said something in sign language that went over my head. But I pretty much knew she was asking if I was mad; so I sat up, gripping her hips and immediately shook my head no.

      “No, I’m good. I’m fine. Don’t worry about me at all. I’m glad you can show me what you like.”

      At least this way, one of us would know what to do from here because I certainly didn’t.

      Mari cupped my face in both hands, her fingers spreading into my hair as she gazed deeply into my eyes as if to ensure that I wasn’t lying.

      This girl, I swear. She was just too fucking sweet.

      “Come here,” I murmured as I hooked my hand around the back of her neck and drew her down for a kiss.

      Her fingers flexed around my face as her lips touched mine. We sipped from each other’s mouths before I pulled back enough to keep my forehead and even my nose pressed against hers. Then I lifted my hand, palm facing her, and waited until she pressed hers back to mine before I interlaced our fingers and promised, “Our first time together isn’t going to suck. I guarantee it.”

      Because I’d do everything humanly possible to make sure she enjoyed it.

      Mari seemed to appreciate my assurance because she lifted her hips up so she could reach down between us and grip my cock by the base once more. Then she lowered herself down on top of me slowly.

      My mouth opened in shock as she swiveled her hips, working her way around me until... Christ.

      I was fully embedded inside her.

      I was inside Mari.

      I had not seen the day heading this way when I’d woken up this morning and especially not after lunch when I’d seen the misery and hurt on her face at the diner. I was actually certain she was going to tell me that our friendship was basically over.

      But now I was having sex with her.

      Her inner muscles clamped snuggly around me, and I went cross-eyed from the sweet agony of it. Then she started to move, slowly lifting up and coming back down again, riding me in unhurried, even waves.

      I groaned and clutched her hair, forcing her mouth to mine so our tongues could mimic the surge and retreat of my cock inside her.

      But after a while, we both wanted more. She started to move faster, and I helped her along, gripping her waist and lifting her up before yanking her back down. Over and over again. And every fresh time I entered her, it felt better than the last.

      Tight, wet, hot, I couldn’t get enough.

      Mari’s breasts bobbed against my chest, her thighs clutched my waist, her fingernails bit into my back. And the way she panted into my ear…

      I slid my hands to her ass, bouncing her on me harder and faster, unable to hold back. This was why life was meant to be lived, so I could experience the nirvana of uniting my body with hers.

      Those slick, inner muscles gripping around me, squeezing and tugging, absolutely owned me. Up and down, her pussy just kept swallowing my cock, tighter and wetter. Time after time, the pleasure just kept mounting, stringing me tauter until, God, I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take before—

      Mari began to whine out a helpless sound full of short stuttered cries, one right after another. Then she ground down on me hard, her cervix contracting and milking me while she threw her head back, mouth open in a silent scream as she climaxed.

      Sensations blasted up from the base of my dick and out the end, and I was right there with her, jetting hard with my own orgasm.

      Burying my face in her hair, I clutched her and exploded, roaring out my release as I held her hard against me, forcing her to take every drop I had to relinquish, while her body just kept squeezing it out of me, thirsty for more.

      And for the first time in my life, I felt as if I had a true connection with someone else, full of meaning and purpose.

      I was content.
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      Once I got a taste of Zac, I wanted him all the time.

      Whenever I walked, I could still feel him between my legs, pounding inside me. I could feel his hands in my hair, his fingers on my ass, his teeth at my shoulder. I couldn’t even lift my arms or reach for anything without thinking of him tweaking my nipples whenever my breasts shifted against the inside of my bra.

      I needed him bad.

      So the next day, I showed up at the shop at closing without being asked, more ready to walk to the dock than I’d ever been in my life.

      And as soon as he glanced up and saw me through the big, tall garage doors, he immediately set down whatever tool he was holding and called over his shoulder to his boss that he was leaving. Then he jogged out to me, never once taking his gaze from mine.

      He said nothing when he reached me, just took my fingers and steered us toward the walking trail. And we held hands, glancing at each other every few seconds with grinning blushes, all the way to the water.

      It was all so sweet and innocent.

      Until we made it to the dock.

      And then…

      Modesty dying a sudden death, everything immediately went R-rated.

      I ripped at his clothes. He ripped at mine. We stripped each other with a speed that defied rationality, gripping and sucking and biting as we went. Grappling with an urgent desperation to consume as much of each other as we could.

      “I bought condoms,” he panted out proudly as he shimmied my shorts down over my hips. “A whole fucking box full.” Then he reached into his pocket just before I could rip his jeans off him, and he pulled out a strip of them.

      He looked so pleased with himself that I laughed and kissed his face.

      And as soon as we were both naked, he tossed me down onto the bed of discarded clothes and came over me, bracing himself with one hand as he gripped the root of his extended shaft with the other, pulling at the condom covering it as he did so just to ensure it was securely in place.

      Then he guided himself to my spread thighs and pushed his way home, squeezing his thickness inside with such confidence that I gasped and arched, surprised by the speed in which he wanted to go after the slow, methodical coupling he’d insisted upon the night before.

      No longer interested in savoring, he wanted to fuck this time. Hard. Dirty. Fast. And God, I could get down with that. Especially when he held himself up off me, not touching me anywhere else as he shoved inside me, over and over again, forcing my body to stretch and accommodate each invasion.

      My breasts bounced roughly with every slam forward, and my stomach muscles quivered. My thighs burned from the way I held them so far apart, and my bare toes were probably getting splinters as I braced them against the wooden dock in preparation for each jarring impact.

      It felt so freaking good. I never wanted it to end. And the way his gaze drilled intently into mine the entire time… Mmm, God.

      He never glanced away, and I fell captive to his hazel prison, unable to glance anywhere else either. It created such a connection between us that my womb rippled with heat, quickening my breaths and straining me toward an orgasm.

      And though this was perfect and I wanted it to last forever, I needed that glorious ending more. I gripped his ass and ground him into me deeper, contracting my inner muscles around him as I did.

      His eyes flared with surprise and he choked out his delight before he hissed, “Fuck. Fuck. I’m… Mari…”

      Unable to hold his orgasm at bay, he threw back his head and grunted, the veins in his throat straining and his face turning red as he filled his condom inside me.

      And as his cock expanded with his release, the swelling pulses from his ejaculation were just the added pressures I needed to make me come too.

      “Zaa…” I cried out as shivers of overwhelming heat rushed over me in an avalanche of sensations.

      The next few moments were pure ecstasy, rippling through me and exploding from my pores in waves until I was wrung dry.

      Once we both finished, Zac collapsed down onto his forearms above me, finally pressing his hips and chest into mine as he caught his breath.

      “Mother…fucker,” he gasped when he could finally talk. “I… I liked it when you… I love how you…” With a breathless chuckle, he knocked his brow into mine and grinned into my eyes, finally summoning enough lung power to rush out the words, “Screamed my name when you came.”

      I smiled in return and nuzzled my forehead back to his as I stroked his cheek lovingly. Then I grazed my nails over his scalp as I slid my fingers up into his hair.

      He shuddered and jerked inside me.

      “But, damn, woman,” he groaned as he eased out of me and then twisted to flop down on his back beside me. “You know how to wear a guy out, don’t you? I think I’m sugar-crashing.”

      I laughed and rolled over to curl against him.

      I wanted to tell him he could lie back and relax for the rest of the night and I would do all of the work from here, taking care of him, but I was too tired and lazy to write or type just then.

      I should really work on teaching him more ASL.

      But later.

      We napped for a while after that in the waning sunlight, and the best part of the sunset had passed when we woke again. But I wasn’t too worried since I had other things on my mind. Like learning what my lover felt like in the near dark.

      He let me nudge him around until he was lying supine, where I kissed him all over and ran my hands over his naked flesh, mapping out every contour from his ankles and calves and up to his shoulders. I avoided his lap until last, and when I finally wrapped my hands around his girth, he was turgid and hard.

      Zac sucked in a breath as I squeezed and began to pump him in my fist.

      “Mari…” he tried beseechingly, starting to sit up and reaching for my hips.

      But I pressed my hand against his abdomen and pushed him back down, keeping him where he was so I could take him into my mouth and suck.

      “Oh God,” he groaned. “God…”

      My hair spilled over his stomach and thighs while I began with a slow and lazy rhythm, barely stringing him along as I learned his taste and texture.

      I glanced up but couldn’t see his expression in the dark.

      I could hear every little moan that got caught in his throat, though.

      His hand fisted in my hair and his panting went shallow and fast. So I picked up the speed, sucking a little harder, taking him a little deeper. When I used my free hand that wasn’t holding his dick steady to slip over his tight testicles and press the pad of my finger just behind them against his taint area, he bucked and garbled out a surprised sound, trying to warn me even as he filled my mouth.

      “Sorry! Jesus, sorry,” he rasped as soon as he could talk again. “I was going to give you proper warning, I swear. But that one just…” He sat up, reaching for me as if worried. “It caught me completely by surprise. Are you okay?”

      But I didn’t mind. I liked knowing I had so much control over him as to make him come on command.

      I nodded and smiled to let him know I was more than okay. And then I slid my arms around him and cuddled close, letting him know he had nothing to worry about.

      He nuzzled back and blew out a relieved breath. “You are way too forgiving,” he murmured against my hair before kissing my temple. “Way too perfect. And I can’t even begin to deserve you. But I’m going to keep you anyway.”

      I nodded and then drew the words, and don’t you forget it, on his chest, making him chuckle.

      “Don’t worry,” he assured. “I won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      The next night followed a very similar pattern. We walked to the water placidly, holding hands, barely talking. And by the time we made it to the dock, we turned hungry and savage, needing to be joined as fast as possible.

      But this time, he made sure to go down on me before we passed out for our mid-evening nap.

      When we woke again, ready for more, I texted him, asking if we could try doggie style.

      He was totally fine with that idea until I crawled into position on my hands and knees, then looked over my shoulder in invitation.

      It was significantly darker than it had been the night before when we’d started our last round together, and I could barely make out his outline as he sat back on his knees behind me.

      “Damn,” he muttered. “I really wish I could see this view better because I bet you look…”

      A second later, his phone light came on, and he aimed it at me. “Fuck...”

      Sending him a little smile over my shoulder, I lowered the top half of my body onto my elbows, which left my ass significantly higher than everything else. When I gave it a shake to taunt him, he groaned.

      “Sweet mercy, you are so…” His palm smoothed over one of my buttocks as the phone light slowly slid over all of me. “God, there aren’t even words.”

      He stroked his touch up my spine and down again, making me shiver and moan out my own pleasure.

      The light went out abruptly and I heard the thump of his phone as he tossed it down on the dock. Then one of his rough hands was gripping my hip, and I felt him prodding me from behind. He gripped himself with his other hand to help aim, and when he finally found the right spot, I mewled out a sound of need.

      He pushed forward just as I pressed back, and we met in the middle, flesh against flesh, stomach against ass with his penis flexing and pulsing inside me.

      I curled my fingers around the shirt I was using to pad my arms and then I leaned my face down to bite my wrist. He felt so big and thick like this, and he must’ve known it because he slowed his pace as if he realized it was more of a trial for me to take him at this angle. Every inch felt like a mile, like he was pushing into me forever before he reached the hilt.

      Pausing deep inside me to exhale harshly, he rasped, “Damn. You’re so fucking tight right now.”

      I whimpered and arched my back in to lift my bottom more, and the new angle caused him to slide even deeper.

      We both groaned.

      Clutching the sides of my ass, he dug his fingernails in roughly, and from there he forgot all about slow and easy. I sobbed and shook from the sharp nip of pain it brought, even though that very pain made my body pull taut and swell eagerly, craving more and gearing up for the grand finale, an orgasm that boasted to be best of all orgasms.

      Until the motor of a boat approached on the water with a light pointing ahead to guide its way.

      “What the hell?” Zac muttered, lurching over me protectively, like a human blanket, before we froze mid-fuck.

      We stayed that way, fully joined and not daring to move in the hopes that they wouldn’t point their light this way and would pass on without ever being the wiser that we were here.

      But instead of moving past, the engine turned off, killing the light and plummeting the night back into total darkness.

      Zac whispered a curse under his breath before we heard the voice of a girl from across the water saying, “Are you sure we won’t get caught out there?”

      “Nah, baby,” a male voice cooed back. “No one ever comes out to this part of the river. We’re all…alone.”

      Yeah, that’s what we’d thought.

      “Well…if you’re sure…”

      “Trust me. No one’s gonna catch us.”

      The next thing we heard was a feminine gasp and then a giggle. “Oh, Chance… You are so bad.”

      Her companion growled in reply and then he must’ve touched or grabbed or bit something she liked because she cried out in surprise before moaning, long and low. “Yes. Oh God, yes. Right there. Just like that.”

      “You gotta be fucking kidding me,” Zac breathed in my ear, clearly disgruntled. Then, he lifted up off me and shifted as if he was going to pull out and put an end to our fun.

      But I’d been so close to coming, and it had been so good and filling, I clenched my pussy around him as hard as I could, trying to tempt him to stay.

      He hissed out a quick gasp and tightened his grip back around my hips, pushing back deep inside me.

      “Mari,” he warned quietly, barely lifting his voice above the sound of the water rippling around us. “Careful.”

      But I didn’t want to be careful. I wanted my orgasm. And I wanted it now. The other girl sounded as if she was going to get hers; I should get mine.

      “Faster…faster…” she begged, her voice winded as if she was using all the energy she had to bounce up and down on Chance’s lap.

      The slap of flesh and male grunts he made caused me to arch my back like a cat and shift back against Zac, panting in need and letting the sounds of sex wind me back up again.

      Zac flexed inside me, surging back to life as well. Leaning over me, he set his forearm down beside mine and whispered into my ear as he started working in and out of me. “You naughty little minx. You actually like this, don’t you?”

      I nodded, unashamed.

      “Fuck,” he rasped, jerking faster and slapping his hips against my ass harder to match the rhythm the other couple seemed to be having across the water. “So do I,” he admitted in my ear right before he bit the side of my neck and wrapped his free arm around me so he could tweak one of my nipples between his fingers. I gasped and jerked in surprise. And his hand slid down, over my abdomen and between my legs. When he gripped my clit next, I started to come.

      “Shh…” Zac breathed into my ear as I bucked and shuddered, unable to control how strongly the orgasm was claiming me. I bit my wrist again, as my pussy pulsed around his cock while he buried his face into the back of my neck.

      He held on to me hard as he massaged my clit and jetted hotly inside me.

      On the boat, Chance’s friend was screaming, “Yes…yes… Fuck me, baby. Right there. Just like that. Oh…God…”

      I nodded my head and grinned. Sing it, sister, I silently encouraged her. Sing it for all of us who couldn’t.

      As Chance shouted out his release, Zac vibrated against me, letting me know he was laughing.

      A minute later, the woman announced, “Oh my God, that was so good. I had no idea the risk of getting caught would make it so much more exciting.”

      “She could say that again,” Zac whispered into my ear, and I had to press my hand against my mouth to muffle a giggle.

      “So my girlfriend’s still going to be out of town tomorrow if you want a repeat,” Chance offered.

      Zac immediately stiffened against me, and for some reason, I just knew he was thinking about his mother and her infidelities.

      He was not a fan of cheating.

      I reached up and stroked his cheek, hoping to soothe him.

      He responded by warmly covering my hand with his and then turned his face toward my palm to kiss it in gratitude.

      The rest of the other couple’s conversation was drowned out by the roar of the boat’s motor as they started it again. Then, the light kicked on.

      Zac burrowed around me protectively in case they turned the light this way, but thankfully, they turned the boat toward the other shoreline in order to swing their craft back around in the direction from which they’d come. Then, they gunned the engine and took off through the water, causing waves to make the dock under us bob precariously.

      Zac sat up as they left and went about disposing his condom into the river as I hurried to put my clothes on, wondering who else might be out tonight.

      Zac turned on his phone light to help us sort through our clothes, then he shined it toward my face. “You okay?” he finally asked. “That was kind of…”

      I nodded and picked up my phone to confess. “I can’t believe we just did that.”

      With a chuckle, he shook his head. “Yeah. Me neither.” Then he touched my arm as if he knew I was beginning to quake from all the leftover adrenaline still sloshing through my system.

      So I confessed, “I mean, it was really hot. And I came really hard, but I don’t know if I’d volunteer to do it again. I can’t seem to stop shaking right now.”

      Zac stroked a hand over my hair. “Ready to go home?”

      Glad he understood me, I looked up at his darkened face and nodded.

      “Okay.” He nodded right back. “I’ll take you. Everything’s going to be okay. I got you.”

      And I believed him. From that point on, everything was fine. My nerves settled, and the anxiety passed.

      Zac’s reassurances had fixed it all. I wasn’t sure how he did it, but his mere presence could solve so much with me.

      And the crush I’d had on him since I was fifteen morphed and changed. It grew deeper and warmer, and I knew exactly what it was heading toward.
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      We walked home slowly that night, delaying the moment when we’d reach Mari’s family trailers and have to part again.

      Resting her head on my shoulder, she wrapped her arms around one of mine and typed a message before lifting the screen of her phone for me to see.

      “Could you talk to me? I love listening to your voice.”

      I blurted out a strained laugh and shook my head. “Uh...okay. What do you want me to talk about?”

      The only thing my mind could revolve around at that moment was the fact that we’d basically just had team sex with another couple. But I had a feeling that’s exactly what she wanted a distraction from.

      “I don’t know. Anything. What about your mamá? You could tell me why you two don’t get along.”

      I sent the top of her head a surprised glance. “What makes you think we don’t get along?”

      “YOU’RE the one who’s supposed to be talking here. You tell ME why you think I would get that kind of vibe?”

      With a shrug, I answered, “Probably because it’s true.”

      Mari gasped and poked me in the ribs for trying to dupe her into thinking her initial assessment was wrong.

      I laughed and dodged away, only to lift my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay! I’ll talk.”

      I couldn’t really discern Mari’s expression in the dark, but when she huffed as she looked up at me, it wasn’t hard to imagine that she was still vexed by my teasing. But I was giving her what she wanted, so she almost immediately forgave me and relaxed again soon enough, pulling me back to her side so she could rewind her arms around mine and rest her cheek against my shoulder once more.

      I loved how trusting she was with me. Covering her hand that she was lightly gripping my bicep with, I sighed as I tried to come up with a good place to start talking about my mother.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It wasn’t always bad between us. Grace used to be my entire world, and I thought I was hers.” After a harsh laugh, I said, “I remember she would say that we only had each other, and that was all we needed. I knew there was no money and we were perpetually at risk of losing our welcome at whatever place we were staying—usually with whoever her current boyfriend was—but I was never worried because I was with her. And that’s all I needed.”

      Mari sighed as if she liked hearing that. She began to stroke my arm as I kept talking.

      “She wasn’t able to give much, but she gave me everything she had. I mean, she would put all her energy into entertaining me and keeping me as happy as was humanly possible. She would fashion Halloween costumes for me with cut-up newspapers and tape, or plastic cups and paper plates, whatever we had at the time. We’d sit on the kitchen floor and plan out every detail together. And damn, I didn’t care if the other kids laughed at our pathetic attempts, I felt on top of the world every time I wore one of those stupid costumes.

      “And at Christmas,” I went on. “She’d find a radio station that played festive music as we went around whatever apartment we were in at the time and decorated it with whatever shit we could find, like silver Christmas trees made of stacked forks and spoons or linked rings of cut-up paper that we draped everywhere like garland. It wasn’t much, but it was fun as hell.”

      Mari squeezed my arm as if she agreed.

      “In the summer, we’d have these contests with watermelon seeds. We’d sit against a wall side by side and see who could spit their seed the farthest. I remember when I got old enough to spit farther than her, I felt like a damn king.”

      Lifting her face from my shoulder, Mari rose onto her toes so she could kiss my cheek.

      I smiled at her silhouette in the dark. “So, no,” I told her. “It wasn’t always bad between us. It used to be great. But then we came to Peril…”

      And the rest was history.

      I didn’t think I’d need to elaborate on that, but Mari rolled her hand, telling me to keep talking.

      “Jude was the nail that sealed our tight mother/son bond in its coffin,” I admitted with a hoarse voice. “And the kicker was… He did it all with fucking kindness. He flattered my mom with pretty words and constant praise, telling her how valuable and irreplaceable she was—just the perfect assistant. Then he came over and helped with every home repair we needed, even plunging the damn toilet when it overflowed. He was always there when she needed him, always said the right thing, always made her smile again when the school would call to tell her what new thing I was in trouble for. I don’t think he even intentionally meant to poison her away from me. He just thought I was a shitty kid, and he would express how concerned he was about her being forced to raise me alone. And like the constant trickle of water wearing down a rock, she started to believe I was shitty too.”

      Kicking at a pebble in the path ahead of me that I could barely make out in the dark, I admitted, “I mean, I can’t really blame her for starting an affair with him. No man had ever been as good to her as he was. I’m sure I would’ve done the same thing if I’d been in her shoes. But I… Fuck, I was only a kid. I remember coming home from school the first time I caught them together. She’d forgotten I was supposed to get out early for summer break that day, and whoops, he had her bent over the couch, right there in the living room when I walked in the front door.”

      Mari blurted out a gasp and covered her mouth.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “It was pretty traumatic for me. All I saw was this guy repeatedly stabbing my naked mom in the ass with his—” I shuddered out my disgust and shook my head. “And she was making all these high-pitched sounds of what I thought were distress. I honestly believed he was hurting her.”

      Making a sound of sympathy in her throat, Mari squeezed my arm again, trying to comfort me.

      “So naturally, I attacked him,” I muttered, rolling my hand. “I had to defend my mom, right?”

      She nodded in total agreement.

      And I hissed out a long exhale. “Yeah, well, my mother yelled at me for it.” Old pain echoed through my bones before I admitted, “It was the first time she’d ever taken anyone else’s side over mine.”

      Mari began to stroke my arm again. I leaned over to inhale the scent of her shampoo to console myself before I continued. “From there on out, her irritation and impatience with me grew more frequent and her smiles appeared less and less, until gradually she led the town in thinking I was completely worthless. Last week was actually the first time she’d spoken to me in eight months.”

      When I realized we’d reached the tree line marking the edge of her family’s property, I slowed to a stop, surprised I’d been able to share so much the entire way here. “Well…” I blew out a shaking breath. “Was that enough talking for you?”

      Mari turned and gave me a big, supportive hug. I hugged her back until she pulled away so she could cup my face in her hands and look at me sympathetically.

      “I’m fine,” I assured her as I pressed our brows together. “Honest.”

      She growled out a small sound of disagreement and nudged me roughly in the shoulder, which made me smile despite myself.

      “Okay, I’m not fine,” I admitted. “But I know it’ll be fine. She hasn’t kicked me out or completely disassociated herself with me yet, so there’s still hope. Right?”

      With an agreeing nod, Mari pulled me in for a long kiss that made me groan and grab her hips. When I tried to step closer, however, she pulled away with a gasp and shook her finger at me, giving me a clear rejection.

      We were too close to her home for that.

      Just to make sure nothing else was holding her back, I asked, “You alright? I didn’t scare you away forever after what we did earlier, did I?”

      It had definitely been the most risqué thing I’d ever done.

      But Mari shook her head and touched my cheek to reassure me. Then, she stepped in for one last kiss to my cheek.

      “Alright, then. Sleep well,” I whispered, capturing her hand gently so that she’d have to pull away from me as she stepped back.

      Mari waved, then turned away and hurried off.

      I heaved out a breath as I watched her go, already missing her presence. I’d never opened up to anyone the way I’d just spilled out my childhood to her.

      That was the thing about Mari, though. She could inspire even a curmudgeonly ass like myself into getting in touch with his emotional side.

      The girl was a straight-up wonder.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, I was whistling under my breath as I approached my quiet, darkened home.

      “And he’s whistling,” a voice from the driveway muttered bitterly, making me nearly jump out of my skin. “Someone must’ve gotten laid again tonight.”

      Recognizing my mother’s resentful tone, I squinted through the dark until I found her sitting on the hood of her car with her knees bent and back resting against the windshield as she looked up at the stars and lifted a bottle to her lips for a drink.

      Grace rarely drank, so whatever was bothering her must be bad.

      “What are you doing out here?” I asked carefully as I changed course to stroll her way.

      “Jus’ getting some fresh air,” she said, drinking again.

      I sighed and leaned against the driver’s side door with my arms folded over my chest. “Well, it is a nice night for it. Just look at those stars.”

      When I glanced up, I was able to appreciate the night sky as I never had before, simply taking in the pure, majestic beauty of it. There was something about its deep vastness that made a person feel humble. And the more I looked up, the more it felt as if I was looking down and was about to get sucked in, tumbling straight into its obscure depths, where I’d get lost forever.

      A sudden shiver coated my skin, and I jerked my gaze away as Grace snorted. “Look at those stars?” she mimicked, mocking me. “Are you for real right now? What has gotten into you lately?” Twisting abruptly to glance over at me, she grumbled, “Oh God. You’re not on drugs, are you?”

      “No.” I expelled a harassed sigh. “I’m not on drugs.”

      “Well, you’re acting weird.”

      I laughed. “Because I looked up at the stars?”

      “No. Because you’re being…civil.”

      My mouth opened to retort that she was the one who typically started the yelling matches between us, always finding something to pick on about me. But I didn’t feel like getting into a yelling match now—my mind was still fresh with all the good things I’d told Mari about her—so I rejected all the defensive urges that rose to the surface.

      “Yeah, well…lucky you. You caught me at a civil moment, I guess.”

      “Wow,” she groused. “Tonight’s hookup must’ve been really good.”

      I scowled, and more defensive comments crowded the back of my throat. But I swallowed them down. “Do you want to know what I was actually doing?” I asked quietly, determined not to get into a row with her, even though I did kind of want to tell her how much I’d been praising her to Mari so I could make her feel bad.

      But she scoffed. “No. That would mean I’d actually have to care.”

      Ouch. That one stung. It stung so much that I wanted to scream, “What is wrong with you? What happened to my mother?”

      I tried a new track, though. I said, “Well, I care. I love you. You’re the only person I have loved throughout my entire life. And I’m not going to stop caring just because you have.”

      Utter silence followed my declaration.

      I waited a moment for her to reply.

      When she didn’t, I sighed out my disappointment. “I don’t know what’s going on with you lately. If this is solely because of your relationship with Jude or if something else is wrong, too, but I won’t pry because you obviously don’t want to share it with me. It’s clear that you are not happy, though, and that’s all I ever wanted for you. Out of everyone I know, I think you deserve happiness the most. So… Since I can only seem to make you more miserable with my presence, I will give you space and leave you alone. But I want you to know… If you ever need me, I’m right here. For anything. I will always be there for you. Okay?”

      She didn’t respond, and that broke my heart.

      “Alright, then,” I rasped hoarsely. “’Night.”

      I’d said my piece. Not sure what else there was to do from there, I pushed away from the car and fulfilled my promise. I patted one of her knees in farewell and I turned to start inside, leaving her alone.

      As I left, though, I could hear her crying.
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      On Friday, Mari walked past the garage late in the day, while I was working outside.

      To be fair, I’d been waiting for her, checking the time every thirty seconds since three thirty. And as soon as it hit 4:57, there she appeared, walking by the shop and swinging a small hand-held cooler down at her side, one of those things that usually only held a six-pack.

      When she completely ignored me, not once glancing over as she meandered along, I tilted my head curiously. But then I saw something white slip from her hand and fall to the ground in the driveway of the shop.

      My lips twitched with amusement, and I jogged forward to fetch the folded note. After picking it up, I unfolded it and then sucked in a breath as I read the words she’d written.

      “I’m not wearing any panties.”

      I glanced up after her retreating form, and my focus narrowed in on the ass that swayed under the skirt she wore.

      Already half aroused, I stuffed the note into my pocket and jogged after her.

      She never once glanced back, pretending to ignore me, even though she had to have heard me coming. She even gasped in surprise when I caught up to her and slung an arm around her hips to pull her off her feet and back against me.

      Then, laughing, she whirled within my grip to face me, and she smiled warmly in welcome before clutching my hair and kissing me hotly.

      I picked her up, gripping her hips, and she wound her legs around my waist so that I could carry her off the beaten path and into the trees surrounding us before we were even halfway to the water. Once we were far enough away from the trail not to be seen, I pressed her up against a tree and ground my hips into hers as I kissed her hard, my palm already stroking up the outside of her thigh and under her skirt. She dropped the cooler from her hand to grip my butt and pull me in snugger.

      When I cupped her warm, bare ass, we both groaned.

      Our tongues scissored and stroked mercilessly against each other as I scrambled to unzip my jeans. She found condoms in my pocket and slid one on me.

      Hefting her higher, I pinned her there and shifted my hips until only the tip of my erection had found her pussy, slick and ready. Tearing my mouth from hers, I pulled back so I could look into her eyes as I pushed inside her.

      They flared at my entry, and I held myself all the way in as I watched her bite her lip and arch her head back, adjusting to the merger.

      Then, I started to pump, working in a steady, unceasing rhythm, and I watched her whimper and writhe on my shaft.

      “Is this what you wanted when you left me that note?” I asked, my gaze going foggy and hooded. “You wanted me to haul you off into the woods and fuck you against some tree?”

      Mari’s head bobbed, and she moaned, letting me know she liked my dirty talk.

      So I placed my mouth next to her ear and kept going. “Well, you taunted the bull, now you get the horns, little Mari.” And I penetrated her hard, holding her there momentarily with my dick wedged deep.

      Bracing her head back against the tree, she squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her teeth before letting out a shaky breath when she finally adjusted again. Then she nodded roughly, telling me to continue.

      “My cock’s going to plow your perfect little pussy so hard and so long…” I promised. “It’s not going to know what to do without me in there. Every time I’m not inside you, you’re just going to feel empty and lost… Wet with wanting me.”

      She moaned and thrashed her head, struggling against me and trying to get me to move and do what I’d just promised her I would. But I held still a moment longer.

      “Your every waking thought from here on out will be charged with desperation,” I swore, “wondering when I can return and fill you again, fill you like no one else can and give you that sweet release you need. Because I’m imprinting my shape and size inside you right now, Mariana Ruiz. I’m molding you for my specifications. Your cunt only knows my thickness now, my length. No one else is ever going to feel quite right. No one else is going to make you come like I can.”

      She nodded fervently, telling me she agreed, even though we both knew I was just spewing a bunch of bullshit to make her wetter.

      It worked.

      Moaning hungrily, she gripped my face and tried to pull me in for a kiss, but I wanted to stay back so I could look into her eyes. I wanted to watch her expression as she came.

      Holding her gaze steady, I gripped her ass and pulled almost all the way out before thrusting back in, time after time again, hard, deep, aggressive, fucking her pussy without mercy until she threw her head back and wailed.

      Her inner muscles squeezed tight as she came all over me, but all I did was rut harder, pumping her faster as I watched the rapture and wonder on her features until she wilted in exhaustion. Then I stayed deep as she panted and tried to recover. I touched her cheek and studied the drunken pleasure on her features until she opened her drowsy eyes and gave me a sleepy smile.

      But I only shook my head. “Don’t get too comfortable. We’re not done yet.”

      When my still fully engorged shaft twitched inside her, she jumped and her eyes widened, realizing I hadn’t come with her.

      Then I started to pull out, almost all the way until only my tip was penetrating her.

      She shook her head in panic. “Zaa…”

      “What?” I paused there, only half in. “Want me to stop?”

      She whimpered, then shook her head.

      So I shoved back in. She cried out a piercing sound and her limbs began to tremble as if she couldn’t handle much more. But every time I pushed back in, she tightened and squeezed around me in hungry need, welcoming me completely, and demanding more. She nodded and moaned, showing me how much her body really could take.

      I think we broke records by how long we went at it. I was drenched in sweat and every muscle in my body was burning and straining. My balls were so heavy and tight, needing release, and my dick was going above and beyond the normal, but we kept fucking. We fucked beyond the breaking point until she thrashed her head against the tree and somehow managed to shift her hips, taking more of me. I groaned and held her there just like that, forcing her to accept what I gave as I tensed and finally released.

      She sobbed and pressed her head to my shoulder, coming around me and milking me through her own orgasm.

      Once we both finished, she flopped her head back before lolling it to the side to blink me into focus, looking drugged and dazed.

      “God, I love watching you come,” I said, feeling on top of the world.

      She nodded but then began to sink down the tree, needing a serious nap.

      “Okay, I hear you,” I rasped, cradling her in my arms and going down with her to break her fall. “Down we go.”
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      Time passed as we sat side by side with our backs to the tree.

      When I felt rested enough to roll the back of my head across the bark to glance over, I begged, “Please tell me you have some kind of sustenance in that cooler because I’m starving.”

      She grinned big and immediately popped to attention, way more alert and perky and recovered than I was. She held up a finger to tell me to wait one moment before she reached past me to grab the blue container and pull it onto her lap.

      As she slid open the top, I tossed my condom off into the trees and zipped my jeans, snapping them back together, since that was the only part of both our clothes that had been disturbed.

      Settling back next to Mari, I watched her pull out a slice of watermelon and chuckled.

      She remembered everything, I swear.

      “I hope you’re not challenging me to a seed-spitting competition,” I said when she lifted the slice high enough to cover most of her face and peer at me over the top from pleading brown eyes.

      In answer, Mari dropped the watermelon a few inches and nodded vigorously, her expression gleaming with joy.

      I tsked and shook my head slowly. “You seriously need to watch what you wish for, little girl. I have no mercy when it comes to seed spitting.”

      She laughed and then searched her pocket with one hand before pulling out her phone. But it was hard for her to type with the other hand holding the slice of melon.

      “Here,” I offered, chuckling at her efforts, and I took the food from her.

      She sent me a grateful glance and wrote, “It is so on right now. You’re going down, mister. Plus… I seriously need to teach you ASL, so I don’t always have to search for my freaking phone.”

      “Well, let’s start now,” I said. “What’s the sign for watermelon?”

      Mari glowed over my willingness to learn and tapped at her chin with three fingers before flicking her middle finger against the top of her other hand which was fisted as if testing a melon for ripeness.

      I followed the action, somehow making a fist with the hand that was still holding the slice of watermelon, and she nodded, complimenting me.

      Grinning back, I took a big bite, feeling juice trail down my chin, before I gave it back.

      Watching me wipe the drip away with the back of my hand, Mari took a bite as well, and then I muffled out the question with a seed ready and tucked between my teeth, “You ready? Got a seed in there?”

      She nodded, wiping at the corner of her own mouth, and she looked so intent on getting ready to spit, that I had to press my wrist to my mouth to hold in a laugh.

      “Okay, then,” I finally got myself under control enough to ask. “Just after three. One, two, three.”

      We both spit, and my seed went way farther than hers.

      “Oh!” I shouted, lifting both arms over my head in victory. “And we have a winner!”

      When I caught Mari sending me a very unimpressed stare, I just smiled at her. “Don’t worry, baby. Better luck next time.”

      And I wrapped my arms around her to pull her onto my lap and give her a wet, sticky kiss right on the cheek.

      She shrieked in outrage and tried to wiggle free, only to end up laughing and licking the side of my jaw.

      “Ack.” I dodged my face away, saying, “Oh, it’s like that, is it?”

      I stole the last bite of watermelon left on the rind from her hand while she was still holding it, and I shook it over her head, making juicy droplets rain on her hair.

      “Zaa…” she screeched, covering her head with her hands and ducking right up against my chest so that I’d be forced to get sprinkled too.

      Laughing, I tossed the rind aside and wound my arms back around her so I could bury my face in her hair and rock us gently.

      As I breathed in her sweet, Mari scent, I felt more grateful than I had in a long time. She clutched my arm and pulled me closer, pressing her temple against the side of my face.

      We simply held each other like that for a bit until I released a breath and admitted, “I saw my mom when I got home last night, right after I told you about all the good times we had together.”

      Mari lifted her face and straightened to watch my expression with interest.

      I nodded sadly. “Yeah. I was determined not to get into a fight with her this time, so whenever she jabbed some nasty comment at me, I actually kept my cool. I ended up telling her that I still loved her but that I would give her space until she needed me for anything.”

      Furrowing her brow when I stopped there, Mari rolled her hand, demanding that I continue. But I shrugged.

      “And that was it,” I said. “She didn’t say a damn thing back to me, so I…I walked away.” Wiping a hand over my face, I then admitted something I hadn’t even wanted to admit to myself. “And it really fucking hurt that she just let me go without saying anything back.”

      Whimpering in sympathy, Mari hugged me roughly, pulling me in tight and healing my broken heart.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      She nodded and kissed my jaw before signing something to me that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end with shock. It was a common sign that meant love, and when she signed it at me, I freaked out a little.

      This girl was already overwhelming me with every amazing thing about her. To see her possibly admit that she loved me, too, made my brain stop functioning.

      It just didn’t seem possible. Good things like this never happened to me, and besides, I didn’t deserve it.

      The man Mari gave her love to had to be above reproach. He had to be…

      He had to be…

      Well, someone that wasn’t me.

      So I pretended to be ignorant.

      “What’s that mean?” I asked. “That Zac is the best watermelon seed spitter this side of the river?”

      She snorted and rolled her eyes, only to giggle directly afterward and nod as if to say, yes, that’s exactly what that means.

      “Thought so,” I answered smugly.

      Mari pulled up her phone, and my stomach tightened, worried she was going to tell me the true meaning, but all she typed was, “That’s it. I demand a rematch.”

      “You seriously want to go again?” I asked, lifting my eyebrows at her incredulously. But she nodded and pulled another slice of watermelon from her cooler to prove it.

      “Okay, alright,” I said. “If you want to lose again…I’ll go another round.”

      She sent me a dry glance, then held the watermelon up for me to take a bite from her hand. After I did, I held up a finger. “Ope. Need another bite. I didn’t get a seed.” So she fed me one more.

      Once we were both ready, I gave the countdown, but as soon as I called, “Three,” Mari slapped a hand against my chest to throw me off my game.

      I oofed, and the seed went flying from my mouth.

      “Foul!” I cried with a laugh, tickling her and making her howl. “Foul play. Interfering with the competition.” A second later, I squinted into the foliage where our seeds had gone. “Actually, I think I spit farther when you did that.”

      Mari shook her head adamantly and started signing at me in furious movements to let me know how wrong I was.

      I merely chuckled and rested my back against the tree, content to watch her. When she realized I was simply studying her, she furrowed her brows lightly and tipped her head, asking me what I was thinking.

      I shrugged. “I’m just having fun watching you be you.”

      She flushed and sent me a coy look, only to reposition herself on my lap so that she was facing me fully and straddling my thighs. Hissing out a pleased breath when I could feel the heat from between her legs seep through my jeans, I remembered that she wasn’t wearing any panties, and I slid my hands up the outsides of her thighs and straight under her skirt until I was gripping her bare bottom in both hands. Then I tugged her more flush against me, letting her feel how hard I was growing again.

      “I suppose you want to go to the water now,” I asked, massaging both mounds of naked flesh until she started to undulate her hips against me, riding the fly of my jeans.

      When Mari shook her head no, letting me know she didn’t want to go anywhere, I chuckled.

      And she tipped her head back so that her dark hair tumbled down her back as she bit her lip and simply enjoyed the act of humping me.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” I told her, unable to stop watching every spectacular detail. “The only thing to make this better would be if your pretty, lush tits were on display, too, so I could suck on them.”

      Mari sent me a secretive smile and then obediently reached for the strap of her top. It was a stretchy shirt with a wide neckline and she was able to pull the cloth down easily, displaying both breasts to me, the nipples already hard and straining toward my mouth, begging to be licked.

      “God, yes,” I groaned, leaning down as she simultaneously rose up to meet me.

      I sucked one hardened peak between my teeth and batted it with my tongue.

      Mari moaned and grabbed my hair. When I shifted over to the other one, I slid my hands from her ass, down the crack until I found moist heat. I dipped a finger inside, and she jerked violently before sobbing and beginning to ride my finger, demanding more.

      “Damn, you’re so wet,” I panted, my vision starting to go blurry as the arousal took over.

      Mari bobbed her head to agree and then scrambled to reach between us and open my jeans. Her fingers were fumbling in her haste to get me covered, and as soon as we were protected, she jerked herself down on me, forcing me to stab into her ruthlessly.

      We both cried out from the shock and the pleasure. Then, she bounced on me roughly, her breasts flapping madly and her fingers digging ruthlessly into my shoulders as she raced for that all-consuming orgasm. Her face was lowered and all her attention was focused on where we joined, watching me disappear inside her and come out again.

      “Ye… Ye…” she panted helplessly before throwing her head back and screeching out her climax.

      “Fuck…” I groaned, following her into oblivion.

      “You’re going to fucking kill me,” I admitted a minute later as I lay slumped back against the tree, unable to move.

      Draped limply on top of me, Mari managed to lift her face enough to shake her head no and then point at me.

      I huffed out a breath. “If you’re trying to say, I’m the one wearing you out, then you’re so wrong right now; it’s not even funny. This is all you, Mari. You’re the one with the sexy, irresistible body and big brown eyes that keep making me want it over and over again.”

      Lifting her eyebrows to let me know I was wrong, she snapped up her phone and typed out a retort. “Then why is sex the only thing I can think about since our first time together? You were right earlier. You’ve freaking ruined me. I can’t even THINK about you without getting wet and achy. I have to relieve myself in the shower every morning because of you and under the covers each night when I’m trying to go to sleep. And sometimes at work…”

      My eyebrows lifted as total interest consumed me. “Yeah?”

      She glanced at me, then admitted, “I go into the bathroom and take care of myself on breaks.”

      “Fuck,” I breathed. And sadly, I didn’t feel very bad about putting her through that kind of torture. I could only grin and admit, “That is so hot.” But now I was also wishing I could stop by the diner during all her break times.

      Mari rolled her eyes. “It’s embarrassing.”

      “Hey,” I whispered and surprised her by cupping her face in my hands. When she glanced up into my eyes, I met her gaze for a good two seconds before I insisted, “It’s amazing, is what it is. It makes me feel special. Like no one else has ever made me feel before. So thank you. Thank you for sharing that with me.”

      She drew in a sharp breath, then burrowed herself against me, hugging me hard. I hugged her back and kissed her hair, realizing that this was what true happiness and bliss felt like.
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      When we finally got around to walking home, it was fully dark outside. Just before the clearing that housed my family’s homestead, where a yard light was blazing, Zac and I stopped at some trees that were shrouded in darkness. There, we kissed and hugged for at least another five minutes before I reluctantly pulled away from him and waved goodbye.

      He smiled warmly and waved back, already stepping in reverse to head home.

      I was so giddy and drunk on happy vibes that I forgot to be cautious; I hurried inside without a care in the world, only to plow to a stop when I found Camilo sitting at the kitchen bar, drinking.

      With Enzo.

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Enzo greeted with a wolfish smile as he stumbled off the stool where he’d been sitting beside my cousin and started to stagger toward me with a drunken leer. “Where you been, mi vida?”

      When he opened his arms as if to pull me close for a slobbery kiss, I lifted my hands to ward him off and tripped in reverse to escape.

      “Hey, come here. Where you going?”

      I spun away to hurry back out the door, but he caught my arm and whirled me back toward him.

      When I screeched out a sound of fear, Camilo finally called, “Hey, hey! Leave her be, man. What’re you doing?”

      But Enzo sent him a defiant glance, his liquid courage making him too brave for his own good. And he tugged me closer. “She owes me something for the way she cut me.” He held up his hand, showing me how it still hadn’t healed and was wrapped in white gauze and medical tape.

      “From the way I hear it, you deserved that. Now, let Mari go or I’ll have to hurt you. Come on…”

      “Fine.” Enzo heaved out a big sigh and let me go, but not before whispering, “Later,” into my ear.

      I shuddered and started to turn away to leave, but Camilo said, “Hold up. Where do you think you’re going?”

      Anywhere but here, I didn’t answer as I slowly turned back to meet my cousin’s gaze.

      When I signed to him that I was going to go to one of the other trailers so the two of them could have the kitchen and front room to themselves, he waved a hand, negating such an idea. “No, no. Stay. I won’t let this knucklehead anywhere near you. I promise. It’s alright.”

      I sent Enzo a suspicious, untrusting glance, and he sneered back, not reassuring me at all.

      “What were you doing out this late, anyway?” Camilo asked.

      I motioned for the word river.

      He scoffed and rolled his eyes. “You really need to stop going out there alone. It’s not safe.”

      I nodded, letting him think I’d follow his advice. Then I ducked my head and darted around Enzo, only for him to swat me on the butt as I dashed by, and I hurried into the back hallway. After using the bathroom, I checked on Lita. She was breathing heavily in her sleep, but she wasn’t wheezing or coughing, so that was good. After that, I tiptoed to the back door, where I paused and stared down the hall as I eased it open as quietly as I could so Camilo wouldn’t hear, and when no one appeared at the other end of the hallway to stop me, I hurried into the cool night.

      I started across the way to Tio Franco’s place, hoping I could sleep in Camilo’s old bed for the night. He’d shared a room with his brothers, Jesus and Juan, but maybe they wouldn’t mind if I stayed there one night.

      When I knocked on the door, however, Tia Luisa answered. She immediately scowled when she saw me.

      Since she’d never bothered to learn ASL, she turned away, calling, “Juan. Mariana’s here. Can you find out what she wants?”

      A moment later, my youngest cousin appeared in the doorway and grinned out at me. “Hey, Mari? What’s doing?”

      I asked him if it would be okay if I could sleep in Camilo’s old bed just for the night because Enzo was over at Lita’s trailer, drunk. But he made a face and apologized. “Sorry, we got rid of his bed about as soon as he moved out to make more space for me and Jesus.”

      When my face fell with disappointment, he reached out and patted the side of my arm. “Hey, just stay out of Enzo’s way, yeah, and I’m sure he’ll forget you’re even around.”

      I nodded, not agreeing with a word of that suggestion, and turned away to go. “Camilo won’t let him touch you,” Juan called after me. “You’ll be fine.”

      I waved at him over my shoulder, letting him know that’s what I’d do, but as soon as I heard the door shut behind me, I veered left and headed toward Tio Enrique’s trailer.

      I didn’t knock there—they were much more informal—and after letting myself inside, I found the front room dark, only lit by the glow of the television where my uncle was sitting in his chair with the footrest kicked up and snoring. No one else was about, so I hurried down the hall toward Felipe’s room, where I found it empty.

      Of course, he wouldn’t be home yet on a Friday night. Thinking he wouldn’t mind, I camped out on his bed and fell asleep safely there until late in the night when he stumbled home, waking me. After he slumped down on the corner of the mattress and flipped on his nightlight, I gasped awake abruptly, which scared him into falling to the floor and screeching out his own alarm.

      “Mari! Dammit. What’re you doing here?”

      I sat up, yawning and stretching before my hands were awake enough to tell him that Enzo had been over at Lita’s place with Camilo, and I just needed somewhere to crash for a while.

      “He get handsy with you again?” Felipe demanded, scowling. “Because Angelo and I talked with him. He should’ve stopped messing with you.”

      I rolled my eyes and let him know that Enzo had been pretty drunk.

      “¡Caray!” he muttered and wiped a hand through his hair. “Well, you did the right thing.” He motioned toward the bed. “You can crash here if I’m not around whenever you need to.”

      I thanked him and crawled out of bed to give him a big hug. Then I told him that Enzo was probably gone by now, so I’d let him have his bed back.

      “Okay, but feel free to come back if he’s not. Our couch is always free.” I thanked him and went on my way.

      The television had been turned off when I passed through the front room again, but I could still make out Tio Enrique’s feet in the dark kicked up on the chair. His gruff breathing told me he hadn’t gone to his own bed.

      A digital clock on the wall claimed it was after one in the morning.

      Yawning, I made my way outside and hurried through the chilly dark to my own front door. But when I slipped inside, I could hear snoring from the couch.

      Eyes narrowed, I scowled through the dark, very displeased to discover that Enzo had stolen my bed.

      I stormed outside, huffing mad. No way did I want to return to Felipe’s couch where my uncle would be sleeping in the chair next to me. I glanced around the quiet night, wondering where else I could camp out. But the temperature had dropped a lot since the sun had set. I did not want to sleep anywhere out here.

      So I started walking.

      Half an hour later, I found myself in town, at a small, run-down white house. I knew Zac lived there with his mother, but I had no idea which room would be his.

      Too tired and cold to rethink my decisions through, I rubbed my arms vigorously to warm them and started around toward the back side of the house to peek in the windows. The first one seemed to lead into a kitchen, so I carried on until I found one that was definitely a bedroom. But through the crack in the curtain, I could make out a dresser against the wall with a purse and cosmetic bottles on top.

      Guessing that was probably not Zac’s room, I moved on. The next had closed blinds blocking anything inside, but it had a NASA sticker on the glass. I had no idea if Zac, or even young Zac had been into space travel, but it seemed more likely to belong to him than his mother, so I started to tap on the window lightly in the hopes that I didn’t wake anyone else, but hard enough that I could at least wake him.

      After thirty seconds, I started to get worried that he was going to sleep through my tapping or that I had the wrong room after all.

      I had just pulled my phone from my pocket to text him when the blinds suddenly pulled up, and a scowling Zac glared out.

      When he saw me in the moonlight, however, he pulled his face back in surprise and then reached up to unlock the window. As soon as he started to pull it up, he hissed into the dark, “Mari? Holy shit. What are you doing here in the middle of the night? Are you okay?”

      I hugged myself, teeth chattering as I shook my head and watched him finish lifting the window.

      “Shit. You must be freezing. Come here.”

      He removed the screen and extended his arms toward me.

      I came forward eagerly, reaching out, and the two of us managed to haul me inside, directly onto a bed that had been located just under his window.

      I let out a sound of surprise when I landed and immediately bounced.

      “Shh,” Zac pressed his hand over my mouth. “My mom’s home. She’d be a holy terror if she found you here.”

      My body shook as I let out a silent laugh. Then I pulled up my phone and started to type as he pulled his hand from my mouth to shut the window.

      As soon as he turned back to me, I showed him what I’d written. “I can’t believe you just told a mute girl to be quiet.”

      He placed a finger under my chin to draw my face up so he could see my eyes in the moonlight coming through the window. “Are you okay?” he said a little more severely. He touched my trembling shoulder. “Jesus. You’re an icicle.”

      He yanked me to him, pulling me against his warmth.

      I gratefully burrowed close and let him take over rubbing my arms until I wasn’t cold anymore. Then I let him keep rubbing. My teeth had stopped chattering, but my nipples remained hard. My breathing picked up, and a needy ache twisted inside me.

      When I moaned and arched against him, he finally seemed to realize he’d heated me up in an entirely different way than he’d meant to.

      I grappled with his shirt.

      “Mari,” he started in a breathless protest that ended in a groan when I plastered my hands to his warm chest and then started kissing it.

      A moment later, his hands were in my hair, and he was pulling my head back so his hungry mouth could devour mine. He tumbled me onto my back, then came over me, catching the back of my knee so he could lift my leg to cradle his hips more securely between my thighs. And then his fingers kept smoothing along my skin on their way up from my knee until he was under my skirt and gripping my bare ass.

      “Fucking hell,” he groaned and jerked his hips toward my exposed heat. “You really are set to kill me with this lack-of-panties shit, aren’t you?”

      I was too busy moaning and grinding up against the hard ridge in his shorts to acknowledge him. I rode his erection through cotton cloth until my inner muscles clenched and I started to come.

      I bit his shoulder to keep quiet, and he grunted in pain, even as he hardened his grip on my bottom to help me finish climaxing.

      As soon as I went limp and exhausted, he shot up, scurrying out of bed and mumbling the word condom.

      In the dark, he stubbed his toe on a shoe or something, and cursed, which caused me to giggle and then slap a hand over my mouth.

      When he returned to the mattress, I was naked and ready for him.

      “God, you are so beautiful,” he told me when he discovered that I’d stripped.

      Instead of covering me with his own body, though, he lay down beside me on his side, facing my way with his face propped on his hand so he could survey me in the moonlight that was coming in through his window.

      “Perfect,” he whispered as he lifted his fingertips to my navel and trailed a light touch up to my breasts, where he massaged them in turn before leaning in to suck a nipple into his mouth. When I moaned and arched, he turned more toward me, coming half over me. His other hand dipped between my legs.

      I writhed and bumped my hips against his fingers in demand, and when he pushed a finger inside me, I nodded, letting him know he was on the right track.

      He revved me up some more, licking my nipples and lazily pushing one, then two fingers into me before I grew agitated, needing more. I gripped his hair and bumped my hips in impatient demand.

      He chuckled. “Patience, little Mari. We’ve got all night.”

      But I wanted him now. I pulled a little harder on his hair and rode his fingers faster.

      He finally lifted his face from my breast and looked up at me with one arched eyebrow. “Oh, you want to play that way, huh? The control game? Well, I’m on top right now. And I say when and how you take my cock.” As he spoke, he crawled more fully on top of me and took one of my hands to lift it above my head, pinning my wrist to the mattress. Then, he looked into my eyes and asked, “You got me?”

      I nodded, excited by this side of him.

      He smiled and took my other wrist, joining it with the first. Then, keeping eye contact, he said, “Spread your legs. As wide as you can.”

      I did, feeling my body adjust to the stretch. There was something wholly erotic about being so opened and exposed, and my chest started to heave as my pussy ached.

      Zac continued to look into my eyes as he lowered his hips and found his way to me. His fingers tightened around my wrists and his eyes flared with heat as he blindly aligned the head of his penis with my slippery entrance.

      And there he paused. “You okay?” he asked.

      I nodded my head madly, and he barely pushed in, only to stop just at the threshold. I quivered and moaned. He shifted as if to leave me, and I sobbed, feeling abandoned, only for him to thrust forward hard, penetrating me so fully that I cried out.

      He smothered the sound with a kiss, and I went mad, coming all over his dick. Bright spots flashed behind my eyes, and my body bowed as it absorbed every sensation.

      I knew only pleasure for the next few moments. The next thing that registered with me was Zac pulling out and collapsing next to me, before tucking me close and panting, “Okay… Sex in a bed is officially my favorite way to go.”

      I nodded and turned against him, cuddling my face in his neck. He held me as if I was important, sweetly kissing my temple and smoothing back my hair as he tilted his cheek against my brow.

      We lay that way passively, luxuriating in the calm aftermath until he let out a groan and announced that he needed to dispose of his condom. I reluctantly released my grip on him so he could climb from the bed and tiptoe across his room. After pausing at the trash to drop his waste inside, he went to the open door that led into a hall and peered his head out, listening for a moment before he eased the door shut, clicked the lock into place, and hurried back to me.

      “I don’t think we woke her.”

      I exhaled, honestly having forgotten that someone else was in the house. When Zac was around, it was hard to remember that other people existed.

      Like when he lifted the sheets and crawled back into bed with me, my mind was already wiped free of everything but him. He was just so warm and comfortable and perfect.

      So it took me a moment to remember the answer to his next question when he tugged me back into his arms and kissed my cheek before saying, “You ready to tell me why you’re really here yet?”
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      When Zac handed me my phone so I could respond to him, I initially frowned at it, but then I let out a surrendering sigh and slipped it from his hand.

      “I just wanted to see you,” I finally wrote.

      He read the words and then glanced up to squint at me suspiciously. “And you’re sure nothing’s wrong?”

      I huffed out a breath, aggravated by the question. I didn’t want to talk about what was wrong, much less remember it. That was fear and problems and ugliness.

      I didn’t want fear and problems and ugliness to mar my perfect time with Zac. He was all things amazing and happy and bright.

      But he cupped my face in his hands and lifted his eyebrows archly as if he knew better. “Mari,” he said with a severity that ordered me to fess up.

      I groaned, giving in, and started to type. “Enzo was at my lita’s house. Drunk.”

      Zac shook his head, obviously confused. “Who’s Enzo?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Lucía’s brother.”

      He nodded slowly, remembering that name back from when I’d explained my family tree.

      “And she’s…your cousin Camilo’s girlfriend, right?” he asked. “The pregnant one who’s been staying with him at your place? Who kicked you out of your bedroom.”

      I wanted to argue the point that they hadn’t technically kicked me out since the room hadn’t actually been mine to begin with, but it all ended with me exiled to the couch no matter how you worded it; plus, I was so tickled that he remembered so much from what I’d told him that I merely nodded.

      “Okay.” Zac nodded as well before he added, “So why are we avoiding Enzo when he’s drunk?”

      I bit my lip, afraid to tell him, which only made him hiss, “Fucking hell. Does he mess with you?”

      “He just makes me uncomfortable,” I tried to smooth over the anger I could already feel simmering off him.

      “But does he make you uncomfortable because he messes with you?” Zac pressed insistently. “How does he make you uncomfortable? From things he says? Things he does? How, Mari?”

      Well, crap. I suddenly wished I’d never entered into this conversation. Most of the stuff people said about Zac was a lie, but he did get into more than his fair share of brawls. He wasn’t afraid of a physical confrontation. And if he confronted Enzo, my entire family would turn against him. I didn’t want them hating him before they’d even met him.

      But his radar was up now, and he wasn’t going to stop asking until I told him something.

      So I just started typing, telling him everything and yet nothing at all. “He’s a total pendejo. He treats me like a halfwit because I’m mute, like that allows him the right to do and say whatever crude things he wants.”

      “Crude things, like what?” Zac demanded as he read over my shoulder while I typed.

      I was still typing, though, so he just kept reading.

      “I think he’s too afraid of what Camilo would do to him if he tried anything more, but I also don’t want to give him an opportunity to. Like when he’s been drinking and then passes out on the very couch I’ve been sleeping on.”

      Zac’s mouth dropped open. “He stole your fucking bed?”

      I nodded.

      Zac ran a hand over my hair. “You should stay here the rest of the night.”

      I smiled and nodded at him, then asked, “Do you have tomorrow off? This is my one Saturday a month that I have off.”

      Maybe we could sleep in together, and get up together, then possibly shower and have breakfast together.

      But Zac winced. “Fuck, I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I gotta work in the morning. Harvey’s getting paid double to detail this kid’s truck before Sunday for some special occasion, I guess, but he can’t do it because he needs to drive to Omaha to see a specialist on Monday. So I’m going to go in for a few hours in the morning and get it done.”

      “Oh. Okay. What time should you get off?”

      “Probably noonish. Why?” He waggled his eyebrows at me suggestively. “You need to see a sunset?”

      “I definitely need SOMETHING.”

      He grinned and winked at me. “In that case, I’ll be done by eleven.”
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      The next day, I showed up at Harvey’s garage five minutes before eleven. Zac had all four doors of the truck open and was running a Shop-Vac, so he didn’t hear me coming up behind him.

      Butterflies sprouted in my stomach as I paused about six feet away to watch him. He was just so spectacular to me in every way.

      Remembering this morning and how he’d kissed me at the window just after I’d crawled outside and landed in the dew-kissed grass, I pressed both hands to my chest and smiled.

      He had stopped me as I turned away to walk home.

      “Hey, wait up,” he’d said.

      When I turned back, he was already jumping out the window to join me, boots in hand. “I’ll walk with you.”

      I wasn’t about to reject the idea of spending more time with him, so I waited until he pulled on his boots and straightened again. Then we smiled at each other in the lightening dawn and ambled along, hand in hand, as the sun came over the horizon.

      Along the way, Zac squinted up at the sky, musing, “I wonder if the sunrise on the river is as pretty as the sunset?”

      I would’ve suggested we go find out, but it was already getting too late. I didn’t want to worry Lita in case she woke to find me gone. So I shrugged, and Zac pulled on my hand to waylay me as we reached the edge of the tree line that led to my family’s property.

      “Hey…” When I looked up in question, he winced as if uncomfortable. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay? What if this Enzo guy’s still there?”

      He probably was, but other family members would wake up soon, definitely sooner than he would, and their presence would keep him from getting out of line more than anything else. To let Zac know I’d be fine, I smiled up at him and reached out to cup his cheek in my hand.

      “You stay safe, you hear me?” he demanded, looking torn before he closed his eyes and leaned in to press his brow to mine. “I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.”

      I nodded against his forehead as I closed my eyes too and continued to cup his cheek in my palm.

      “Here,” he added gruffly as he shoved a hand into his pocket. “Will you do me a favor and take this?”

      When he pulled out a pocketknife, I straightened in surprise. He twirled it between his long fingers, studying it a moment before relinquishing it to me, then he heaved out a breath and glanced up. “Do you think you could actually use it to defend yourself if you needed to?”

      I bit my lip, feeling bad that I hadn’t told him about already taking a knife to Enzo. But I hadn’t wanted to worry him. And yet my silence hadn’t mattered. He was already worried.

      So now, I just felt like a big liar.

      Nodding my head, I took the knife from his hand and motioned the sign for thank you.

      He inclined his head, then reached out and grabbed me by the back of the neck before hauling me against him and plastering his mouth to mine.

      Remembering how hot and worried and wonderful that kiss had been, I lifted my fingers to my lips now and returned my attention to Zac as he continued to clean the truck, still unaware that I was there.

      With a smile, I hurried forward and slid my hand up the back of his T-shirt.

      He jumped and looked around. At first, he seemed utterly confused to find me there, but then he checked the watch on his wrist and cursed as he shut off the vacuum.

      “Sorry. Time got away from me. Give me, like, two minutes, and I’ll be done here, okay?”

      I nodded and pulled out my phone to text him.

      “Don’t stop on my account. I like watching you bend over and work hard.”

      He paused to check the message, then grinned over at me and rolled his eyes.

      After shoving the phone back into his hip pocket, he turned the vacuum back on. And as he finished the floorboards on the front passenger side, I crawled into the back, impressed by how much room there was in here.

      The seat was soft too.

      I lifted the back of my skirt so I could feel the seat fur against the underside of my thighs. Mm. Yes. Very nice. A girl could move against these all night and not get any chafing at all.

      Well, not much anyway. I guess it mostly depended on how rough of a ride she got.

      Curious to learn how it felt against my bare ass, I pulled off my panties and then tossed them into the front so that they landed on Zac’s hand as he worked.

      He jumped at first, then picked them up to dangle them between two fingers as if to figure out what they were. I could tell the moment he knew because he wadded them slowly in his fist and then turned to look at me.

      Arousal glinted in his gaze as he watched me lift my skirt, then spread my knees, and slip my hand down to play with myself.

      But he must’ve wanted to participate more than watch because he dropped the still-running vacuum and climbed the rest of the way into the truck, shutting the door behind him as he went.
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        * * *

      

      After Zac got rid of his used condom and finally turned off the vacuum, he returned to the back of the stranger’s truck to cuddle with me. “I think I’m going to have to revise my timeline to add ten more minutes of cleaning because I’m definitely going to have to Febreze now. Jesus…” He ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. “Harvey would fire me on the spot if he ever learned about this.”

      Feeling crappy, I immediately texted him, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to get into trouble.”

      “No, hey,” he assured me. “This isn’t on you. I could’ve dragged you into the office or…anywhere. And besides, no one’s in trouble. I doubt anyone will even know. The owner isn’t going to stop by to pick it up until after lunch, anyway. I’m sure we’re fine.”

      But the garage doors were still open. Anyone could’ve walked in and caught us.

      Reading the unease on my face, Zac lifted his hand to tuck a piece of hair behind my ear. “Hey,” he whispered in reassurance. “We’re good.”

      I nodded, my gaze settling on his wrist as he pulled his hand away. The tattoo there made me remember something, and I brightened, already distracted away from my concerns.

      “Want to read my newest poem?” I asked, texting him again.

      He nodded immediately. “Absolutely.”

      I pulled the small notebook from my pocket that I used specifically for my poems, and I flipped through pages until I found “My Lover’s Hands” by Mariana Ruiz.

      When I handed it over, Zac read it aloud, making my cheeks flush hot in embarrassment. But I still couldn’t stop grinning, loving the way his voice sounded saying my words.

      

      
        
        Calloused knuckles, but a gentle touch.

        Tattooed footprints across his wrist.

        My canvas is mapped by his sculpting palms.

        A cup or squeeze, his pressure’s sublime.

        Moans of ecstasy, heated glances.

        Confident touches skimming along,

        tenderly coasting, then dipping deep.

        Now he’s thrusting, then back to teasing,

        strumming me like his guitar.

        My breath catches tight,

        his strokes bolden bright.

        I grip his shoulders,

        arch my back,

        ride the digits.

        Sobbing moans, I am his music.

        Hips grinding fast, I burst into melody.

        All ten fingers working hard,

        muffling my heated cries

        while massaging my chorus to its final line.

        Then he pats my hair and catches my teardrop,

        calming me with a patient graze.

        But it’s not enough.

        Never enough.

        I wish he had twenty, not two.

        Because soft or hard, my lover’s hands…

        Oh, they know just what to do.

        His thumb, the pinkie, middle finger…

        I worship them all.

        They’ve captured my musk and cradled my soul.

        And they always leave me wanting more.

      

      

      

      He glanced up after reading it, and his eyebrows lifted. “Damn,” he breathed, heaving up his chest before blowing out a long exhale. “I don’t know how you do that, but your poems send a shiver right up my spine. I mean, fuck…” He spread his fingers and looked down at his hands. “You made these miserable, calloused heaps sound like art.”

      “They are art,” I insisted before dropping the phone into my lap so I could wrap both arms around him and kiss him.

      He kissed me back for a while before groaning. “We really need to get out of here and get this truck finished, though.”

      I nodded and sent him a smile, letting him know how grateful I was for everything we’d just done and for how good he always made me feel about my poems.

      He grinned back and smacked a quick kiss on my cheek before throwing open the back door and backing down the steps so he could keep eye contact with me the entire time. Then, he held up a hand to help me down. I flushed happily and took his fingers, staring back into his spellbound gaze until I actually started to climb out of the truck and step down.

      When I caught movement over his shoulder, however, I gasped and focused on the girl who was walking into the opened garage doors. She stumbled to a stop in her high heels when she saw me back, and her lips parted in shock and betrayal as her gaze darted between me and Zac.

      Noticing my reaction, Zac whirled around, using his body to partially block and protect me from whatever threat was behind him, only to yelp, “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Lula Everett narrowed her eyes and propped a stern, reprimanding hand on her hip. “Well, well...” she murmured snidely. “Look who Zackie’s been keeping company? Trailer-park-trash Ru—”

      “Watch your mouth, Lula,” he barked, pointing threateningly. “You don’t insult her. Not ever.”

      Her lips parted, and for the briefest moment, she looked hurt. Then she sniffed and slid her glance to me. Pulling back her shoulders as if to push her chest forward and compete over bra sizes, she glared condemningly and then smarted off to Zac. “Real classy, Topper. Trap the special-needs girl alone where she can’t scream for help. I always knew you were a creepy predator.”

      “Get the fuck out,” he said, waving her away, and finally storming forward as if to physically throw her from the property. “And don’t ever come back. I mean that, Lula. You are not welcome here.”

      He must’ve had a pretty intense look in his eyes because she blinked in fear and then started to trip in reverse away from him. “But my car needs—”

      “I don’t give a shit,” he hissed. “Go somewhere else.”

      Then he grabbed the cord for the overhead door and kept glaring as he yanked it down, shutting her out of the shop.

      She flipped him off before he and I were closed in alone, and the last thing I heard from her was, “Choke on this, asshole.”

      After he locked her out, he turned to me and fisted his hands. “God, I hate that viper. I wish she’d just leave me alone once and for all.”

      As I tipped my head curiously, watching him rage, he finally noticed my thoughtful expression and paused. “What? She didn’t get to you, did she? God, I’m sorry, Mari. Don’t listen to a word that shrew says. Lula only knows how to spread hate, I swear. You’re the farthest thing from trash that I’ve ever known.”

      He started for me, probably to pull me into his arms, but I lifted my phone and started to type.

      “Did you two use to be an item?”

      Zac barely read the words before he jerked his face back with a grimace. “What? No!” He lifted his gaze to me in shock. “Hell no. Why would you even ask that?”

      I typed some more. “It’s just that she acted like a jealous ex to me.”

      He seemed utterly confused by the mere suggestion. “Well, she’s not,” he assured. “Not ever. Not in any way.”

      I shrugged. “She WANTS to be with you, then,” I told him, sure of it. “Because she looked at me with envious hate and you with betrayal. That girl has it bad for you.”

      “Jesus, you sound like Harvey,” Zac muttered, running a hand through his hair as if growing upset. “He thought the same thing.” He shuddered and made a sound of disgust. “The whole idea freaks me out.”

      “I can’t say I fault her taste,” I wrote, not really caring how much she wanted him. Just as long as he didn’t return the feelings. “You won’t fall under her spell, though, right?”

      He lifted his eyebrows at me. “Are you serious? Do you really think I’d want to be anywhere near that after having all this?”

      Eyes heating with arousal, he stalked toward me and hauled me into his arms to show me exactly how much he still desired me and no one else.

      After that, we got so distracted for the next little bit that we barely had the truck cleaned and sitting outside in time for the owner to pick it up. But the distraction was totally worth it.

      Because I knew without a doubt now: Zac was mine.
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      The next Tuesday, I left Harvey’s just before eleven for an early lunch. When I called goodbye to my boss, he ordered me to bring him back a slice of apple pie.

      I agreed and whistled my way down the sidewalk, eager to see Mari because I wasn’t going to be able to hang out with her this evening. Her family had a neighbor whose daughter was turning fifteen, so they’d been invited to her quinceañera.

      So this would be the only time I got to be around Mari today. And I couldn’t wait for those few valuable minutes of sitting at the counter, watching her work.

      I could watch her do anything.

      As I passed Everett Realty, I glanced through the front window out of habit and grimaced when I caught sight of my mother standing next to her desk with her boss wrapped around her, trying to extract her tonsils with his tongue.

      Damn. I guess she’d taken him back after he’d kicked her out of his house. Not surprising.

      But for once, I didn’t grow pissed about her decisions that I didn’t approve of. If she wanted to be used and then tossed aside whenever his family told him to jump, that was her prerogative. I’d said my piece, she’d heard it, and the next step was just to be there when she needed me.

      And besides, at the moment, I had other, more pressing thoughts on my mind than to worry about my mother’s questionable life decisions.

      Mari was behind the counter, writing something in one of her notebooks when I opened the door. She looked up as the bell rang and immediately brightened.

      There was something about that smile, I swear. Whenever she flashed it at me, I felt like the most important person in the world. Chest heating and tightening with giddy warmth, I lifted a hand to wave back and headed to my stool near the cash register.

      Mari already had a cup set out for me, and she was pouring coffee before I’d even sat down.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, glancing over my shoulder to see how many other people were in the diner. When I saw only one other couple at a booth in the corner, I turned back. “Slow day?”

      She shrugged and nodded before jotting down her answer. “It was busy earlier but went almost dead by ten. I’m going to put your order in. Be right back.”

      I gave her a thumbs-up as I sipped from the mug and then watched her turn away and hang a piece of paper from the order wheel. When she finished, however, she didn’t return to me. And disappointment swirled as she went to check on the other table. Until she passed behind me after she came out from behind the counter and slipped a note under my saucer.

      Eyebrows lifting, I tugged it free and unfolded it. Then my dick went instantly hard as I read.

      “Henderman’s wharf? Midnight?”

      Gah, she still wanted to meet, even though she would already be out late with family.

      Definitely wanting to see her again but not really liking the idea of her walking by herself after sundown, I pulled up my phone and texted her.

      “Midnight? Do you honestly think I can wait all the way until midnight?”

      After she refilled a coffee cup at the other table and took away one of their empty plates, she carried everything to the back, and then waited until she was behind the counter again, standing right in front of me, before she checked her message.

      When she glanced up, temptation swirled in her gaze. With a deep breath, she slipped her phone away and pulled out a notepad. After jotting down a handwritten message, she tore it from the booklet, folded it once, and then looked me straight in the eye as she slipped it under my saucer. Once she was done, she smiled slyly and topped off my coffee.

      I smiled slowly back at her and kept eye contact as I slipped her note free. Then I dropped my gaze and sucked in a hard breath.

      “Back bathroom. Five minutes.”

      When I looked up and met her gaze, I shook my head and held up two fingers.

      Two minutes.

      She bit her lip, her brown eyes tormented over having to choose between lust and responsibility. And then, she must’ve made up her mind because, suddenly, she set down her coffee pot and hurried down the hall toward the back bathroom.

      I waited thirty seconds, then stood and meandered down the hall myself. There was only one public restroom, and when I pushed the door open for it, there she was, standing at the sink and looking at herself in the mirror.

      I stepped inside and shut the door, locking it behind me. She glanced up and met my gaze in the mirror. Watching me watch her, she slid up the back of her skirt in offering to show me that she’d already lost her panties.

      “Fuck me,” I rasped and started toward her.

      Beginning to breathe hard, she leaned against the side of the counter, gripped the edges of the sink, and braced herself for me.
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        * * *

      

      Mari hurried from the bathroom less than five minutes later, repinning her hair and straightening her skirt. When she glanced back as the door swung shut behind her, I winked and saluted her in thanks.

      Then I clutched my chest and leaned back against the sink. But holy fuck. I had it bad and was afraid I might actually be falling.

      Except it had to be way too soon for that.

      Right?

      I know Mari had already said it, but…

      I didn’t want to be like my mother who thought she was in love with every man she’d ever slept with—and usually within a week of meeting them too—but this was different than any relationship I’d seen my mother have. At least, I hoped it was. It certainly didn’t feel like all those hopeless times Grace had gotten herself hurt.

      I could actually trust Mari with my heart.

      I think.

      Still. I felt shaken as I finally left the restroom. I convinced myself it was just my pessimistic disposition not some premonition warning me to hold back. I could trust Mari. I knew I could.

      My lunch was waiting on the counter in front of my stool, and Mari was at the cash register checking out someone with a carry-out meal. I could hear dishes being washed in the back, and the table where the couple had been sitting stood empty with dirty plates waiting to be cleared away.

      I started for my stool, only to pull up short when the only other customer in the place finished her transaction, grabbed her to-go bag, and whirled around, almost running into me.

      We both pulled up short to prevent a collision.

      When I realized it was Lula, I had to contain a groan.

      But seriously… Was she everywhere?

      Gasping, she jostled her purse against her to-go sack, and a prescription bottle spilled from her handbag. As she scrambled to bend in front of me and pick it up, I sighed in irritation.

      Lula jerked upright again, nearly catching me in the face with the ponytail of her platinum hair in her haste to straighten. Then she narrowed her eyes, glanced toward Mari condemningly, and came back around to hiss at me. “You’re disgusting.”

      I lifted my eyebrows. “Always bad luck to see you too.”

      With a huff, she whirled away and stalked out.

      I glanced toward Mari, and as soon as we made eye contact, she twirled a finger around her ear, letting me know she thought Lula was crazy too.

      I grinned, and she grinned back.

      Then I sat at my stool, and she grabbed a gray tub to go clean the dirty table. And when she trailed her hand across my lower back as she passed by, I glanced over my shoulder at her, heating all over again.

      Joy burst inside me. I told myself to stop waiting for the other shoe to drop. Everything was going to be just fine. Being with her felt right; it felt like the only place I’d ever been truly accepted. I should just relax and enjoy it.

      Until I sat down and picked up my fork, only for the door behind me to open, the bell jingling overhead like a bad omen.

      “As I live and breathe,” a big, cheerful voice boomed. “Is that Mariana Ruiz I spy?”

      I glanced over my shoulder curiously and scowled slightly at the complete stranger poised at the entrance.

      He had a wide, white-toothed smile, an expensive watch on his wrist, and he wore one of those fancy, collared polo shirts tucked into creased and professionally laundered, dark slacks.

      Mari straightened from the tabletop she was wiping down to gape at the newcomer with a mixture of shock, awe, and horror.

      “Well, give me a proper hello, won’t you?” he teased and swept forward with wide, open arms.

      I was about to pass him off as one of her many male cousins, but then he engulfed her in his embrace, and she darted a quick, worried glance my way.

      I squinted slightly, wondering what that was about. Was she begging me for help or…worried about me seeing and hearing something she didn’t want me to? Because the alarm I was seeing on her face looked suspiciously like the guilty kind.

      Meanwhile, the guy was wrapping her heartily in his arms and picking her up off her feet to swing her in a circle. “Damn, girl,” he greeted jovially. “You’re looking fit.” As he set her down, he took a step back to eye her from head to toe. “So you work here now?”

      When she nodded and her throat worked through a nervous swallow, the stranger stepped back toward her. “Well, I approve. Your tits look amazing in this getup. I mean, damn… Have they grown?”

      He boldly lifted his hands to cup her breasts, and my eyebrows shot up in surprise. Turning on the stool to face them fully, I watched in growing interest as Mari blushed before belatedly pushing the man’s hands down and shaking her finger in a reprimanding but not very harsh scold as she backed away. She actually looked more like she was being coy and teasing than she was afraid or disgusted by him.

      So I still wasn’t sure what was going on or how to respond.

      Until he grinned and said, “Oh, you’re going to make me work for it again, huh?”

      Because had he just said again?

      Ah, fuck. This rich prick was the one guy she’d been with before me?

      No… Please be no. Except I already knew he was. And I instantly felt sick to my stomach.

      I mean, if he and I were set side by side, I could see no earthly reason why she’d pick me. He looked rich, polished, handsome, and way more upbeat than I was. I’d definitely choose him if I were her.

      “Well, that’s fine,” he was saying with a shrug. “I’ve always enjoyed a good chase. And I’m back again for the rest of the summer, so…” He rubbed his hands together and waggled his eyebrows. “Let the games begin.”

      When he stepped toward her once more, I casually said, “Hey,” as if to give a pleasant greeting and simply call attention to myself.

      Hey, I’m here. See me. Remember me.

      Choose me.

      The other guy paused and glanced my way curiously, lifting one eyebrow. “Yeah, man?” he asked.

      I shook my head slightly. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      When he furrowed his brows, clearly confused, Mari hurried over to touch my arm in reassurance.

      And the other guy glanced between us before murmuring, “Ah… I see how the wind blows. You no longer a free agent, darling?”

      Mari shook her head and gripped my arm a little tighter as she shifted closer to me.

      “Well, shit,” he murmured good-naturedly. “I was really looking forward to a trip down memory lane, too. But I guess I lost my chance.” His gaze shifted to me. “No hard feelings, though, right?” he asked.

      I shrugged and shook my head. “None at all.”

      I mean, I was the one who ended up with the girl, wasn’t I? What did I have to feel bad about? Other than a few insecure helpings of totally irrational jealousy, of course, but I’d cut off an arm before admitting any of that shit, so…

      He grinned. “Right on.” And stepping forward, he extended a hand. “The name’s Javier.”

      “Zac,” I said, shaking with him.

      Which I totally would not have done if I’d known what filth was going to spew from his mouth next.

      “I mean, I can honestly say I’m shocked by this, though,” he added as he stepped back to motion between Mari and me. Then he shook his head and tsked as if disappointed in her before he glanced at me to admit, “It’s just impossible to imagine her settling down with one guy, you know. As much as she likes to fuck, I never would have thought one dick alone could satisfy our little nymphomaniac here.”

      “The hell?” I growled, pushing to my feet to glare down at the asshole.

      Mari tightened her grip on my arm fearfully, and Javier lifted his hands and took a step back.

      “Hey, no,” her ex started with an uneasy laugh, backpedaling fast. “I mean no disrespect, swear to God. Mari’s willingness to take a cock in any position, any place, and at any time is one of my favorite things about her. I’m sure you agree, right?” Grinning over at her, he hitched up his chin and asked, “Hey, do you like to crawl through his bedroom window in the middle of the night, too, mi vida, because you just can’t wait until morning to go at it again? God, I bet you also slip him those cute little notes about not wearing any panties. Or drag him down to the sandbar or that little, run-down wharf to watch the sunset.”

      As he made air quotes around watch the sunset, my vision blurred, and a sickening feeling of acute dizziness assailed me.

      “When the whole time, all you really want is to be taken from behind like a—”

      “That’s it.” Still seeing through a blur of red rage, I stepped toward him threateningly. “Get the fuck out. Right now.”

      “Whoa, hey. Easy,” he told me, lifting his hands again.

      “Out,” I snarled, pointing toward the door.

      “Alright, alright. Damn. I’m going.” But even as he turned away and started toward the exit, he glanced back at Mari and winked. “Look me up when you’re tired of this Neanderthal, huh, kid?”

      “Motherfucker.” I started after him, but Mari stepped in front of me and grabbed my arm, stopping me.

      “Na…” she sobbed out the one-syllable sound, letting me know she was upset enough to attempt to speak. So I better listen. “Zaa…”

      Not wanting to agitate her further, I stopped in my tracks, but I continued to stare over her shoulder as the door jangled, signaling Javier’s departure.

      Inside, though, I felt damaged. It was going to take me a minute to recover from this one.
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      As soon as Javier was gone, I glanced down at Mari’s face. Except looking into her big, brown eyes fucking hurt. It sent a sharp, piercing pain straight through my chest as the phrases bedroom window, cute little notes, and run-down wharf echoed through my head.

      But tears were swimming in her eyes, and she looked scared to death, so I decided to focus on my own issues later.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      Her entire torso shuddered as she shook her head. Then she leaped at me to hug me hard.

      At first, I tightened in resistance, unable to ignore the stinging slight I felt to learn that so many of our past encounters hadn’t been that unique or exclusive at all. I had assumed they belonged to us alone. But then I swallowed and pushed that nastiness down so I could finally lift my arms and hug her back.

      I kissed her hair, and she burrowed harder against me. “Should I go kick his ass for upsetting you?” I asked, hoping she’d say yes.

      But she pulled back to shake her head insistently. Then, after wiping at her cheeks, she sniffed to clear her nose, and pulled her phone from her apron pocket.

      “Are YOU okay?”

      I lifted a shoulder as if I was fine. But then, I muttered, “Hell, no. I should’ve wiped the floor with his face for talking about you that way.”

      Mari shook her head again, her eyes growing wide with concern, and she started typing some more. But the door opened, admitting new diner guests.

      She scowled briefly in frustration, then glanced at me apologetically before slipping her phone away and hurrying over to seat her customers. I watched her for a moment as she forced one of her bright smiles and pulled out her order book. But the only voice echoing through my head was Javier’s as he named pretty much everything I’d ever done with her.

      It didn’t mean shit, though, I told myself. Her past was the past, and she’d made it clear to the douche that she was with me. That she wanted me.

      But the insecurities mounted anyway, and nasty, awful little doubts and questions and furies gripped my limbs, tugging me toward the dark and trying to take over.

      They tried to tell me that she’d lied to me during our first time together, but I shook my head as I slowly spun on my stool to face the counter again, denying that idea. She hadn’t lied and said she’d only done it one other time. I had stupidly misunderstood her and thought that one finger meant one time, when, in actuality, it had meant one person. And fuck, even if she had lied, so what? I didn’t care about some headcount of the number of guys who’d gone before me. I was still grateful she’d given me the time of day.

      Those dark, festering little feelings of doubt persisted, though, and my stomach pitched with unease.

      Fuck it. I needed to get out of there before Mari noticed the gray pallor on my face and it mistakenly made her think I was upset with her. That was the last thing I wanted.

      So I stood up, tossing down enough money to cover my bill and a healthy tip next to the plate that I’d never eaten a single thing from, and I hurried toward the exit.

      Mari still looked busy, jotting down her customers’ orders, so I left without telling her goodbye.

      I hurried back to the shop, not really seeing or hearing anything, except when I passed by Everett Realty. The door to Jude’s office was closed, and my mom was not at her desk. She was probably bent over his.

      My stomach churned some more, and I gnashed my teeth in frustration when I caught sight of Harvey’s garage ahead. I’d forgotten to get him a slice of fucking pie like I’d promised.

      But he’d get over it. I was sure he would.

      Looking forward to a nice, uncomplicated afternoon of changing brake pads, I stepped through the open garage door, only to see the city librarian spouting something off to Harvey, and boy, did she look fit to be tied. Waving her finger in his face and hollering, she went off about something until she caught sight of me.

      “There he is.” She pointed accusingly. “There’s the culprit. Just ask him what he did to my car.”

      I glanced toward Harvey in absolute confusion. “Wha…?”

      He sighed in exhaustion and half rolled his eyes. “Maeve, here, seems to think you—”

      “What’d you do to my car, you son of a bitch?”

      I pulled my face back and blinked into her narrowed eyes as she stormed to me, shaking her finger.

      “I changed the oil…like you asked,” I said, already scowling back.

      “Then why won’t it run today? Because it’s as dead as a doornail as we speak, and it’s all your fault…” She whirled toward Harvey as she kept motioning accusingly at me. “He took something right out of the motor, I’m telling you. I stood right there and watched him do it.”

      “I removed the filter,” I told Harvey from between gritted teeth. “Which I explained to her while I was doing it. And then I put a fresh, new one right back in. Which she should also remember…” I growled as I swung my gaze back to the bitter old hag. “Because she was standing over my shoulder, harping at me the whole time I did it!”

      “There! You see that?” she cried, jabbing her finger again as she glared from me back to Harvey. “That disrespectful sass? The bastard’s got no regard for his betters at all.”

      Folding my arms over my chest, I said, “Or maybe I just don’t consider you a better person.”

      When she pulled back in shock and gasped as if I’d slapped her, Harvey quietly reprimanded, “Topper.”

      I snorted and shook my head. “What? I only treat her the same way she treats me. And if she doesn’t like my attitude, then maybe she should think about working on her own.”

      “How dare you?” Maeve started in, hauling in a huge breath as if preparing to spew hell and brimstone all over me.

      But Harvey stepped forward and lifted his hands in a calming gesture. “Okay, just…” He pointed me toward the office entrance. “Wait over there and calm your heels, boy. I’ll take a look under the hood.”

      As he limped around to lower the librarian’s car from the boom on the back of his tow truck, I muttered, “This is such bullshit,” under my breath as I stormed to the corner like a bad boy in trouble with the teacher.

      “What did he say?” Maeve demanded. She glared after me before spinning toward Harvey. “I heard him say something. Did he just call me a nasty name?”

      “What? Like bastard or son of a bitch?” I smarted back as I leaned against the wall, where I folded my arms over my chest bitterly.

      She didn’t hear that crack, though. But apparently, Harvey did. He sent me a hard glance, even as he called, “He didn’t call you nothing, Maeve. I promise.”

      “He did something to my car, though,” she insisted. “I just know it.”

      Harvey sighed and hobbled around her vehicle to the driver’s side door, where he popped the hood.

      Once he had it lifted, I couldn’t help myself. I wandered over, curious as to why the car was dead.

      “Don’t you dare touch anything,” she warned.

      I lifted my hands. “I’m just looking.”

      As she glared at me suspiciously, Harvey took a gander, then started to point. “Well, here’s the new filter. That looks fine.” He checked the oil level. “Oil level looks good, too,” he mused.

      We both peered around the old engine, stumped. Finally, I went back to the driver’s side and opened the door.

      “What’re you doing?” Maeve demanded, scurrying after me. “Don’t get into my car. I don’t want you touching anything.”

      “I just want to check a few things,” I grumbled and slid behind the wheel so I could try the key. When the engine didn’t turn over, I twisted the key halfway, lighting up the display.

      Shaking my head, I said, “Well, it ain’t the battery.”

      I checked the gas gauge and immediately rolled my eyes. “This here says your gas is on empty, though,” I called as I tapped the gauge.

      Harvey popped his head from around the side of the hood and sent me a dismayed glance. “You’re kidding me?”

      “No, don’t pay no mind to that,” Maeve cut in. “It’s broken and always shows empty.”

      “So it could still be empty?” I asked, lifting my eyebrows.

      She scowled. “No. I always have a sense of how much gas is left. It ain’t empty.”

      “Then how much is left?” I challenged, not about to back down from this.

      When the librarian only scowled, Harvey heaved out a sigh.

      “Kid, fetch a jerry can and give ’er a little drink, will you? This is an easy enough thing to test, right here and now.”

      I hopped from the car and hurried over to grab a red container that seemed to have a couple of gallons in it. As I lugged it back, Maeve was still insisting that her car had not run out of gas.

      “Then, just look at this as a free fill-up, Maeve. We gotta check; you understand.”

      She grumbled, clearly not understanding.

      I poured gas into her tank, and after giving it more than a sufficient amount, I hopped back behind the wheel and cranked the engine smoothly to life on the first try.

      “Wow.” I hung my head from the open door to say dryly, “It’s a miracle.”

      “Why…” Maeve blinked in confusion, not sure how to react for a minute. Then she pinched her face into a distasteful pout and insisted, “I swear, it still had a gallon or two left in there. I’m usually spot-on about keeping track of my mileage and gas level. This is… This is just unprecedented.”

      I said nothing, merely turned the car back off and climbed out, shutting the door behind me. But for some reason, that seemed like a challenge to the old biddy.

      “This still doesn’t account for his behavior toward me. It’s been unacceptable the entire time, and…and…” When I rolled my eyes, she pointed. “There! He rolled his eyes at me. I’m telling you, Mitchell, if you don’t fire that little shit right here and now, I’m going to get a petition going around to ban your garage for its serious lack of customer service. And I can put you out of business; you know I can.”

      This was true. Maeve was notorious in Peril for creating petitions and getting just about everyone to sign them. Jude’s agency had won business of the year once, and Maeve had managed to get the city council to rescind it within the week because the owner was commonly known as being an unfaithful spouse and not worthy of such notable character recognition.

      She probably would’ve gotten Jude put all the way out of business, but being his wife’s aunt, she couldn’t hurt Fran by making her husband lose all their income, so she only tortured him in ways that didn’t financially ruin him.

      “Aww, come on, Maeve,” Harvey was begging. “Zac’s the best, most reliable help I ever had. Don’t make me toss the kid out. I need him. Look at my leg here.”

      When he tapped his new limb with a fist, the librarian only grunted as if unimpressed by his excuse.

      “Well, if you need more help, then I have it on very good authority that Gracie Lewis’s grandson, Bryant, who just graduated, is looking for a job. Why don’t you hire him?”

      I grimaced right along with Harvey.

      Only two things kept kids in Peril once they made it through high school. They were either too poor to go anywhere else or too dumb. And Bryant Lewis came from one of the richest families in all of Beaumont County. His idiot ass would ruin every car in the garage if Harvey hired him.

      But Harvey had bigger things to worry about at the moment, like simply staying in business. And my shoulders fell as he sent me an apologetic grimace, letting me know my time here was over.

      My heart plummeted straight into my stomach as I shook my head, denying it.

      “No…” I tried to plead.

      But all he did was gruffly mutter, “I’m sorry, kid.”
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      When Zac walked out of the diner without even telling me goodbye, I knew it was bad. Then I noticed his plate still piled with food with a wad of money next to it, and I nearly lost it.

      My entire body began to shake, and I was sure that was it. He was done with me. Javier had made me look like such a dirty slut that I was half-convinced I was nothing but a no-good, worthless whore myself.

      And by the time Naomi arrived, I’d made myself sick with worry. She took one look at my face before she was grabbing my arm as if to steady me.

      “You okay, honey? You’re not looking so well.”

      I nodded, even though her face blurred in my vision.

      Her brow furrowed, not a believer, and she reached out to press the back of her palm to my forehead, then took my hand in hers to find it clammy and damp. Squinting into my eyes, she demanded, “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

      Immediately yanking my hand away, I scowled and shook my head. But gah… Even my coworker thought I was a freaking harlot. Wasn’t that just lovely?

      “Okay, okay.” Laughing, Naomi lifted her hands in surrender. “Not pregnant. But seriously, if you need to take a break, hon, you just go right ahead, you hear? I can handle things here, and you look like you need one.”

      But I was tougher than that. So I stayed and did my job, smiling through the pain, and making sure all my customers were pampered and got everything they wanted.

      As soon as the lunch rush had passed, however, I took a pill for the splitting headache I had, and I glanced at the time. Nearly two. Just another half hour and I could get out of here, go to the garage, and check on Zac.

      Lita was expecting me to come straight home today so I could help her get ready for Emely Montez’s coming-of-age party. Emely and my cousin Jesus were sweet on each other, so Lita wanted to look extra nice to impress the girl’s family. But I couldn’t head home until I’d at least seen Zac first.

      The bell above the door jangled as it admitted four ladies who came by once a week for afternoon tea. Well, Ms. Jousten, the mayor, usually drank coffee, but the other three preferred either hot or cold tea. I privately thought of them as the fearsome four because they basically ruled Peril, what with having the mayor in their group, along with the wife of the dog food processing plant owner, the principal of the grade school, and Miss Maeve, the city librarian, who seemed to be the bearer of all gossip and information on the streets.

      They were laughing as they entered, and I smiled, glad to see so much cheer from anyone. As they seated themselves in their usual booth, I had already started on their drinks, carrying over a cup on a saucer to set down in front of one of the two that liked hot drinks.

      “Thank you, dear,” Ms. Jousten said kindly, smiling and touching my arm in gratitude as I filled her cup with coffee first.

      After holding up a finger to the other ladies to let them know I hadn’t forgotten them, I hurried off to prepare the hot tea next.

      I usually didn’t listen in on what they talked about. Sometimes I’d recognize a name here or there and hear a bit of incredibly interesting gossip about different townsfolk, but mostly I didn’t care who had gotten a new car, who was going bankrupt, or who’d cheated on their spouse.

      So it took me a moment to process what Miss Maeve was saying as I carried over the two tall glasses of ice-cold sweet tea.

      Straightening her back proudly, she set both hands on the edge of the table in front of her and announced, “So… I have news. I finally convinced Harvey over at the garage to let go of that dreadful Topper boy he hired last year.”

      I reached across her, smiling in greeting, as I set the first tea on the table in front of the principal. And finally, my brain said, wait a second…

      Blinking, I straightened and tipped my face questionably as the other three at the table gasped in surprise.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” Mrs. Garner gushed. “I always told myself that scoundrel was a detriment to poor Harvey’s business. Maybe now more people will start going to him again.”

      “But however did you manage such a thing?” Ms. Jousten wondered.

      As Miss Maeve started to regale the group with her recent trip to the garage, I just stood there, gaping at her, unable to believe she’d gotten Zac fired.

      And right after Javier had shattered his world with all those details about our lurid past, too.

      My breathing escalated, and my hand began to tremble. Before I could talk myself out of it, I slowly turned the cup over and dumped all thirty-two ounces of sweet iced tea over the librarian’s lap.

      She shrieked and lifted her hands, flying out of the booth to brush freezing ice pebbles off her skirt.

      And all the while, I just watched.

      Finally, she glanced up and cried, “Well, don’t just stand there, you clumsy halfwit. Get some towels and help me.” Plucking at the front of her shirt that was soaked and plastered to her flat chest, she snapped, “And this was my favorite blouse too.”

      I swallowed, unable to believe that none of them had seen me purposely douse her; they all assumed it was an accident. Still shaking in disbelief over my own actions and vibrating in anger over what she’d done to Zac, I glanced across the diner to find Naomi frozen in place at the only other occupied table in the diner.

      A pitcher of water was poised in her hand as she stared, unmoving, with her mouth gaping open.

      She’d seen everything.

      Positive that she was going to tell Ginger and get me fired, I burst into tears and raced from the restaurant tossing down the incriminating plastic tumbler as I went.

      Outside, I looked both ways as if lost, then I raced toward Harvey’s shop in the hopes that the librarian was nothing but a great big liar.

      But as soon as I flew through the open garage doors, I found Harvey alone, working on a car with the tires removed. He looked as if he’d finally gotten his new leg as he straightened from under the hood with a wrench in hand and spotted me.

      Grimacing when he saw my face, though, he heaved out a sigh and shook his head sadly. “Sorry, darling. He’s not here.”

      My chin trembled and more tears wavered in my lashes, unable to believe it was true. Zac had been fired. When I just stared at the shop owner in disbelief, he seemed to crumble.

      “Aw, now… Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t want to let the kid go. I actually like the little shit. He was the best employee I ever had. But you know that Maeve; she’s got a way of twisting arms until she has you over a barrel. Neither of us would’ve ended up with any work if I’d defied her.”

      I wanted to stay mad at him, but I knew he was right. As soon as Maeve had decided to go up against him, Zac had already lost his job, either by forcing Harvey to cut him loose or by sending Harvey’s entire shop out of business.

      The hateful, awful woman.

      But why did she have to hate Zac so much?

      Until I remembered…oh, right. She was Lula Everett’s great-aunt.

      Gah, that whole family was insane.

      Spinning away from Harvey, I rushed off, not sure where to go next in search of him. No way was I returning to Ginger’s. I was pretty sure that I’d just been fired, too.

      But I couldn’t worry about that right now. I had to find Zac. I started toward his house. But no one answered the door there. As I pulled out my phone to text him, a message came through from Naomi.

      “I got all the mess cleaned up and sent the ladies along without charging them, then told Ginger you went home sick. Hopefully, you feel better again, bright and early tomorrow, for another shift. Take care, honey.”

      I blinked, frankly shocked that she’d covered for me. Then again, I was a dedicated worker. She’d be hard-pressed to find another waitress as good as I was.

      I thanked her and then flipped over to Zac’s account and madly started typing. “I heard what happened with Miss Maeve. Are you okay?” When he didn’t answer within a minute, I added, “Where are you?”

      Chewing on my lip, I anxiously waited for him to respond. But he never did.

      From there, I had no idea where to look next. All the places we’d gone together were spots I had picked out, and I somehow knew he wouldn’t go near any of them right now, not without wondering if I’d taken Javier there first.

      I wanted to throw up. I wanted to scream and yell and beat the holy hell out of something.

      This wasn’t supposed to be how anything went. Zac was supposed to fall madly in love with me, thinking I was absolutely flawless, and then we were going to live happily ever after without him ever realizing I had a single imperfection.

      Not sure what else to do, I slumped home.

      There, Lita was impatiently waiting for me, and she was already spitting out instructions as soon as I opened the door. She knew exactly how she wanted her hair done and how much time she planned to take on every step of the process. You’d think it was her quinceañera we were attending.

      But I figured out why she’d been so concerned about her appearance as soon as we reached the party. Lita wound her way over to Emely’s widowed grandfather and fluttered around him, making me realize with a start that she was flirting.

      I blinked, watching them in amazement.

      It was hard for me to picture my grandmother with anyone other than Abuelito, but it had been three years since he died. If she was ready to move on, I would fully support it. Even though I wasn’t sure what that would mean for my future if she remarried.

      Maybe it was time for me to find a place of my own.

      As I watched her work her mojo, I pulled my phone from my pocket and texted Zac, again, for about the tenth time

      “Please answer me. I’m worried about you.”

      He didn’t reply, and none of the ten other messages I’d sent him in the past few hours showed that they’d even been read.

      I was still staring mournfully at the screen of my phone when I heard a degrading snort from behind me. “What? Didn’t bring the boyfriend tonight?”

      It sounded like Enzo’s voice, so I tensed before slowly turning around.

      What was worse, he was standing next to Javier, and the two cousins were smirking snidely as if they knew how awful my life currently was and were enjoying my misery.

      I narrowed my eyes at Javier and slid a hand into my pocket to curl my fingers around the knife Zac had given me.

      “Ah, look at the poor thing…” Javier elbowed Enzo with a snicker. “I believe he might’ve actually dumped her after hearing how wet and used I left that pussy of hers.” Then he winked at me. “Don’t worry. I’ll still take you back, baby doll. For a short, summer distraction, anyway.”

      As he strolled away, Enzo grunted in disdain, his gaze skimming over me with degrading blatancy. “But I won’t,” he announced, clearly not happy to learn that I had a boyfriend. “And to think I actually considered giving la tullida a chance, only for you to throw it back in my face and turn to some fucking gringo.”

      Shaking his head in disappointment, he trailed after his cousin. The two laughed together and moved on, ignoring me completely as they crossed the room to approach Emely Montez’s older sister and say something that made her glow with happiness—something that was probably kind and nice and completely appropriate.

      I turned away, not caring what they thought, and wandered toward the mothers since they were usually about the only people who noticed me at parties and treated me like an actual person. Mostly, it was to gather me into a big, sympathetic hug—because I was an orphan—and then try to ply me with more food than I could eat in a lifetime. But it was better than getting treated as if I didn’t even exist as most of the others did.

      Emely had her formal entry before I could make my way to them, though, so I paused where I was, alone, and watched with everyone else as she was presented. The toast from her father came next. Then after that, he smiled at her and took her hand to lead her onto the dance floor for the first dance.

      I swallowed hard and tried not to think about how much I missed my parents. I bet they would’ve thrown me as grand a quinceañera as this one, if they’d survived. My godparents, Tio Franco and Tia Luisa, had just kind of forgotten about throwing me one when I’d turned fifteen.

      I sighed and shifted off toward the side when more joined in for the next dance. Enzo and Javier found partners for themselves almost immediately, and my cousin Jesus claimed Emely as soon as he was allowed.

      Camilo pulled Lucía onto the floor with her big, protruding belly, and my other cousin, Angelo, started dancing with a date he’d brought with him, while Juan wasn’t far behind.

      I was never asked to dance at these things unless it was by one of my cousins. But most of them looked as if they already had partners until someone tapped my shoulder.

      And when I glanced over, there was Felipe.

      Lifting his eyebrows silently, he held up a hand in offering. I smiled and rolled my eyes, then entered the dance with him.

      Only Felipe could manage to pull me from my doldrums, and sure enough, before the song was over, he’d goofed off enough that I giggled at one of the ridiculous moves he made.

      “There’s her smile!” he cheered. “I was beginning to worry you’d forgotten how.”

      I rolled my eyes, and as the song came to an end, he walked me back to where he’d found me. Bumping his shoulder into mine to get me to look up, he lifted a questioning hand and asked, “What’s gotten you into such a mopey mood today? Was it Enzo? I saw him over here talking to you with Javi.”

      I shook my head, not wanting my cousin to get into an altercation tonight, just because of me.

      His brows furrowed in question. “Then what’s wrong?”

      I shrugged before an idea hit me. “Hey,” I signed to him. “It’s harvest season for the strawberries right now, isn’t it?”

      He worked at the biggest strawberry field in the state about a twenty-minute drive north of town.

      “Yep,” he answered, tilting his head in confusion. “We’re in the thick of it right now. Why do you ask?”

      “Does your boss need any more workers?”

      Felipe sniffed and lifted his brows. “Always. What? Are you thinking of leaving the diner for some real work, prima?”

      I shook my head and then answered, “Zac needs a new job. Do you think you can get him one there?”

      “Shit,” he cried. “I ain’t doing that asshole any special favors. If he couldn’t keep his current position for even a year at Harvey’s, he wouldn’t make it a day out in the fields.”

      “But that wasn’t his fault,” I insisted. After telling him what the librarian had done, I added, “And then Mr. Harvey admitted straight to my face that he hadn’t wanted to let Zac go because he’d been the best employee he’d ever had. Miss Maeve FORCED him.”

      Felipe huffed out a frustrated breath and rolled his eyes. “Oh, alright. I’ll ask my boss,” he grumbled as he pulled out his phone. “But only because I love you…” Then he paused before grinning wide. “And because I want to keep a closer eye on this guy. Just what is going on between the two of you, anyway?”

      I love him, I wanted to blurt. But I knew Felipe wouldn’t take that answer well, so I answered, “He’s a good guy, and no one ever gives him a fair chance. He just needs a chance.”

      “Alright, alright,” Felipe said, already dialing. “I’m asking. Just give me a minute.”

      I bit my lip and clutched my hands to my heart eagerly as I watched him talk to whoever answered the phone. A minute later, he thanked the person and hung up.

      “Okay,” he told me. “They’ll give him a day to prove himself. He can start tomorrow. The truck meets at the co-op at six thirty sharp and brings everyone back by five. If he doesn’t make pick-up, he’s shit out of luck.”

      “Oh my God. Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I told him before throwing my arms around him for a big hug.

      He laughed and hugged me back. “And I only got him an in,” he confirmed. “The rest is up to him. If he fucks up, he’s on his own. Got me?”

      I nodded as I pulled away, then happiness overwhelmed me, and I hugged him again.

      He chuckled some more, only to get called away by Emely herself, demanding that Felipe dance with her next. No way could he deny the guest of honor, so he patted my arm before hurrying off.

      And I was once again left alone.

      I was okay with that, though, because I’d gotten Zac a new job.

      If he wanted it.

      I pulled up my phone to text him one more time, only to realize that he’d finally read my messages, and what’s more, three little dots were bubbling from his side of the conversation, letting me know he was in the middle of replying.

      Exhaling roughly, I pressed a hand to my mouth, more than grateful to see that he was still alive at least.

      Then, his answer popped up.

      “Sorry, I forgot my phone at home. Just went for a walk at the river to clear my head for a while. But I’m fine.”

      His words felt so distant, though. Something had changed between us.

      Biting my lip, I started to type. “Thank goodness you’re okay. Thank you for answering. I was worried. But I just got some good news you’re going to love. My cousin Felipe spoke to his boss, and there’s an opening at the strawberry fields north of town as a picker, if you’re interested. Just show up at the grain elevator by 6:30 in the morning when the truck picks up the workers, and you’re in.”

      There was a significant pause as he read my message, then almost a minute later, the dots appeared again.

      “Fuck, Mari. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I wanted to,” I answered. “When Miss Maeve came into Ginger’s bragging to her friends about how she got you fired, I just wanted to pull out my new pocketknife and carve out an extra breathing hole for her.”

      “Damn,” he replied almost immediately.

      It looked like an impressed damn to me, so I brightened. “Can I see you tonight?” I couldn’t help but ask. “After the quince? Midnight at Henderman’s wharf? Or anywhere.”

      I remembered that Henderman’s wharf was probably an awful suggestion as soon as I pushed send, and I wanted to smack myself in the forehead. Neither of us had mentioned the scene at Ginger’s with Javier, but suddenly, it seemed like the only topic between us.

      And when he wrote back, “Not tonight,” I almost started bawling right then and there. Belatedly, he added, “I’m not very good company at the moment.”

      I would’ve told him that I didn’t care. I wanted to see him always, no matter what mood he was in. But he’d told me no, and I couldn’t beg, especially since I wasn’t sure how he felt about me at the moment.

      “Okay,” I told him. “But if there’s anything I can do, let me know.”

      “Thanks,” was all he answered, and that was it for me.

      I rushed from the fiesta until I found a quiet spot alone, and then I wept bitterly, worried nothing between Zac and me would ever be the same again.
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      When my alarm went off before six the next morning, I groaned in defeat.

      My head was killing me, my mouth was as dry as dust and tasted as if something had died in there, and I could still smell Mari on my pillow.

      That was the most miserable part: getting hard and reaching for her, only to find nothing but empty sheets.

      With a curse, I rolled onto my back and roughly whacked out an arm to shut off the insistent sound blaring me to consciousness. I already wasn’t used to the time. I’d never had to check in at Harvey’s until nine. But the fact that I’d gotten shit-faced last night didn’t help much either.

      Granted, I’d drunk everything before I learned I had a new job opportunity waiting today, but still…

      I wasn’t doing well.

      The afternoon before, I’d gone down to Henderman’s wharf with a bottle and a lighter, and I’d sat on the dock, flicking the lighter on and off, watching the flame spark to life and then die in the breeze, all the while deliberating whether to set the whole fucking thing on fire or not. Everyone already thought I was a pyro; why not just become one?

      I just knew I needed to do something to burn away all the images I was creating in my head of her being here with someone else. And I knew it was bothering me more than it should. I was being an overreacting ass, and I needed to get myself under control and flush out all the nastiness swimming through my head before I saw Mari again. It was mortifying to have such pathetic thoughts in there in the first place. I felt like a loser.

      But I didn’t become an arsonist. Because I also had too many good memories here—actual, real-life memories, not just imagined ones—of Mari with me, and those were my favorite memories ever. They were too precious to destroy with a lighter, so I ended up drinking the bottle instead of using it as an accelerant.

      I kind of hoped Mari would show up and make it all better, that she’d tell me everything he’d said had been a lie and that this was still our special place alone. I mean, maybe I hadn’t given her enough of an opportunity at the diner to assure me that Javier was a fucking liar. Maybe he’d somehow learned everything Mari and I had done together and just said all that shit to fuck with me.

      It didn’t really matter, though. Truth or a lie, I was still letting it fuck with me, and that was on me.

      “Dammit,” I muttered aloud and rolled out of bed.

      I showered in record time, threw on a pair of my rattiest jeans that I wouldn’t mind getting dirty in the field, plus the thinnest T-shirt I owned so I wouldn’t melt to death, then I grabbed a banana and a granola bar on my way out the door for my breakfast and started toward the co-op. It was on the opposite side of town as Harvey’s shop but across the road and a little ways down from Ginger’s.

      I could definitely see the entrance to the diner from where I stood after I walked up and paused not far from a group of other men who looked as if they were also waiting to be picked up by the strawberry truck.

      None of them spoke English, and they kept glancing at me as if I didn’t belong, so I just ignored them and finished my banana before tossing the peeling into a nearby trash receptacle.

      Coffee sounded like heaven, but I didn’t have the nerve to head over to the diner for a to-go cup. I owed Mari too many apologies to give them in this shape, and besides, it was getting close to pick-up time; I didn’t want to be left behind.

      At about five minutes before six thirty, I was almost certain I’d been tricked and that there really wasn’t a new job waiting for me, when another group of guys wandered up from the diner, all drinking to-go cups and carrying lunch boxes. I spied Mari’s cousin Felipe among them and huffed out a relieved breath.

      Okay, maybe this was real after all.

      Finally spotting me, he lifted his cup in greeting and broke away from his group to head over. My gut tightened in dread. I’d gone to school with Felipe Ruiz-Ortego since second grade—he’d only been a year behind me—but he’d been cheerful, friendly, and athletic, well-behaved for teachers, and a jokester with his friends. Everyone liked him.

      Meaning we’d never run in the same circles.

      “Hey, you made it,” he greeted with a smile. “I wasn’t sure.”

      Honestly, I hadn’t been too sure either. But a possible chance at a job sounded better than no job at all, so I’d at least shown up.

      When I shrugged, Felipe laughed and added, “Well, welcome aboard. Prepare to sweat your balls off and experience back pain like you never have before.”

      Great. Sounded lovely.

      I sent him a half-sick, half-amused smile, and he turned serious, stepping closer. “And like I told Mari, I only got you the job. The rest is up to you. If you fuck up, I don’t know you. ¿Comprendes?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Comprendo.”

      “And I only did this for her, not you.”

      “Fair enough,” I told him.

      “Which means…” he went on. “If you fuck up with her, then I do know you, and I’ll make it my life mission to fuck you up.”

      I swallowed thickly, hoping I hadn’t already destroyed everything with her. Nodding again, I rasped, “Got it,” just as I heard a sputtering engine approach.

      “Ah, here she blows,” Felipe cheered, once again smiling as if he hadn’t just threatened my life. “Brace yourself for hell.”

      I glanced up to take in the oldest, worn-down, most rusted two-ton farm truck with tall wooden slats fencing the bed that I think I’d ever seen in my life chugging toward us with black smoke coughing from the tailpipe.

      My mechanic’s brain instantly went to work, thinking it was getting too much fuel and not enough air, and I started fixing it in my head, checking the intake system and air cleaner.

      The truck stopped before us, and a voice from inside hollered, “Load up.”

      I held back to learn the lay of the land and see what everyone else did before I stepped forward. Most headed for the tailgate to climb into the open bed, while a smaller handful jostled to ride up front.

      As one guy passed by me, he nudged me in the chest, saying, “Newbies ride in the back.”

      I already figured that was where I’d go, so I trailed along at the end and waited my turn to grab the handle on the side rail to pull myself up.

      Just as I reached for it, someone slapped the sides, as if to signal that everyone was in, and the truck geared into action.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, losing my grip and falling back away from the tailgate as it lurched forward. As everyone in the back laughed at my expense, I scowled and jogged after it, trying to catch the moving handle.

      Finally, a grumbling Felipe appeared and held a hand down to me.

      I gripped it gratefully and hauled myself up. Once we were both standing in the back of the bed, facing each other, I heaved out a labored breath and nodded to him. “Thanks.”

      He harrumphed as he turned away. “Last time I help you, Topper.” And he found a place to sit and brace himself against the jostling bumps.

      I found my own spot and parked myself, hanging on to the side because I had a bad feeling I could be thrown out completely if we hit a big enough bump. And I swear the driver was actually aiming for every pothole on the road.

      Twenty minutes later, I had to use my other hand to help my stiff fingers uncurl themselves from their hold as we reached the strawberry patch. As soon as the truck stopped, the other workers piled off, so I leaped down behind them, instantly wincing over sore muscles. Then I glanced around me, and my mouth dropped open. I’d heard of the patch, but I’d never actually been out here and seen it before. The place was massive, and my body started to ache just from thinking about how many rows of plants I was going to have to walk through before the end of the day.

      Since it was my first shift, I assumed I’d have to go somewhere office-like and fill out some paperwork, show my ID, and all that shit, but no one greeted me, so I stood there stupidly as the others formed a line by piles of cardboard shipping flats and those clear, plastic and vented clamshell containers that produce was sold in at the store. Someone was spitting directions to them there, telling them where to go and which rows needed to be checked and which didn’t, so I went that way, hoping to ask for some guidance.

      When the director spotted me, he called, “Ruiz. You got the new guy here. Show him what to do, will you?”

      Felipe scowled at me for taking him away from whatever else he wanted to do, and he grabbed a second flat before tipping his head, motioning me to follow. “This way, Topper.”

      I followed him out to the center of the row. “This is how today’s going to go,” he started, shoving one of the flats into my gut along with half his stack of clamshells. “We start here together, then, you go that way. I go this way.”

      I nodded.

      “Alright, then.” He bent down and showed me how it was done. “Don’t pick ’em until they’re completely red. But if they’re ready, grasp the stem here, just above the berry, and pinch off about a fourth of an inch above this part here, keeping the cap on each one. Once you have enough clamshells filled to fill a flat, run it down and get a new flat. Got it?”

      When I nodded again, Felipe straightened and patted my arm as he turned to get started on his half of the row.

      “Great. Then get to work.”

      And that was apparently all the training I needed to be a strawberry picker.

      I glanced around once more at everyone else. No one was paying any attention to me. They were all busy, doing their own thing.

      Huffing out a sigh, I crouched and got to work.

      Within ten minutes, my back hurt, my knees ached, and my fingers were turning too stiff to move well. By eleven, I was so hungry I thought my stomach was beginning to eat itself, and I was half-blind from the amount of sweat that had spilled into my eyes. Yet it was another hour before they called a halt for lunch.

      Beyond ready for food, I followed the flow of traffic toward the water truck, only to slow to a disappointed stop when I saw all the other workers fetching their own home lunches and finding places to sit before they dove in.

      They’d given us water and even had runners sent out down the aisles to make sure we stayed hydrated, but apparently, we were on our own when it came to food.

      “Didn’t bring a lunch, huh?” a voice said from beside me.

      I glanced over and sent the grinning Felipe an unamused glower. Honestly, I was probably a heartbeat away from slumping down on the ground right there and bawling.

      But he snickered and smacked me in the gut. “Come on, newbie. I got enough for both of us, but this is the last time I’m feeding you.”

      I could’ve hugged him…if I weren’t so damn tired. And sweaty. And gross.

      Instead, I limped after him until he sat with a group of others.

      From there, I ate half a sandwich, half an orange, and something that tasted good but I couldn’t tell you what it was. And I didn’t understand a word anyone said throughout the entire break except for when they razzed me for being the slowest worker out there.

      Sadly, it was true. Even though I’d worked my ass off, these guys were freaking machines. I wasn’t sure if I could’ve kept up with them if I’d been doing this for years, which I’m sure some of them had.

      After lunch, when the sun was the hottest, I was surprised I couldn’t smell my skin baking. There was an occasional breeze, though, which helped more than anything.

      But I had never been so ready to finish work for the day as I was at the end of this shift. By the time we were all called in, I was only standing on steam alone.

      Around me, everyone returned their leftover flats and clamshells to the loading trucks and then formed a line that made me squint in question, wondering what that was about.

      Until Felipe slapped my arm as he passed by. “Come on. Time to get paid.”

      My eyebrows lifted. “What? We get paid daily?”

      He grinned back at me. “Best part of the whole job.”

      So I got in line.

      As soon as I reached the front, someone plunked a pile of cash into my hand along with a ticket letting me know how many strawberry flats I’d filled.

      I blinked at it and then immediately started counting, curious as to what such honest labor had gotten me. And it wasn’t that bad, actually. I mean, I wasn’t going to be buying my own private island anytime soon, but it was actually a bit more than what Harvey had paid me. Probably because he extracted taxes and did everything legally. But whatever.

      When the others started piling back into the truck to return us to town, the driver climbed behind the wheel, and the engine revved and caught, then died. He tried again, only for the same thing to happen.

      On his fourth attempt, I shouted for him to stop, “Hey, hey. You’re going to flood the damn engine if you keep that up.”

      The driver hung the upper portion of his body from the window and scowled at me. “Then what do you suggest I do, hotshot know-it-all?”

      I sighed and hopped down from the tailgate. “Pop the hood. I want to check something real fast.”

      When he sent me a blank stare, I lifted my eyebrows. “Do you know how to pop the hood?”

      With a sniff, he countered, “I just drive the motherfuckers. No one said I had to repair ’em.”

      “Jesus,” I said to myself. “Okay.” I opened his door and then peered down around his knees until I found the lever to open the hood.

      After giving it a tug, I started toward the front and was surprised to find most of the riders following me. I gave them a suspicious glance, waiting for them to harass me for some new reason, but they mostly seemed curious and wanted to watch what I did.

      “What do you think’s wrong with it?” Felipe asked as he hopped up on the front grill with me as soon as I lifted the hood and found the air filter housed in a large round container on the top of the engine.

      “It billows black smoke,” I explained as I unscrewed the cap of the unit. “Which means it’s not getting enough air, so I’m just checking out the air intake here. And there we go…” I pointed when I found the culprit. “See how congested this is with shit, and this big-ass dent right here in the filter. It’s causing soot to build up, and not enough air is getting through. If we just replaced this, I think it’d help a lot.”

      “They got another truck over there that doesn’t run anymore,” one of the other guys spoke up. “Maybe it has a better part we could swap out.”

      So we checked out the other truck and transferred the two filters.

      When the engine roared to life immediately after that and didn’t even sputter, everyone around me cheered. Then, we all piled back into the truck and started off.

      Though no one congratulated or thanked me, I felt a little more accepted after that, as if they were willing to at least give me a chance.

      “And don’t forget, no work tomorrow,” Felipe called from the other side of the truck bed to me as we slowed to a stop in front of the grain elevator’s co-op.

      I shook my head confused. “What? Why?”

      He shrugged. “They don’t like to work us over three days in a row, so we get off on Thursdays and Sundays. That okay with you?”

      Like I had any right to complain.

      I nodded, actually grateful for a day to recuperate.

      And everyone piled out.

      I spotted Mari as soon as my feet landed on pavement, and I froze solid. She sat on the bench in front of the pick-up zone, looking nervous and worried. Popping to her feet when she saw me, she took a step forward, only to pause with an uncertain wince.

      I debated whether to go to her. I still felt shitty and hadn’t planned out a proper apology yet, but then Felipe brushed past me hollering, “Prima!”

      Grinning, he rushed over. “You didn’t have to sit around here and just wait for me to get off work.” When he swept her into a big hug, pulling her off her feet, she wrinkled her nose into a grimace and pulled her face back.

      “What? Too sweaty for you?” he asked with a laugh and immediately set her down so she could wriggle from his grip and pinch her nose.

      “Heh! From what I hear, Mariana prefers it sweaty,” a new voice called from my left.

      Immediate heat steamed from my collar, and I turned slowly, curious to put eyes on the bastard I was about to murder.

      He looked familiar and wore a seed store uniform from the co-op, telling me he was a local; I just didn’t know his name.

      Until Felipe growled, “Stuff it, Enzo. You’re not even funny.”

      Enzo? This was Enzo? The same Enzo who’d passed out drunk on Mari’s bed, stealing it from her, and scared her enough to escape her own home and come running to my house in the middle of the night, Enzo?

      Okay, then. So now he was going to have to die slowly. And painfully.

      He must’ve noticed my killer glare because he shot me a confused scowl and asked, “The fuck you looking at?”

      I shook my head slowly. “Don’t ever talk about her like that again,” I told him softly, in one of those quieter-the-deadlier voices.

      “Seriously?” He lifted his hands, telling me he was completely confused by my request. “What the hell does it matter to you?”

      “Because that’s him, primo,” another voice called, joining the conversation. “That’s the guy I was telling you about. Zac.”

      I glanced toward the right this time to find Javier of all people climbing out of a brand-new, sparkling silver half-ton truck and shutting the door behind him as he motioned to me. “He’s the one with Mari now.”

      “Him?” Enzo asked with renewed interest as he focused his attention on me. “Zac Topper?” Snorting, he sent Mari a degrading glance. “Wow. You really have no self-respect at all, do you?”

      “Hey!” Felipe growled in clear offense. “Don’t talk about mi prima that way, man.”

      “How can I not?” Enzo cried, lifting his hands in question. “She’s been letting this asshole bang my intended pussy.”

      Squinting at him, I gave him a slow once-over. “Yeah… Sorry, but I’m pretty sure she thinks you’re scum. You never had a chance.”

      “Ooh…” Javier chorused in surprise and slapped at his leg gleefully as Enzo stepped toward me intimidatingly as if to make sure I knew he had about forty pounds of pure muscle on me. “Watch what you say to my cousin there, Zac boy,” Javier went on. “He doesn’t take kindly to insults.”

      Still looking Enzo dead in the eye, I told Javier, “Then maybe he should learn some damn respect, so he doesn’t deserve them.”

      Enzo narrowed his eyes. “You’re dead, fucker.”

      Just as he stepped closer with Javier closing in as well, Mari tried to rush forward, looking scared out of her mind.

      Felipe thankfully grabbed her arm, though, and yanked her back safely out of the line of fire just as Enzo balled his hand into a fist.

      He wound back his arm with plenty of time for me to duck when he went to swing. Which I did. And as I straightened again, I jabbed him quickly in the stomach, making him oof out a surprised grunt, which gave me a chance to pop him in the side of the eye next.

      But then Javier caught me unaware in the ribs, and Mari screamed from way too close, so I had to check on her.

      Before I could even spot her, though, Enzo had recovered enough to round on me again. And damn… That one rang my bell.

      Seeing stars, I swayed on my feet, knowing I wasn’t going to win this one. Hell, I wasn’t even going to remain conscious through it.

      Not that it mattered; I always put everything into a brawl, whether I was outgunned or not.

      But the fight stalled out there when both Enzo and Javier backed away from me abruptly, their hands lifted in surrender.

      I blinked the stars from my eyes until I could focus again. But when I found Mari shifting in front of me to physically guard me with her body as she jabbed the very knife I’d given her at the other two, my eyebrows lifted into my hairline.

      “Damn, what is it with you and knives?” Enzo snarled bitterly as he carefully edged away.

      “She’s bluffing,” Javier said as if encouraging Enzo to rush her or something.

      But Enzo stared deep into Mari’s gaze before murmuring, “No, she’s not bluffing.” Then he turned away and waved for Javier to follow. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. I’m bored, anyway.”

      Javier seemed momentarily confused, but then he straightened and shrugged as well before turning to follow Enzo toward his truck as if he’d lost interest with our confrontation as well.

      As they were climbing inside and starting the engine, someone hollered Felipe’s name from the other direction.

      I glanced over to see a deputy jogging across the street to meet up with us. And with a doomed groan, I prepared myself for more jail time.

      Felipe popped forward, however, intercepting the cop, “Hey, Matt,” he greeted with a big, welcoming smile. “How’s it going?”

      Deputy Matt glanced toward Javier’s retreating truck, then me. “Everything okay over here?” he asked uneasily.

      “Yeah, yeah. Oh, yeah,” Felipe assured. “It’s all good.”

      The deputy squinted suspiciously and tipped his head at me. “Then why’s Topper bleeding?”

      “What? Oh, that?” Felipe blinked my way as if surprised I was there. “Yeah. That’s my fault, man. I started a row with those two…” He waved after Javier’s truck that was turning the block at the end of the street. “They were smack-talking my cousin Mari. And Topper had my back is all. But it’s sorted out now. No problems.”

      “You sure?” the deputy asked, looking doubtful. “Because I really don’t want to fill out any more paperwork today, Felipe. I already need to catch up on four reports.”

      “Hell, yeah, I’m sure. It’s definitely over. No paperwork needed.” He smiled and patted the officer’s arm. “We still on for some ball this weekend?”

      “Definitely,” the deputy muttered. “I need a stress reliever like you wouldn’t believe.” Already moving away, he waved goodbye to Felipe. “I gotta go, though. Cows are out again at the Whittaker place.”

      Felipe laughed. “Yeah, you better go. Protect the county from a mad stampede.”

      “See you.” As the deputy moved away, heading toward his parked patrol car, Felipe heaved out a relieved breath and sent me a look that said he’d just about shit his pants over that one.

      Mari spun around and lurched toward me.

      Her fingers were aimed at the side of my eye that was throbbing like a son of a bitch, and I instinctively ducked my face, shying away from her.

      “No,” I murmured, lifting my hands protectively to keep her back for a couple of reasons.

      Because one: I reeked to high heaven and my clothes were soaked and filthy with dirt and sweat.

      Then two: Even though I knew her touch would’ve been gentle, I was pretty positive even the lightest graze against my injury would hurt right then.

      And three: I had no idea how to act around her anymore. Every nerve ending inside me felt raw and like they were working on a hair trigger; I was currently not firing on my best cylinders, and the last thing I wanted to do was expose that side of me to her.

      “Not yet,” I added when she stopped and looked at me as if I’d just punched her in the stomach. “I just need to cool down for a minute, okay?”

      “Come on, Mari,” Felipe encouraged softly, taking her arm and urging her away. “Just give the man some space, okay?”

      Her chin began to tremble, and tears welled in her eyes.

      “Fuck,” I rasped and wiped a hand across my brow, unable to deal with tears right now. I stepped forward. “Mari…”

      But Felipe shook his head. “Naw, she’s okay. Just take off and get your head on straight. You two can work it out later. But go shake it off first. She won’t break until then.”

      Feeling torn, I sought Mari’s gaze. When she nodded to agree with her cousin, I heaved out a breath and nodded too.

      “Okay,” I rasped before taking another step back. “I’ll text you in a bit.”

      She nodded, still looking miserable. So my gaze strayed to Felipe.

      When he tipped up his chin in farewell, I said, “Thanks.”

      With a confused scowl, he said, “For what?”

      I scoffed. “For being a liar, I guess. You told me I was on my own today, yet you stepped in time after time to save my ass.”

      “Yeah, well…” Felipe shrugged ruefully. “It was just for today. Tomorrow, you’re on your own.”

      But I knew that was his way of telling me he was beginning to accept me.

      I swallowed the sudden lump that formed in my throat because it was probably the nicest thing that someone who wasn’t Mari had ever told me.

      “Comprendo,” I rumbled out hoarsely.

      He waved me off with a snort. “Don’t get sentimental on me, Topper. It’s weird. Just go. And take a shower while you’re at it. I think you stink more than I do.”

      An amused smile leaked onto my lips but died flat the moment my gaze shifted back to Mari. She still looked devastated, and I knew it was my fault.

      Feeling shitty about that, I ducked my face and repeated, “I’ll text,” before I whirled away to stride off.

      What was worse, Lula Everett was loitering not far away and had obviously witnessed some, if not all, of my altercation with Enzo and Javier.

      Smirking as I neared her, she asked, “Trouble in paradise with the deaf girl, Zacchaeus?”

      Her obvious pleasure over my misery made me grind my teeth and snarl, “Fuck off,” as I stalked by, hoping I made her pass out from my heavy stench.
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      I was a royal mess; there was no other way to describe it.

      After Zac walked away from me at the co-op, I burst into tears and buried my face in my hands.

      “Ah, come on, prima,” Felipe encouraged and patted my back. “It’s not as bad as that. The guy’s had a rough day. Just give him a minute to get all the nasty out of his system. He’ll be fine again soon enough and back to hanging from your every smile before you know it.”

      I had a bad feeling he was wrong, though. Zac had been avoiding me ever since Javi had filled his head with all those awful comments. I couldn’t imagine him ever being able to look at me the same again.

      Convinced I’d lost him for good, I burst into a renewed set of tears, and my cousin sighed. “You’re not going to believe a word I say until he texts, are you?”

      When I merely shrugged, he took my arm. “Come on, I’ll walk you home. You’ll see that I’m right soon enough, trust me.”

      I didn’t want to go home, though. I wanted to race after Zac and force him to let me back in. I didn’t care if he was in a low place or not. I wanted to be in all his places with him. That was where I belonged.

      But I let my cousin escort me home. There, I bit my lip and paced the front room. Lita was trying to watch her evening news, though, and she told me to sit before I gave her a nervous breakdown.

      I perched myself on the edge of the couch, certain I wasn’t going to last thirty seconds.

      Thankfully, just as my knee started to bounce anxiously, my phone buzzed with an incoming text.

      I yanked it from my pocket and gasped when I saw a message from Zac.

      “River?”

      Lurching back to my feet, I shuddered out a quivering breath, and my fingers shook in my rush to answer. “Yes.”

      “I’m outside, waiting.”

      I nodded, and tears of joy sparkled in my eyes. “Coming.”

      When he sent me a thumbs-up emoji, I immediately rushed toward the door.

      “Hey! Where do you think you’re going?” Lita called after me.

      I barely paused long enough to sign the word for river before I was out the door.
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      Zac was waiting at the tree line on the edge of the property, his hands nervously shoved in the pockets of his jeans and his shoulders lifted in apprehension.

      “Hey,” he said warily, his voice full of caution and his eyes full of apology.

      I still wasn’t sure where I stood with him, but I opened my arms and hugged him, anyway.

      He shuddered within my embrace, then hugged me back, fully and completely, burying his nose in my hair and tucking me close.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I held on for dear life, glad I was back where I most wanted to be.

      He had changed into new clothes, his hair was still damp from a recent shower, and he smelled clean. I breathed him in deeply, appreciating the fresh, soapy notes, though I kind of missed his usual scent: engine grease and that orange scrub he used at Harvey’s.

      We hugged for an overly long time, and tears of joy sparkled in my eyes when I finally pulled away to smile up at him in gratitude for finally reaching out to me.

      He gazed into my eyes solemnly as I winced in concern and barely touched the cut on the corner of his eye where Enzo had hit him. It was swollen and already bruised.

      Not pulling away this time, Zac let me fret over him before he quietly asked, “Want to go to the wharf? Catch the sunset?”

      I blinked in surprise, then nodded big and bit my lip when my chin trembled with the threat of grateful tears.

      Exhaling his own heavy breath, Zac took my fingers, and we started off down the road. We walked hand in hand, and the whole thing felt eerily the same as usual and yet completely new and different. There was no more carefree innocence in our steps. It was more like we’d been through hell and back, seen the worst in each other, and had somehow survived through the turmoil.

      Hoping to spare him one bit of heartache, I shoved my hand into my pocket and pulled out my phone. “I just want you to know, I never went to Henderman’s wharf with Javi. He chose the dock we visited, and it was closer to the bridge, someplace we could reach from his boat.”

      Zac read my words quietly and was already shaking his head as he looked up at me. “Doesn’t matter,” he said steadily, not breaking eye contact. “You could’ve gone to Henderman’s with him a hundred times before me. It’s our dock now.”

      I sobbed out a shaky breath of relief, and a tear trailed down my cheek as I nodded my thanks to him.

      “Mari,” he whispered, his gaze full of torment. Reaching out, he cupped my face, and that was it.

      A flood poured out of me. I started crying uncontrollably.

      Zac merely pulled me closer and drew a supportive arm around my shoulders so that I could bury my face in his neck and grip his shirt as he guided us the rest of the way to our dock.

      Once there, he smiled at me softly and took my hand again, leading me across the gangplank. We seated ourselves on the floating boards, facing the sunset with our knees bent and my back tucked up against his front as he wrapped his arms around my waist and set his chin on my shoulder.

      I glanced up at the sky once.

      “It looks pretty amazing tonight, huh?” Zac asked in my ear.

      But I couldn’t concentrate on the clouds at all. I scooted around slightly, so I could turn to look at him.

      When he caught the hint of worry still in my eyes, he sighed heavily and rasped, “I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry for the last couple of days.” A regretful sob crowded his throat, and he pressed his brow to mine. “I’ve been such a dick to you.”

      I shook my head, letting him know he hadn’t.

      But he countered, “Yes, I have. I probably made you feel…dirty or something for avoiding you the way I have. But I didn’t mean to. I swear to God, Mari. That was never my intent. I just felt so small and inept when he listed basically everything we’d done together because I had stupidly assumed it’d all been special and ours alone. And all these terrible, dark insecurities kept going through my head that I couldn’t control. I just… I didn’t want to bother you with them. Fuck, I was too ashamed to let you know I was even thinking them. So I tried to get them all reined in and banished before I faced you again, except everything else happened and… Gah. I made a royal mess of this, didn’t I?”

      I shook my head insistently and then started to type on my phone. “I’m so sorry I made you feel that way. But everything we ever did together WAS special and ours alone. I promise you.”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “You didn’t make me feel anything, I swear. This was all on me. I concocted my self-conscious deficiencies all on my own. I’m the one who suddenly started to doubt everything. I’m the one who wondered if you did things with me just to remember him…because you missed him.” Sending me an apologetic wince, he finished with, “I’m the one who made me wonder if you ever even liked me at all.”

      Blurting out a dismayed sound, I shook my head in disbelief.

      But this…

      It just…

      I couldn’t even express how much it shook me to my core.

      “OF COURSE I LIKE YOU,” I wrote madly. I more than liked him. But instead of confessing that, I added, “Zacchaeus Topper, I’ve had a mad crush on you since you read my abuelito’s letter to him in the cemetery. Which means you have all this backwards.”

      He squinted slightly, then shook his head, not understanding. “I have what backwards? I don’t—”

      I held up a single finger to warn him that I had a lot to say. And then I started to type. When I finally turned the screen his way, he exhaled heavily over the length of my message but then started to read anyway.

      “Last summer, when Javi passed through town to go stay at his parents’ lake house, he was just looking for the first available girl he could find. And the local mute was an easy mark. He totally used me; I know that. But I used him right back. I mean, yeah, his flirting was a little thrilling. But YOU are my ultimate, superstar dream man. You always have been. I honestly didn’t think you’d ever notice me, though. I mean, why would you? I’m…ME. I was way down here, and you were way up there. So I let Javi do whatever he wanted. And when he kissed me, I would just pretend it was my dream man’s mouth. YOUR mouth. I pretended it was your hair I ran my fingers through. Your body I accepted into mine. You were there with us the night I lost my virginity and every time after. So when he left, and a year passed before you really DID start to notice me, I was desperate to return to all the ways I’d been with him so I could erase him from my memories and replace them with YOU instead. Where you always belonged in the first place.”

      Once he finished reading, he finally looked up. “I can’t…” He shook his head as if he didn’t believe me. “I mean… You always liked me?” he asked with an incredulous squint.

      I bit my lip and slowly bobbed my head yes.

      He sniffed, initially rejecting the idea, and then he glanced away shaking his head before coming back and asking, “Me?”

      I nodded again.

      Zac swung his face back and forth some more. “But…fuck. This is… I don’t know how to believe this. People don’t just carry secret torches for me. This… This… I mean, it suspends a level of belief that I can’t even comprehend.”

      With a small smile, I wrote, “Well, it’s true anyway.”

      He made a harsh sound before he wondered, “Then why didn’t you just say something? It wasn’t like I was crawling with other women that might’ve made you keep your distance.”

      “You were older,” I wrote. “Intimidating. And after the cemetery, I built you up in my head until you became this idol on a pedestal that I could only worship from afar. I couldn’t just TELL you. I’m a mute nobody from nowhere. I didn’t think you’d want anything to do with me.”

      “You are not a nobody,” he growled fiercely and pushed a frustrated hand through his hair. “Jesus. This fucking town. All it knows how to do is break people down and make them think they’re worthless. But you’re not, okay? You are the sweetest, most caring, compassionate, beautiful, and charming person I have ever met. You’re the honest-to-God best person I know. You made me feel special and understood. Plus, you have the body of a damn sex idol. You could legit have anyone you wanted. So why me? Why did you pick me?”

      “Because you see me,” was the first thing that came to mind. “You see me as a person with a brain and feelings, not just a mute to avoid or some female to fuck. You care what I think. You get my poetry. You let me be me. You have a good, kind heart, despite being treated like crap your entire life, and that intense way you look at me makes me wet like no one else.”

      He groaned. “Damn, Mari. I’m not really—”

      But I was done listening to him downplay everything I thought was amazing about him. After setting a finger against his lips to silence him, I put my phone down and reached up to cup his face in my hands.

      His gaze seemed to beg me to convince him that I didn’t want anyone else, so I pulled his mouth to mine and kissed him to just show him how I felt.

      He kissed me back desperately as if he feared it was the last time he’d ever be able to.

      I plucked at his shirt, trying to tug it over his head. His mouth broke away from mine so he could assist. And as we stripped each other, he panted, “I don’t deserve you. I don’t deserve this. You’re heaven. How could I…” With a choked sound of agony, he asked, “What gives me the right to touch something so hallowed?”

      Letting him know I gave him that right, I took his hand and led it to my heart.

      Shuddering out a grateful breath, his eyes glazed with emotion. “God, Mari. You slay me. You fucking slay me. I could never get enough of you.”

      With a smile, I let him know that was something he didn’t have to worry about as I then drew his hand down between my legs.

      Zac rasped out a hungry sound and pushed two fingers inside me. I moaned and started to ride his digits, needing him there, filling me.

      He watched my eyes go unfocused as he stroked into me repeatedly. I smiled, feeling powerful and on top of the world. My hips undulated, lifting and falling, taking whatever I wanted from him.

      Which was everything.

      Zac pressed his brow to my shoulder and brushed his thumb over my clit, making me tighten and whimper. “I never told you how glad I actually was that you knew what you were doing the first time we were together, did I? Well, I was. I was so fucking grateful that you could show me exactly what you wanted and liked. I think that made it even better for us.”

      His beautiful words were the driving force that tipped me over the edge. Gripping his shoulders, I came all over his talented fingers, and he smiled in adoration as he watched me.

      Once I was finished and panting, trying to wind myself down, he kissed my cheek and whispered, “I love you so damn much, Mariana. This river couldn’t contain all the feelings I have for you.”

      I lifted my face in surprise and gaped at him with wide eyes. He smiled softly and then tenderly caught a piece of my hair between two fingers before tucking it lovingly behind my ear.

      I smiled back brightly and then shoved him onto his back so that he tumbled to the dock and I could climb onto his lap.

      Needing to show him how much I loved him back, I found a condom in his pocket and got to work.
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      By the time it was fully dark, Zac and I lay curled together on the dock, my head on his shoulder, and his hand slowly stroking over my hair, down my back, and across my bottom. I sighed in contentment, and he chuckled with masculine accomplishment.

      “We missed the sunset,” he said.

      I shrugged, and he laughed.

      “I have a feeling you don’t even care,” he murmured. When I shook my head, he admitted, “Me neither.”

      After a moment of peaceful quiet, however, he asked, “What do you usually think about when you watch them, though? The sunsets. You’re always so thoughtful and intense when you do it.”

      I shrugged before patting blindly around the dock for my phone. Reading my intentions, Zac joined in the search before handing me the device a moment later.

      “I don’t remember what I think about,” I wrote. “Just the usual, I guess. Life. You. My family. Poetry.”

      He nodded in understanding before he quietly repeated, “Poetry. Yeah, that tracks. You definitely look like a poem when you sit there.”

      I snorted over his corniness. But I also loved it so much that I shifted up so I could kiss his chin.

      He hummed out an approving sound and announced, “I want to watch you write a poem sometime. I bet you’re beautiful at it.”

      Tilting my face, I bit my lip almost shyly, then started to type. “I have my poetry book on me, if you’re being serious.”

      “Really?” He shifted as if wanting to sit up. “Fuck, yeah. Oh. Wait a second.” He rustled around in the dark before suddenly the light on his phone flashed on. “Okay. I’m ready,” he finally answered, aiming it at me.

      I giggled, feeling exposed and naked.

      But he only sent me a boyish grin. “What?”

      I shook my head, not sure how to tell him how much I loved everything about him. Then I pulled out my notebook, uncapped the pen connected to it, and hiked up one knee to rest the notebook there as I pressed the end of the pen to my lips, trying to think about what I wanted to say.

      “Oh, yeah,” he rasped, nodding in approval. “I was right. You look amazing like this. Especially here.”

      The light pointed between my legs, and I laughed again, playfully swatting the light away.

      He lifted it back to my face.

      With a squint, I glanced at the naked silhouette I could make out of him and then exhaled, ready to write.

      This is what came out of me.

      

      
        
        “The Story of Us” by Mariana Ruiz

        

        A quiet boy with big dreams

        his small town couldn’t contain.

        He makes the locals talk.

        He makes them gossip.

        He makes them lie.

        

        Only I know his truth.

        His heart.

        His soul.

        But together,

        we’re a mystery to them.

        

        Because my tongue cannot speak his song,

        cannot make others hear his melody,

        cannot share his generous heart.

        

        And so the tension grows.

        It lengthens and it tightens

        until the rubber band of agony

        stretches as far as it can go.

        

        They’ll ruin him if he stays.

        It’ll ruin me if he goes.

        So piles of ruins we shall be.

        For our town breaks mysteries.

      

      

      

      After I finished, a rush of bashfulness overwhelmed me, and I suddenly slapped the notebook shut before pressing it to my chest.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” he scolded, reaching out. “You can’t just write a poem in front of me like that and then not show me the finished project. Come on, fork it over, Ruiz.”

      When I shook my head, resisting, he lifted an eyebrow. “So… Should I tickle it out of you?”

      I shook my head again.

      He huffed out his fake aggrievement and said, “Alright. You asked for it.”

      But he barely touched me, much less began to tickle me, before I screamed in laughter and tossed the notebook at him.

      He caught it to his chest and grinned. “Damn. I did not know that would work so well. I’m going to have to keep that one in mind.”

      I scowled and poked him in the arm scoldingly.

      He chuckled and then lifted a hand. “Shh. Hey, I’m trying to read here.” But he was still grinning as he cleared his throat and opened the notebook.

      A minute later, he shook his head and glanced up as he shut the cover and handed it back. “Well, fuck. That sounds dooming.”

      I started to shake my head, disagreeing. It was only a poem. It wasn’t actually about us. I mean, it was. But it wasn’t a prediction or anything.

      His lips had already stretched with adoration, though. “Still,” he said. “I will never understand how you do that. How you can say so much with so little. It was both beautiful and sad, hopeless yet worth the heartbreak anyway. I seriously wish I could write like you.”

      I shrugged demurely over his praise, then typed, “You want to try?”

      He snorted. “Me? Write a poem? Yeah, I don’t think so.”

      But I kept thrusting the notebook at him and batting my eyelashes pleadingly.

      He groaned and took it over. “Okay, but you’re going to regret letting me vandalize your precious poem book, I promise.”

      I shook my head, assuring him that I wouldn’t.

      Clearing his throat, he mimicked my pose with one knee up. So I felt compelled to flash a light between his legs as well. When I saw his cock twitch and begin to thicken under my perusal, I licked my lips in anticipation and reached out.

      But Zac lifted a forearm, blocking me. “Down, girl,” he warned playfully. “No fondling the master while he’s at work.”

      I laughed and immediately withdrew my hand, but a second later, he lifted an eyebrow my way and said, “Fuck. Fondle me. Maybe that’ll help me think of something to say.”

      With a happy chuckle, I eagerly reached out and enclosed his warm, silken hardness within my palm. As I began to stroke him, he groaned and let his head fall back as he started to grow bigger and bigger under my ministrations.

      “Yes,” he said. “God, yes. I’m feeling very inspired right now. Don’t stop that. Don’t ever stop that.”

      He pulsed in my grip and groaned. But I waved at the poetry notebook, encouraging him to write.

      “Hmm?” he asked vaguely before glancing down at what he was still holding. “Oh, right. A poem. A poem.” Then he shook his head and shuddered. “Damn, you’re really good at that. But no… I got this. I can write a poem.”

      A second later, he bent his head and began to write. When he paused to release a breath and focus on what I was doing to him, I rolled my hand to ask what he’d written.

      His eyes were hooded and drugged with pleasure as they shifted to me. “Yeah,” he slurred. “Okay.” Then he swallowed thickly and lifted the notebook to his face so he could read it aloud.

      “‘Our Glorious Goodbye From Here’ by Zac Topper.”

      I lifted my eyebrows, shocked that he’d gone so serious. I’d honestly expected him to try for a dirty, fun, rhyming lyric. But this…

      This was so much better.

      I nodded my approval and started to jack him off with more fervor.

      “Nice title,” my approving hands said. “I love it.”

      And he read my thoughts perfectly. “Thank you,” he choked out.

      Then he wrote some more. But he didn’t write long before hissing out a breath and glancing up at me with acute arousal.

      “I can’t… I’m gonna…”

      I nodded, telling him to go ahead.

      Groaning, he gripped my hair and pressed our brows together as he ejaculated in my hand.

      “Fuck. Whoa,” he panted afterward, looking a little shell-shocked as he gazed in amazement up at my face. “That was…”

      He had no words, so I wiped my hands off onto my shorts that were crumbled on the dock beside me and then stole the notebook from him to see what else he’d written.

      It was only one line so far. But that one line was beautiful.

      “Hush now and slip away with me into quiet eternity.”

      When I glanced up at him in amazement, he shrugged shyly. “Yeah. I don’t know. That’s just what came out.”

      Rolling my hand encouragingly, I demanded, “Well, I like it! Keep going!”

      But he only chuckled and shook his head. “Oh, no. I’m tapping out. This is definitely your territory of expertise. Not mine.”

      Picking up my phone, I told him, “Fine. I’ll let you pause. For now. But I’m keeping the rest of this page blank for you to finish someday.”

      “Whatever you want,” he murmured, reaching out to lovingly stroke a hand over my hair and then cup the side of my head.

      When I looked up at him, his expression was beyond serious. Then he exhaled heavily as if satisfied. “You make me happy.”

      I swear, that was the best thing he could’ve ever told me. Glowing with accomplishment, I leaned forward to kiss him. He tipped his face down to meet me when his phone lit up and started to vibrate on the dock beside us.

      With a glance down, he groaned and leaned his face back to mine wearily.

      “It’s Grace,” he grumbled with a whine that told me he didn’t want to talk to her. I stroked his head soothingly, and he sighed. “But she never calls, so I should probably answer.”

      When he looked up in question as if seeking my approval, I nodded. Never would I try to stop him from reconnecting with his mother. I knew how desperately he wanted to make peace with her.

      “Hey,” he answered abruptly but with a soft edge that seemed to say he didn’t want to care but did, anyway. A moment later, he lifted a hand, “Whoa, hey. Calm down. I can’t— What hap— Okay, just breathe.”

      After another few seconds, he nodded. “Alright… Okay. Now, what happened?” He squinted as he listened, then he calmly added, “Okay… Wait. You did what? Shit… Really?”

      I inched curiously closer, hoping I could overhear what his mother was saying, but her voice was too muted. Zac glanced over and took my hand. I squeezed his fingers as he listened.

      “Uh-huh. Okay. Hmm. Wait. What does that mean? Grace… No, don’t— Just wait right there. I’ll be home soon, Okay? Okay, good. Yeah, I’ll be right there. Don’t do anything until I get there.”

      He hung up and shook his head with a heavy sigh. “Jesus.”

      I squeezed his hand in question, and his attention swerved to me. “Well… After ten years of putting up with that dick, Grace has finally—for the first time—broken up with Jude.”

      My eyebrows shot up with surprise.

      “I know,” he went on, reading my expression. “I’m not sure I can believe it either, but she sounds pretty upset, like…I don’t know.” He shook his head, even as he grabbed his pants to shove them on. “I’m probably wrong, but it seemed like I was sensing some suicidal vibes. And the fact that she called me in the first place… I should probably get home.”

      I nodded urgently, even as I found my phone and typed, “Of course. Definitely go!”

      He nodded, reading the screen over my shoulder. “Thank you.” After smacking a quick kiss to my cheek, he rushed to finish dressing, apologizing the whole time. “I’m so sorry to cut tonight short. I really wanted to stay and—”

      I placed a hand over his mouth, silencing him. His gaze shifted to me, and I shook my head, letting him know he was doing the right thing. He needed to go check on his mother.

      Once dressed, he heaved out a breath and patted himself down to make sure he had everything.

      “Okay,” he said, only to lift his head and ask, “You about ready?”

      When I realized he was waiting for me to finish dressing so he could walk me home first, I shook my head insistently. “I’m fine. You go,” I told him.

      “But it’s dark,” he argued. “I’m not just going to leave you to walk home alone in the dark.”

      I rolled my eyes but then grinned over his attempt at gallantry. “I walk in the dark by myself all the time. I walked to YOUR house alone after midnight, did I not? Besides, YOU’RE going to walk alone right now. Who’s going to escort YOU?”

      He sent me a dry look. “Mari.”

      “Oh my goodness,” I typed. “Stop being so old-fashioned. GO! Your mother needs you.”

      “Okay, fine,” he relented, even though he still looked concerned as he wrapped a hand around my waist and tugged me up against him. “But be careful,” he warned right before tipping up my face with a light nudging of his finger under my chin. Then his mouth closed over mine.

      I wound my arms around his neck before rising onto my toes to rub against the front of him one last time.

      “God,” he groaned, finally tearing his mouth from mine. “You are the sweetest thing ever.” Then he slapped one more kiss to my cheek and stepped back, rasping, “Bye,” in a low, regretful voice before he signed the phrase for I love you.

      I lit up from the inside out and signed it back.

      “See you tomorrow,” he said before turning away to stride down the gangplank and head home.

      I exhaled a sweet sigh and hugged myself as I watched his retreating back disappear into the dark. The dock continued to sway under me after his departure, and I could feel the loss of his presence intimately in my bones.

      But I also enjoyed this moment alone to think back and remember everything that had happened this evening.

      Zac didn’t hate me for being with Javier before him. That was a relief, but it wasn’t the biggest issue swimming through my head.

      Because he loved me. He’d actually said it out loud.

      With a giddy grin, I turned away to face the river. I could hear the water more than see it, and it was barely drifting past with a lazy, lulling pace. But not even the quiet waters I loved most could settle the excited pounding of my heart.

      Because Zac loved me. It was the one thing I’d wanted most for the past three years.

      And now I had it. What was more surreal, though, was that the reality of his love was actually better than what I’d dreamed it might be.

      Zac loved me, and my life felt absolutely complete.

      Whatever happened from here on out was just going to be gravy.

      From behind me, I heard the creak of wood and whine of chains as if someone had stepped onto the gangplank. When the dock rocked a second later, I knew I was no longer alone. Before I even had time to process the thought, though, a voice spoke through the dark.

      “Mariana?”

      I spun around, and a spotlight flicked on, blinding me.
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      All of the lights were on when I reached the house.

      As I eased inside the back door, every cabinet in the kitchen was open, revealing bare shelves while the table was loaded with stacks of cups, plates, bowls, cereal boxes, pasta packages, and well…everything that had been in the cabinets. Some items had been piled into cardboard boxes that littered the linoleum.

      When Grace walked in, her face was red and puffy from a recent crying fest and she carried another large, empty box.

      “Wha…?” I spread my arms in confusion and shook my head. “What’re you doing?”

      She sent me an odd look, letting me know I should already be aware of what she was doing. “I’m packing.” After dropping the empty box onto the counter, she began to load it with pantry items. “I told you I couldn’t stay here one more night.”

      Ohh… She’d meant she couldn’t stay one more night here in this house. Not on earth.

      Whew.

      “Why do you think I asked you to come home and help me?”

      She probably didn’t want to hear what I’d assumed, so I shrugged. “It was hard to hear”—or more aptly understand—“much of anything you were saying.”

      “Well, this is what I was saying,” she clarified needlessly. “We’re leaving. Find a box and start filling it.”

      “Wait. What?” When she proceeded to ignore me, I set a hand on her arm. “Grace.”

      She sent me an irritated glance. “I really hate it when you call me that, you know. I carried you inside me for nine months, spent ten hours in the hospital delivering you, changed every dirty diaper you had, fed you, clothed you, raised you. I’m the only person who ever gave a damn about you. So I think I deserve a little more respect than just being called Grace.”

      Inhaling a patient breath because she was right—I wouldn’t have made it to my first birthday without her—I nodded out my agreement. She could’ve chosen not to have me in the first place. She could’ve given me away or left me in a dumpster after I was born. But she’d kept me and raised me as a scared, eighteen-year-old girl who knew nothing about being a parent.

      So what if the past couple of years had been rough and it felt as if she had stopped caring? She was still my mother.

      “Mom,” I revised quietly. “How about we take a minute and sit while you catch me up to speed, okay? Because I…” I glanced around the kitchen and spread my arms to encompass the mess. “I have no idea what’s going on. Did Jude evict us when you broke up with him?”

      “No,” she muttered petulantly and hugged herself. “It’s just… Well, you always told me I needed to make a clean break. So I did. I told him it was over before quitting my job and telling him to find someone else to live in this awful, run-down rental. I’ve had enough.”

      “You…” Catching my breath, I gaped at her before blurting, “You quit your job?”

      On one hand, I was proud—more proud of her than I could ever remember feeling before. She’d finally stood up for herself and done what I’d been hoping she would do for years. But on the other hand… She’d quit her job?

      Was she insane?

      “How—what—?”

      “This will work out,” she went on, not pausing on her packing. “Don’t worry. Since the moment we arrived in Peril, you’ve wanted to leave, and now…we can. Besides, I heard you lost your job at the garage, too, so…”

      Glancing up, she sent me a hopeful, overly cheerful smile I hadn’t seen in years. It was that same look she used to give me when she was scared but wanted everything to work out.

      “I think this’ll be good for both of us,” she said before she dove right back in to packing again. “We’re going to start fresh somewhere else.”

      My stomach turned as I watched her. This was just my luck. The very night I decided I had a reason to stay in Beaumont County after all, my mother finally granted me the one wish I’d been asking of her for the past fourteen years.

      Typical.

      Swallowing, I quietly asked, “We?”

      She looked up again but kept working this time as she tried to squeeze a box of pancake mix between some pop tarts and instant oatmeal. “Of course, we. I couldn’t leave without you. You’re my child. You and me; that’s all we need. Remember?”

      “But… I’m an adult now,” I reminded her. “Not a child.”

      Giving up on the pancake mix, she finally gave me her full attention. “What’re you saying, Zac? Do you not want to leave now? You think we should just stay here? In this godforsaken, nothing town?”

      “I’m saying, we’re two different people and both adults. We don’t have to have the same goals and destinations anymore. I don’t have to just go where you go and do what you do because you say so.”

      “Excuse me? Not but a week or so ago you said you’d always be there for me! Was that just bullshit?”

      “No. Not at all. I will always be there if you need me. Like tonight. You called, and I showed up, right? That won’t change. It doesn’t mean we always have to share the same address though.”

      “Then why haven’t you moved out and gone your own way years ago?” she cried, throwing up her hands in frustration.

      “Well, I was sticking around to help you out as best as I could with all the bills.”

      “What bills?” she demanded, gaping at me as if I’d lost my mind.

      I lifted a single eyebrow. “Well, let’s see. The rent, the electricity, the water, the cable…” I ticked each new item off on a finger as I listed them.

      She shook her head, blinking blankly at me. “No. Jude stopped charging me for those a few years back.”

      “No,” I countered. “I took them over when I turned eighteen. Why the fuck would he just stop charging for all that shit?”

      “Because he… Because we’re…” When she blinked and seemed to realize she didn’t have a valid answer, she closed her mouth, and her throat worked through a hard swallow.

      I scoffed. “Because he loved you so much?”

      “Don’t,” she rasped before visibly breaking right in front of me. “He said… He said he was going to take care of me and not to worry about it when I couldn’t pay on time one month. So I just…stopped worrying about it from there on out.”

      “Well, he must’ve only meant that one, singular month because I clearly remember him stopping by a couple of years back, when you weren’t home, and saying we were two months behind on everything, so… I took care of it. And I have been ever since.”

      “Holy shit,” she gasped. Hugging herself, she sagged into a chair and started crying again. “He never cared about me at all, did he?”

      Feeling instantly guilty for dragging her down to this point, I knelt in front of her whispering, “Hey. It’s going to be okay.”

      I touched her knee in sympathy, and she wiped her eyes, looking so lost and defeated that it slayed me.

      Once upon a time, I used to look to her for all my safety and security. But somewhere throughout the years, the tables had turned.

      “Why did I let him do this to me for so long?” she asked.

      I shrugged as if I didn’t know. Even though… “Because he treated you better than anyone else ever had before. He was nice to you, never physically harmed you or me. He made you feel safe, he provided you with a home and a job, and he gave you gifts while telling you things you wanted to hear. Even I was sucked into his charm for a while. But we’re not his family. He already has a family, and they will always come first with him. You need someone who’s going to put you first.”

      But hearing that only made her sob harder. “I can’t imagine anyone ever thinking that highly of me.”

      “I think that highly of you,” I told her softly.

      “Oh, Zac…” she wept and then dove forward to hug me around the neck and soak my hair with her tears.

      I hugged her back, then stood, picking her up in my arms so I could sit in the kitchen chair with her on my lap, as if I were consoling a daughter instead of my mother.

      “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry for the way I’ve treated you.”

      “It doesn’t even signify,” I swore. “Don’t worry about it.”

      But that only seemed to make her weep harder. She cried for a while, getting all the heartbreak out of her system, and I just sat there, patiently waiting for her to finish.

      After she exhausted a good portion of her tears, she finally lifted her face, wiped her eyes, and shakily admitted, “I don’t know what to do, anymore.”

      “Well, I think breaking up with him was a good start,” I said.

      She sniffed out a harsh laugh. “I just couldn’t take it anymore. Jude and I started reconnecting, and I thought he was going to invite me back to live with him whenever Lula went away again at the end of the summer, but when I asked about it, he laughed. I just wanted to be with him, and he laughed at me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, stroking her hair because some locks were going wild and starting to look out of control.

      Shaking her head, she looked me in the eyes and admitted, “I never want to see him again. I don’t think my heart could take it.”

      “Then, you don’t have to,” I assured. “Everything is going to be just fine. I promise.”

      “But neither of us has a job now, and I just lost us the only home we’ve had for—”

      “Hey, shh…” I murmured, reassuring her. “It’s okay. I mean, it would’ve been nice if we’d found a new place and different employment for you before you did all this, but you were right. It was best to sever all contact with him. We’ll figure this out. We can do this. I’ve already got work somewhere else, so that’ll help right there.”

      “You do?” She lifted her eyebrows in surprise. “Where?”

      After I explained the strawberry patch, she sniffed. “But we’d have to stay in Peril for that. Zac…”

      “It’s fine,” I told her quickly. “Just because I stay, doesn’t mean you have to. You can go anywhere you want.”

      “But you don’t want to stay here. You’ve always wanted to…” Her words drifted quiet as her eyes started to narrow. “This is about a girl, isn’t it?” she realized. “I’ve heard stirrings about you and that deaf girl.”

      “She’s mute,” I corrected with a heavy sigh. “Not deaf.”

      “Oh no! Zac…” she whimpered with a disappointed groan. “Don’t… Don’t go falling into the same rabbit hole I did. It only breaks you. Didn’t you learn anything from watching all the failed relationships I went through?”

      Wrinkling my brow, I argued, “I learned everything from watching your failed relationships. And what I have with Mari is nothing like those, which actually gives me hope.”

      “God.” With a dismissive snort, she ran a hand through her hair. “Please just tell me she’s not pregnant.”

      I sighed. “No, she’s not pregnant. Why are you so obsessed with that issue? It’s actually insulting that you think I have no concept of what safe sex is.”

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, actually looking chagrined for a moment before blurting, “But you hate this whole county. I can’t picture anyone being important enough to you to make you want to stay here.”

      “Well, she is,” I said softly. “Which should give her all the credibility she needs, right there. But wait until you meet her. You’ll see what I mean then. Mari is so sweet and loveable; she’ll have you falling for her in no time. And if she wants to stay here to be near her family, then I’m staying too.”

      “Fuck,” Grace murmured, blinking at me rapidly. “You, like, love her, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I do. So I’m going to go wherever she goes.”

      Tears glistened in my mother’s eyes as she blew out a long, tired breath. “Well, then… I guess we better find two different homes for us to stay in.”

      My breath caught when I realized she was right. When she’d evicted herself from this house, she’d basically gotten me kicked out too. Which meant I also needed to find a new place.

      “How much time do we have before we have to be out?” I asked with a hard swallow.

      She only shrugged. “No idea. I just told him I was leaving, and I came home and started packing.”

      “With no idea where to go from there,” I finished for her, shaking my head and sighing in exhaustion.

      “Exactly,” Grace agreed, only to glance around the disaster of a kitchen and start to laugh. “Ah hell,” she gasped, clutching her stomach and unable to stop laughing as she wiped tears from her eyes. “What a fucking mess.”

      I chuckled softly and shook my head. “Yeah.”

      “We’re homeless,” she added, laughing harder. “I have no job. And I have no idea what to do from here.”

      “I’ll talk to Jude tomorrow,” I said. “See how long he’ll give us. I mean, we’re paid up until the end of the month. That’s almost two weeks to work with already. You never know what we could scrounge up in that time.”

      Still unable to stop laughing, she demanded, “Since when have you turned so freaking optimistic? It’s eerie.”

      I only smiled and shrugged. It was love, I couldn’t tell her. That sounded way too corny and not at all like me. Even if it was true. Having Mari in my life changed everything.

      “Come on,” I encouraged. “Let’s see what else we can pack tonight. We’ll solve all the hard problems tomorrow.”

      But as we worked together, teasing and laughing about all the weird junk we’d managed to accrue over the years, I realized this was the end of living with my mother. Whether we both moved away or both stayed in Peril, I’d be finding a separate place that would accommodate Mari—in case she ever wanted to live with me.

      I’d roomed with Grace my entire life, though. It was strange to think about not doing that anymore. But it also felt nice, like we were finally moving in a healthier, better direction.

      It was well after midnight before we ran out of boxes to fill.

      Glad I didn’t have to wake up early to go to work at the strawberry fields, I collapsed on my bed and fell asleep almost immediately. Every muscle in my body was sore from all the manual labor I’d put in, but it was a good, honest kind of sore.

      A proud sore.

      Just before I dropped off, I thought of Mari.

      I’d planned on texting her to make sure she’d made it home okay, but then all the drama with my mother had distracted me, and now it was too late. I didn’t want to wake her.

      I’d text first thing in the morning.

      And from there, I knew no more until a muted pounding woke me up again late the next day. With a groan, I rolled over to hide my face in a pillow, blocking out the sunlight pouring into my room.

      “Zac Topper!” an insistent voice yelled from outside. “Open up. It’s the sheriff’s department.”
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      Suddenly wide awake, I bolted upright in bed and tried to blink my bearings into focus. The clock said it was nearly eleven in the morning, later than I’d slept in in a long time.

      Every muscle in my body groaned in protest, and my swollen, bruised eye—courtesy of Enzo—pulsed painfully.

      But the pounding on the front door persisted, so I cursed and stumbled out of bed, immediately stubbing my toe on my nightstand as I went.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      Hopping around painfully, I found the first pair of jeans I could spot and yanked them on over my boxer shorts as Grace appeared in the doorway.

      “What’s going on?” she demanded, in a nightshirt and wearing fuzzy socks with her hair a complete disaster, as I yanked a T-shirt over my head. “What did you do?”

      “I don’t know,” I grumbled irritably as I shoved my way into a pair of shoes without any socks. “I was fucking sleeping.”

      “Well, I seriously doubt they’re here to give you the Citizen of the Month award.”

      “Wow, thanks,” I smarted back as I stepped from my room, and she trailed me to the front door.

      “What? You’re the one who came home with a black eye last night. What am I supposed to think?”

      I snorted and shook my head, only to realize she hadn’t even asked how I’d gotten the black eye. It’d been years, in fact, since she’d bothered to ask how I’d gotten any of my bumps or bruises. These days, she just assumed the worst.

      “I seriously doubt they’re here because of that,” I told her as I reached the door and grabbed the handle.

      When I pulled it open, my eyebrows shot up in surprise.

      Not one, not two, but three law enforcement officers stood outside: the sheriff, Matt—the guy who was friends with Felipe—and some older deputy I’d seen before but never had an interaction with.

      Curious why it took three of them, I furrowed my brow in confusion and opened the screen door before stepping onto the front step to join them. “Hey, what’s up?”

      The blaring daylight made me squint, closing my bad eye fully, and tip my head to see better as the sheriff stepped forward, taking over.

      “Zac,” he greeted with a solemn nod. “We’re going to need you to come down to the station with us and answer a few questions.”

      “Uh…” I shook the sleep from my head, still too muddle-brained to understand what the hell was happening. “Okay,” I answered uneasily. “But why do we have to go anywhere?” Wincing as I scratched the back of my neck, I added, “I mean, I’m sure I can answer everything right here and now for you. No, I didn’t set anything on fire. No, I didn’t steal anything. No, I didn’t vandalize anything. No, I didn’t get into any—”

      When I remembered—shit—okay, fine, I guess I had gotten into a physical altercation just yesterday with Enzo and Javier. But why would they wait so long to come and question me about that? And why did it take three of them?

      Still, I winced guiltily and lifted a hand to the corner of my eye that was sore and still swollen.

      “Could you turn around and put your hands behind your back, please?” Matt asked, slipping a pair of handcuffs from his belt.

      “Huh?” I mumbled dumbly. “Am I being arrested or just answering questions?”

      “You’re being detained for questioning,” the sheriff answered evasively before turning his attention to Grace. “Morning, ma’am,” he greeted, tipping his hat to her before apologizing. “Sorry about the interruption, but would you mind if we came in and looked around for a bit?”

      I had been complying and turning around to be shackled, but at that request, I glanced up in surprise. Because this was new. No one had ever wanted to search my house when I’d been arrested in the past.

      Maybe Enzo or Javier was claiming I’d stolen something from them.

      Who fucking knew.

      In the doorway, Grace glanced at me questioningly, but I was too stumped to know what was happening, so I just shrugged.

      She rubbed her arms nervously and quickly stepped back to let them in. “O-of course. Help yourselves, gentlemen.”

      Only the older officer stepped inside. As he disappeared out of view, my mother turned toward me. “Are they going to find anything incriminating, Zacchaeus?”

      “Not from me,” I answered bluntly, jumping slightly when the shock of cold metal clamped around my wrists. Eyeing the sheriff, I asked, “What’s going on?”

      He heaved in a big, steadying breath and ignored the question.

      From behind me, Matt asked, “Want me to read him his rights?”

      The sheriff only shook his head. “Nah, we’ll wait until we get him into a room at the station and all settled in.”

      “Are you sure I’m not being arrested for something?” I asked.

      In answer, the older officer appeared at the door and shook his head as he met the sheriff’s questioning gaze. “Not here.”

      “What’s not here?” I demanded, starting to get agitated. “What the fuck is happening right now? This is weird. It’s not your usual M.O.”

      The sheriff motioned to Matt, still ignoring me. “Go ahead and take him in. We’ll check the perimeter and outbuildings. Put him in the interrogation room.”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff,” the deputy answered before giving a tug on my cuffs. “Come on, Topper.”

      I sliced one last glance toward my mother. She looked worried and frightened. But all she did was give me a small farewell wave as she remained in the doorway and watched me get towed away.

      Once I’d been placed in the back seat of the cruiser, I closed my eyes and blew out a long breath before letting my head fall back against the seat cushion behind me.

      This certainly wasn’t my first ride in the back of a police car, but today felt different, and the feeling only grew as Matt climbed behind the wheel and started us off.

      We had to drive through the entire town to get to the courthouse-slash-jail. And the cold shoulder started at the very beginning…at Harvey’s garage. His big bay door was up as usual.

      As we passed by, he appeared at the entrance as if he already knew I was going to be there. When he stared disapprovingly at me through the back window of the squad car, I squinted in confusion. Then he shook his head and turned away as if deliberately turning his back on me.

      And the single-car parade continued in eerie procession.

      People at almost every business down the block appeared in the storefront windows and at the doorways to watch us pass. Jude Everett looked sad and solemn, folding his arms over his chest as if to say, I always knew it’d come to this.

      At the diner, the waitress Naomi and even Ginger himself appeared at the opening to stare with clear condemnation.

      When I didn’t spot Mari among them, I squinted, thinking she should be clocked in and working by this time of day. Why wasn’t she appearing as well?

      Fuck. Was whatever happened bad enough that even she had turned on me?

      A cold sweat started along the top of my spine, and I began to bounce my knee impatiently. I wished I’d grabbed my phone. I wanted to call her more than I wanted my next breath.

      I could handle everyone else in Peril hating me. But not Mari.

      Why hadn’t Mari shown her face at the diner?

      On the other side of the road, workers at the grain elevator were pausing to watch me go by. When I caught sight of Enzo sneering with relish over my situation, I sighed and turned to look the other way, only to spot more onlookers at the bank and general store. It was as if the whole town knew something I didn’t. And this no longer felt as if it had anything to do with my fight at the co-op yesterday.

      I didn’t like it.

      “What’s going on?” I tried asking again, but I didn’t get an answer from Deputy Matt.

      Fucker.

      After we turned and went a few blocks before reaching the square, the car didn’t turn down the ramp that went below, to the jail, but it crawled right on past.

      I sat up alertly. “What’re you doing? Where are we going?” This had never happened before. “Weren’t you supposed to turn there?”

      “I told you, you’re not being arrested,” Matt finally answered me. “We’re just bringing you in for questioning.”

      “Questioning about what?” I cried. “What the fuck happened?”

      When he pulled into a spot where courthouse visitors usually parked, I found another crowd loitering outside as if waiting around to watch me be marched inside.

      But after a second glance, I realized they weren’t just random townsfolk. It was one specific family.

      Mari’s family.

      “What the…?”

      There was her petite, rounded grandma, her uncles, a slew of male cousins, and the pregnant girl who’d gotten Mari kicked out of her regular room.

      One uncle had his eyes closed with his face tilted up and lips moving as if he were praying while he clutched a string of rosary beads. One aunt was lifting a pendant from around her neck and kissing it.

      I straightened in my seat as I gaped at them, no longer worried but edging into straight-up scared now.

      “Why is Mari’s family here?” I asked, turning my attention to my driver. And where was Mari? “Hey!”

      But Matt only answered me by opening his door and climbing out. When he came around to open the back door for me, I popped out readily, needing answers.

      Matt caught hold of the chain between my handcuffs and reined me back as soon as I turned toward the Ruiz clan.

      “No…” I panicked, needing answers. “What’s going on? Please…”

      But then Mari’s small grandmother started forward, stealing my attention from the deputy. She shook her finger at me and spat something fervently enough that it made her face go red with rage. But I had no idea what she was saying; none of it was in English.

      “You son of a bitch.” Felipe appeared from the crowd next, to snarl at me. “I was beginning to accept you too, you worthless—”

      “What’re you—?” I tried to ask, but Matt snapped, “No talking!” He jerked me off-balance as he tugged me toward the front of the courthouse.

      I peered back in concern at the family that was glaring after me. “What is happening?”

      When they didn’t answer either, I swung back around to focus on the officer.

      “Is this about Mari?” I demanded as he held the front door open for me to step inside first. I did, peppering him with more questions as I went. “She wasn’t at the diner when we passed by. I didn’t see her at the door or the window. But if she’s not at work, and she’s not with her family, then where is she? Is she okay?”

      Matt glanced over, sending me a significant look as if to tell me I was on the right track with my questions, but he wasn’t allowed to say anything. “Just have a seat in here and someone will come around to talk to you soon enough.”

      I peered into the stark room that he motioned me into. It held one table with a handful of folding chairs around it. And there was a camera up in one corner, but that was it.

      Refusing to go in, I turned back to Matt. “Can’t you at least tell me if she’s okay or not?”

      Regret and sympathy shimmered in his eyes. “I’m sorry, man. I can’t.”

      Fucking hell. I glanced into the room, and the need to text her, to go see her with my own eyes to ascertain that she was fine, was growing and itching inside me insistently.

      “Just go in and have a seat,” Matt encouraged softly. “I’m sure the sheriff will explain everything when he gets here.”

      I glanced at him, and there was something on his face that I trusted, so I nodded. He nodded back. And, against every instinct roaring to life inside me, telling me to resist, I stepped into the room.

      Matt shut the door at my back, and I ground my teeth as I was left alone, trapped.

      I couldn’t sit, though. My nerves were strung too tightly, and my heartbeat wouldn’t settle down. I needed some fucking answers. So I paced and glanced around, looking for anything to help me determine how much time had passed. But I hadn’t even put on my watch before answering the door for the police this morning.

      This sucked like nothing else.

      When the door finally opened after what felt like centuries of waiting, the sheriff stepped inside to join me, along with the older deputy. I whirled toward them, immediately coming forward.

      “Is Mari okay?” I had to know.

      The sheriff jerked to a surprised halt and blinked at me. “Now, why would you ask a thing like that?”

      “Because her entire fucking family was outside, looking like a lynching mob when I arrived? And she wasn’t with them. I didn’t see her at the diner when we passed by Ginger’s either. Everyone else was peering outside, but not her, and she should’ve been there. Why wasn’t she there? Is she okay? Can you tell me that much, at least?”

      The other two men glanced at each other wearily, then the sheriff let out a long sigh and motioned toward the table. “Why don’t you have a seat, Zac? We can talk this through and figure it out together.”

      “Figure what out?” I snapped. “I’m not doing anything until you tell me Mariana Ruiz is okay.”

      “Well, I’m sorry, but I just can’t do that.”

      “Fuck,” I rasped, gaping at him in horror. When I felt my chin tremble, I shook my head and then gripped it in fear. “So she’s not okay? Wha-what happened? Is she…?” I couldn’t even ask the question. I was too scared to hear the answer. “What happened to her?”

      The sheriff exhaled long and hard, then glanced at the older man before returning his gaze to me. “Carlotta Navarro’s been calling at least once every hour since six this morning, worried about her granddaughter. Apparently, Mariana left abruptly around six or seven last night, and she never returned.”

      “Never returned?” I repeated breathlessly, my head swishing back and forth in denial. “What do you mean, never returned? She…” Terror gripped my windpipe as I rasped, “That’s not right. How could she not make it home? Where is she?”

      “Well now, that’s what we’re here to figure out, Zac. When was the last time you— Hey now!” He leaped after me and grabbed my arm when I stormed toward the door to leave. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “I’m going to fucking find her!” I yelled as both men grabbed hold of me and grappled with me before they managed to push me back against a wall and pin me there.

      With my hands still cuffed behind my back, it was fairly easy for them to do.

      “Dammit,” I snarled, struggling against their hold. “If Mari’s missing, then I need to…” Saying the words aloud hit me in an entirely new way, and my knees buckled. “Oh God,” I sobbed. “I have to find her.”

      Mari was missing.

      “I didn’t walk her home,” I blurted, feeling my entire body go numb with shock as I let the other two hold me upright against the wall while the rest of me wilted in trepidation. “I was going to, but she told me she’d be okay. My mom had called and was upset, and Mari was used to walking at night, so I believed her, and I didn’t even text to make sure she made it home okay; it was so late after I got my mom settled down, I didn’t want to wake her, and—Jesus,” I rasped, trying to break free again. “Will you just let me go look for her? I can find her. I know I can. Maybe she’ll answer my text before she answers anyone else’s. I just need to get to my phone.”

      “How about we take a breath, instead, and discuss this rationally?” the sheriff suggested.

      I snorted because there was no way I was able to be calm and level-headed at a time like this. “I gotta find Mari,” I seethed, my voice shaking, but otherwise, I was still in complete control of myself. “You can’t keep me here. You said I wasn’t under arrest.”

      “Actually, we can,” the other officer said. “You’ve been officially detained under reasonable suspicion.”

      “Reasonable suspicion of what?” I cried. “You can’t possibly think I did something to her?” Except, yes… Yes, they could. And of course, they would. They always suspected me first.

      “Jesus,” I moaned, realizing no one was going to let me out of here, no matter how much I wanted it. “You have no idea. You have no earthly clue, do you?” Because if they knew how much I valued the very air she breathed, they never would’ve accused me of harming her in any way. They never would’ve even suggested it.

      Idiots.

      “Then help us understand,” the sheriff tried. “Sit. Tell us what we need to know to help you find her.”

      I glanced at him, knowing he was just placating me and saying what I wanted to hear so I would comply. But it was working. He could lie to me all he wanted to calm me down. None of that mattered. I just needed to know where Mari was. And if he could help… I’d use him.

      “You’re not getting out of here until you talk to us, so why don’t you sit so we can get through this more quickly and you can get out of here more quickly. Okay?”

      I nodded, completely swayed by the idea of a speedier departure. Hell, if a root canal without anesthesia would have gotten me out of here faster, I would’ve agreed to that.

      They eased up on me at last, and the other officer offered to remove my cuffs.

      Once I was free, I glanced toward the door, tempted to bolt, but the more people involved in finding Mari, the better.
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      Rubbing my tingling and newly freed wrists, I sat in a chair, and the sheriff and other officer—who was finally introduced to me as a detective—sat across from me.

      I had to suffer through being Mirandized and asked if I wanted legal representation—which I declined—before I was finally asked, “When was the last time you saw Miss Ruiz?”

      I squinted in irritation, thinking they should already know this, but then I went ahead and just said it. “Last night.”

      Two sets of eyebrows lifted in surprise. “So you admit it?”

      I shook my head and frowned. “Admit that I saw her? Yes. Why would I not admit that?”

      “When was this? And where?” the detective asked, starting to write shit down on a notepad.

      “It was at the river,” I told them. “That’s, like, her favorite place to go. We sit on an old dock that no one uses anymore and watch the sunset on most nights. I usually walk her back to her family’s trailers afterward. But last night, my mom called, sounding upset. She asked me to come home, so I did.”

      “And when was this?”

      “Uh…” Damn. When had I last seen her? “Nine…thirty, ten o’clock, somewhere in there. It was just fully dark.”

      “And why didn’t you both leave then? Why didn’t you walk her home?”

      “Because… Fuck, I don’t know.” I ran my hands through my hair, asking myself that very question and feeling like I’d colossally screwed up. “Because I’m an idiot,” I finally admitted. “I was worried about my mom. She’d just broken up with her boyfriend. And Mari told me she had walked to and from the river hundreds of times by herself before. She said she’d be fine. So I don’t…I just believed her.”

      “Now, where is this dock?”

      “Straight down the walking path to the public fishing spot. Once you reach the river, you turn left, walk for about five minutes, and there it is,” I answered immediately, thinking, yes, maybe Mari was still there. Maybe she had just decided to stay and sleep there all night.

      But then, why wasn’t she at work now? Surely, she would’ve woken up and clocked into work by now. Unless…

      “Are you sure she’s not at work?” I asked suddenly. “You checked Ginger’s, right?”

      Both men scowled. “Yes. We checked Ginger’s.” Then the older man tapped the notepad he’d just written on. “Do you mean Mr. Henderman’s old abandoned wharf?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded insistently. “That one. Are you going to go look there? Maybe she fell and got hurt and couldn’t walk back.”

      My stomach churned at the idea of her being stuck out there all night, hurt and alone. As the sheriff nodded and stood up to head toward the door, the detective asked, “Did Mr. Henderman ever give you permission to go there?”

      I squinted at him as if he’d lost his mind. “No.”

      “So you were trespassing?”

      At the door, the sheriff called for Matt, and once the young deputy arrived, he started instructing him to go check out Henderman’s wharf.

      “Sure thing, Sheriff,” I heard Matt answer while the detective in front of me kept staring, waiting for an answer.

      “Yes,” I snapped impatiently. “I guess we were trespassing.”

      “Did you two argue last night?” the sheriff asked, returning to the table. “Or anytime recently?”

      “What? No.” I shook my head. “We were fine. Everything was great. She was happy and smiling when I left last night.”

      When the other two glanced at each other as if they knew otherwise, I said, “What?”

      “That’s not what we’ve heard,” the sheriff finally answered. “Rumor is you had some kind of altercation with her just last night. In front of the co-op.”

      I frowned at him in confusion before he looked pointedly at my bruised eye. “I had an altercation,” I said. “With two other assholes. And Mari was there. But I didn’t argue with her. Not at all.”

      “Is that why you were seen stalking away from her after she tried to confront you at the end of it?”

      My lips parted in surprise before I sniffed and shook my head. “I was still juiced up from my…encounter—with the other two guys—wait. Enzo…” I snapped my fingers and pointed at the men in front of me. “You should talk to Enzo.”

      The sheriff and detective glanced at each other in confusion before turning back to ask. “Enzo who?”

      I blinked at them, having no idea. Then I remembered he was Lucía’s brother, and I did know her surname.

      “Perez,” I blurted. “He’s one of the two I argued with last night because he’s been harassing Mari. She’s scared to death of him. She even came to my house once in the middle of the night to get away from him. Maybe he caught her last night on her way home and…”

      Shit.

      That idea made my mouth fill with acrid bitterness, though. If Enzo had hurt her, I’d destroy him.

      “Enzo Perez?” the sheriff asked with lifted eyebrows, only to shake his head and wave his hands. “No. We picked Perez up last night, around seven or eight o’clock for being drunk and disorderly outside the neighborhood bar. And he didn’t get out until this morning, well after the time that Carlotta started calling, reporting that her granddaughter was missing. He and that cousin of his—Javi—were both arrested. They were behind bars the entire time that you can’t account for her.”

      “Damn,” I breathed, sitting back in a state of disappointment because it would’ve been simple and easy if Enzo had just been the bad guy. But he couldn’t have been. And now I was even more confused about where Mari might be.

      “Let’s get back to this altercation you had with the Perez cousins. You said it was in defense of Miss Ruiz, but then, why would you march away from her the way you did afterward if you weren’t mad at her?”

      “Because I… I just needed to calm down before letting her get too close. I didn’t want to do or say anything that might hurt her feelings while I was in that state. I just walked away until my blood simmered. And as soon as I was better, the first thing I did was text her to ask if she wanted to go to the dock.”

      “And if we looked at your phone history right now, we’d find confirmation of this text?”

      “Yes!” I cried. “Please… Go get my phone. It’s on the dresser in my bedroom, still plugged in and charging. I’ll give you the passcode. Read everything we ever wrote to each other. And see if I have any unread messages from her while you’re there. Just fucking find her. You have to…” My breath left my lungs and my eyes started to sting. I dug wetness from my eye sockets with the heels of my palms and sniffed up my running nose. “You have to find her. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

      “We will,” I was assured. “Is there anywhere else you recommend we look?”

      I blew out a hard breath, already shaking my head. “I mean, if she’s not at home or work, then around the river is the only place I can think of. She likes hiking across the top of that short little waterfall and hanging out on a sandbar on the other side or walking the woods around the water. Being around a lot of people and noise can make her head hurt, so she seeks out quiet places more often than not.”

      “Wow, you really know her well, don’t you?” the detective asked with raised eyebrows.

      I only shrugged, wishing I knew more…like, where she was.

      “Okay, then,” the sheriff said, rising to his feet. “We’re going to check a few things out and then get back to you. Just sit tight for a bit.”

      Sit tight?

      I straightened. “But you said I could go if I answered all your questions.”

      “And you will. After we’re done with the questions. But we have more, so we’re not done with you yet.”

      Son of a bitch. “This is bullshit,” I muttered, glaring as they started for the door. When I rose to my feet to follow them, they lifted their eyebrows in warning, then hurried outside and locked me in alone.

      I went and tried the handle, anyway, cranking on it repeatedly until I gave up by slapping the surface with both palms. “You’re all assholes,” I yelled.

      From there, I paced my cage like a restless tiger. I ran my hands through my hair. I cursed. I cried a little. I even prayed.

      Anger and grief waffled through me in waves, one swelling over the other and washing it out, only for the opposite emotion to return and drown out the other.

      I pounded on the door at least once every fifteen minutes. Or maybe it was every five minutes. The concept of time kind of eluded me.

      Trying to gauge just how much had passed and what hour it must be now, I struggled to calculate how long Mari had been missing.

      Jesus. I still couldn’t believe she was missing. Fear coated my skin, hoping she wasn’t hurt. Or worse.

      I was briefly swamped by overwhelming panic that I might never see her alive again; it took my vision, ramped up my breathing, and caused me to latch on to the chair I’d been sitting in while I fought to get control of myself again.

      Wherever she was, I hoped she wasn’t scared. I hoped she wasn’t hurt. I hoped she wasn’t trapped.

      God, this wasn’t fair. I should be out there, looking! With a roar of frustration, I tightened my grip on the chair I held on to, flinging it across the room. It went banging and tumbling along the floor, and the release of aggression felt good, so I grabbed hold of the table and flipped it on its side next, spilling more chairs along with it.

      A second later, Officer Matt blew inside, demanding, “What in the hell?”

      Panting, I rested my hands on my knees and blew out a relieved breath. “I’m okay,” I assured, holding my hands up to assure him that I was stable. “Sorry. I just had a moment.” Straightening, I asked, “Have you heard anything? Did they find her?”

      He flinched before silently shaking his head no.

      “Motherfucker.” My chin trembled again as I took a moment to pull myself back together. Then, I nodded to him gratefully. “What time is it?”

      “A quarter after two.” Motioning his finger around the room, he added, “Pick this up before they get back, or you’re going to be stuck in here even longer; I assure you.”

      I nodded. “Roger that.”

      And he disappeared, shutting the door and locking it behind him.

      After a minute of wiping my face and getting my hands to stop shaking, I put the table and chairs back into order.

      From there, I sat on the floor against the wall. I closed my eyes and rested my head back, trying to think about anything other than these feelings that kept whiplashing through me.

      Become Mari in front of a sunset, I told myself. Calm, serene, attentive. She’d probably be able to make a damn poem out of this whole experience and turn it all glamorous and appealing.

      I sniffed out a short laugh before a harsh sob choked me up. But God, I missed her already. I didn’t know if she was gone for good, but my heart could only believe she was okay while my mind kept imagining all the worst possibilities.

      A tear trailed down my cheek.

      Letting it fall, I played a trick on my mind to stop thinking about the fear and panic. I concentrated on the hidden sounds in the silence around me, and I wondered how Mari would word them.

      The quiet enveloped me completely, and its different, unique notes emerged. My breathing for one, the tortured and shaky exhale of a condemned man. Then there came the water rushing through the pipes in the wall; someone was flushing a toilet or turning on the water at a sink. The buzz of lights from above. Muted voices. The clicking of a clock. There was life and activity all around me, from people who didn’t care that my world was crumbling.

      If they didn’t find Mari alive, I didn’t know what I’d do. I didn’t want to continue without her. I would’ve preferred to break and disappear into nothing, but somehow she’d given me the tools of how to deal and survive through heartbreak.  Which only made me love her more.

      When the door swept open, I flew up from the floor as the sheriff entered.

      “Did you find her?”

      I couldn’t keep the achy hope from my voice and didn’t even try to.

      He shook his head. “I do have more questions though. Do you happen to know what this is?”

      When he lifted a small but familiar notebook in his hand and waved it, I shot forward, my eyes opening wide.

      “Oh my God, yes. That’s Mari’s poetry book. Where did you find it?”

      I reached for it, but the sheriff pulled it back out of my clutches. When he tipped his head toward a chair, I slumped down, not wanting to delay anything else. Time was getting away from us. We needed to find her.

      He seated himself across from me before answering, “It was lying on the dock, right where you told us you left her last night.”

      “Fuck,” I breathed, beginning to shake my head. “She wouldn’t just leave that. Not even accidentally. That thing is important to her.”

      “Yeah, it provided quite an interesting read, that’s for sure. Like this poem for instance…”

      He opened the cover and started leafing through pages before he set it down with the page open to “‘My Lover’s Hands.’”

      I cringed, not a fan of someone else reading her intimate thoughts about us being together.

      “This line right here in particular caught my attention.”

      He pointed to tattooed footprints across his wrist and looked up with his eyebrows arching in condemnation. “Care to show me the insides of your wrists, Mr. Topper?”

      I rolled my eyes and showed him the wrist with the tattoo on it. “If you’re asking if that poem’s about me, then yeah. It is. She showed it to me. Why is this so shocking? I didn’t realize the nature of our relationship was still in question.”

      “So you admit to having sexual relations with Miss Ruiz?”

      “She’s my fucking girlfriend,” I said bluntly. “We’re both over eighteen. Yeah… We have sex together.”

      “Hey, there’s no reason to get all belligerent about it,” I was warned sternly.

      “Well, you’re acting like you just uncovered some great big mystery. And you didn’t.”

      “I was merely curious why you didn’t mention it before.”

      “Didn’t mention it before? Are you serious? I didn’t know I had to!” I cried, growing fed up with this. “Do you tell people you have sex with your wife when you mention you’re married? Jesus. I’m not trying to hide anything from you if that’s what you’re implying. I want her found too. More than you do. In fact, if you’ll let me the hell out of here, I’ll gladly help find her.”

      “I just have a few more questions.”

      With a moody huff, I sat back in my chair and rubbed my face. “Of course you do.”

      “This poem, right here. Would you mind explaining it to me?”

      Another poem? Was he serious? Why did he honestly think he was going to find her with a damn poem?

      Hoping to get this over with so I could get out of here sooner by cooperating, I dropped my hands heavily into my lap and leaned forward to see what he was pointing to now. It was the stupid poem I’d started and never finished.

      I shrugged, not catching on. “What about it?” I demanded. “It was just me playing around at trying to write poetry to make her happy. So what?”

      “But what does it mean?”

      I squinted at him, not at all knowing where he was going with this. Finally, I blurted, “I don’t know. It doesn’t mean anything.” Except the sheriff looked unconvinced, so I motioned toward him in invitation. “Why don’t you just tell me what you think it means?”

      “Alright.” He blew out a heavy breath. “It sounds like a murder-suicide note to me.”

      “What?” I exploded in utter shock.

      “I mean, hush now and slip away with me into quiet eternity? How is that not about death and dying together?”

      “It was about us leaving town together. Sometimes, we imagine what it’d be like to leave Peril and just go to…fuck, anywhere else. Wherever you people aren’t.”

      “Well, why didn’t you just say that when I asked what it meant?”

      “I thought it was obvious!”

      “Why the words quiet eternity, though?”

      “Because she’s fucking mute,” I said. “I was trying to let her know I could be happy with her being quiet for the rest of our lives. And I was trying to sound poetic about it. But shit… I guess I failed.”

      “Hmm,” was all the sheriff murmured as he scribbled down a few notes.

      I rolled my eyes. “Besides,” I felt the need to ask, “if this was some kind of murder-suicide situation, then why am I still alive?”

      The sheriff only shrugged. “Lots of times the person planning a murder-suicide chickens out after they kill their partner; they can’t seem to turn the gun on themselves next.”

      “Jesus,” I muttered, shaking my head. “This is ridiculous. I didn’t kill her. I didn’t try to kill myself. I didn’t take her or hurt her. I just don’t know where she is, or even if she’s alive, and that scares the fuck out of me. So if you’re not going to let me out of here, will you at least stop asking me stupid questions and just…go find her? Please. She’s the best person I’ve ever met.” Tears filled my eyes against my will. I shoved them out of my vision, irritably. “I just want her to be okay.”

      I cried quietly for another couple of minutes, and the sheriff merely sat there, watching me as if trying to determine if I was acting or being sincere.

      “Anything else?” I snapped, not a fan of being the insect under a microscope that he was scrutinizing.

      “Actually, yes,” he said. “There were tire tracks leading into the woods, and they stopped at Henderman’s wharf.”

      I sat up straighter in alarm. “So…what? She was kidnapped? Jesus.” It’d been bad enough hoping she hadn’t fallen and hurt herself on the way home from the river, but the idea of someone physically stealing her—of hurting her—I set a fist against my chest as tremors started anew.

      Who would kidnap Mari? Since Enzo and even his cousin, Javier, had an air-tight alibi, I couldn’t think of anyone.

      “Do you own a vehicle, Zac?” the sheriff asked.

      “You know I don’t.”

      He nodded slowly, only to counter, “I know your mother does, though.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t go near her car. Ever.”

      Not since I was eighteen and I’d caught her in the back seat with Jude.

      She should’ve been at my graduation that day. It was finally my time to shove it in everyone’s faces that I hadn’t become a high school dropout as they’d all said I would. But then I’d been sitting in my cap and gown among all my classmates, and I’d glanced up into the bleachers surrounding us, looking for my mother.

      When I hadn’t found her and knew for certain she wasn’t present, I’d gotten up and walked out. She’d been the only reason I’d attended anyway. If she wasn’t there, then I wasn’t going to stick around either.

      Turns out, she’d been attempting to come. She made it all the way to the high school parking lot, where Jude must’ve crossed paths with her. From there, I guess she decided cheating with a married man felt more important to her than watching me graduate.

      And after catching them there, like that, I hadn’t gone near her car again. Which had left me stuck in this shitty town ever since.

      “But you do know how to drive?” the sheriff was asking me now.

      I sighed. “Yes, I know how to drive.”

      “Then, it doesn’t really matter if you borrowed your mom’s car or not. As it turns out, a truck just happened to be stolen from Harvey’s garage last night.”

      My brows furrowed in surprise. But at least, now I knew why Harvey didn’t support me anymore.

      “I no longer work there,” I answered slowly.

      “Which gives you a damn good motive for stealing from him, doesn’t it?” the sheriff demanded. “He fired you unfairly, so you paid him back by doing this, right?”

      It was strange to hear him openly admit that I’d been fired unfairly. Why did no one ever stand up to defend me when they knew I was being mistreated? And yet, I was the first person they pointed at when they wanted to accuse someone of something.

      “I didn’t steal a truck from Harvey,” I answered wearily. “Are you even sure it was the stolen vehicle that was in the woods near the dock? Or are they two unrelated incidents? Did you match the tread tracks?”

      “Don’t you worry about that,” I was told. “We’re working on it,” which only made me snort in utter doubt.

      “How much longer do you plan on keeping me here?” I asked. “I have to go check out the river with my own eyes. I have to find Mari. And I need out of your fucking town. God!”

      I was starting to lose it again, so I pressed the heels of both hands into the sockets of my closed eyes, focusing on my breaths.

      The sheriff stood up slowly. “You’re going to be detained here until there’s no more reasonable suspicion that you were involved in a crime against Mariana Ruiz. Got it?” With that, he walked out of the room and left me there to have another meltdown.
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      At the end of the day, I was escorted out of the interrogation room and taken down an elevator to the jail because they’d decided to keep me overnight.

      “You missed supper,” Gladys, the jailer, told me as she locked me in. “But here’s a bottle of water so you don’t dehydrate to death.”

      I wasn’t thirsty, though. I wasn’t hungry. I just wanted out of there. I drank anyway, to help pass the night. I lay down on my cot for a while but never slept. And the hours passed so slowly. It felt as if I’d aged a decade by the time the sheriff came down to see me the next morning.

      When I caught sight of him approaching, I surged upright, scrambling to my feet. “Anything? Did you find her?”

      The sheriff shook his head, starting to look strained. “We’re going to get some boats out on the water, though, and drag the area of the river around the dock.”

      I inched a step back, feeling like I’d been blasted in the chest with a two-by-four. “You think she…drowned?”

      God, oh God. Please don’t have drowned, I silently begged. The water was her favorite place to go. I’d lose all hope in the world if it had been what took her.

      When the sheriff didn’t answer, I frowned and impatiently demanded, “So do you think she drowned now or that someone kidnapped her? What’re we dealing with here?”

      He immediately scowled. “Since you’re not being very helpful, we’re just ruling out possibilities at this point.”

      “You want my help?” I growled. “Then let me out of this fucking place, and I’ll go fucking find her myself.”

      “I want you to tell me what happened to her, is what I want,” he boomed as he grabbed the bars and shook them. “Was it an accident? Was that it, huh? Were you being a little too rough and just got carried away? If you could just give me anything...”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my teeth. “I didn’t do anything to her,” I swore. “I would never hurt Mari. I love her.”

      “Yeah, well…” He shook his head. “I’ve seen how you act with the people you love.”

      I opened my lashes to scowl. “What the hell does that mean?”

      He shrugged. “Just that you don’t exactly have the best relationship with your own mother. Do you?”

      “God.” I hissed out a hard sound and wiped a hand across my nose. But this guy was a complete douche, wasn’t he? “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?”

      He shrugged. “Just stating the obvious.”

      I shook my head, my jaw bunched bitterly. Then, I repeated, “I don’t know where Mari is,” because I wasn’t sure what else there was to say.

      “Okay,” he murmured, lifting his hands to signal that he’d leave me alone for a while longer to think about it. “Be that way.” Then he turned and walked away.

      When he returned later, not long after they served lunch, I was sitting in my cell, picking at the food, not really eating anything, even though I knew I should because my body was getting all weak and weird feeling.

      “We found a body,” he said before I could ask.

      I blinked at him for a moment, then slowly started to shake my head. “No,” I said. “No, it can’t…” Feeling my food threatening to come back up, I swayed to my feet even as I insisted, “It’s not her. It can’t be her.”

      Then he lifted a plastic bag. “And a phone.”

      Though it was covered in sludge and slimy moss, I could tell it was Mari’s phone.

      “Too bad it’s ruined, and we can’t get it to work,” he was saying. “But her grandmother confirmed it was hers.”

      “Oh Jesus…” I fell to my knees and vomited into the toilet in the corner.

      Behind me, the sheriff waited until I emptied my stomach.

      “The phone was directly below the dock,” he went on as soon as I finished. “It didn’t float downstream at all. But the body…it was about two to four hundred yards away, stuck in a bunch of brush just under the water.”

      I gulped over the imagery, but then frowned because… The two hadn’t been found together?

      Glancing up, I rasped hopefully, “So it might not be her?”

      He sighed in disagreement, arguing, “It appears to be a young woman with long, dark hair. Beyond that, though, yes, she’s unrecognizable. It’ll take a few days to determine her actual identity, but it’s probably her.”

      I shook my head, growing more determined. “No, it’s not. It can’t be.”

      The sheriff merely stood there, watching me as if waiting for me to confess something. But I couldn’t tell him anything. When he finally turned away to leave, I surged to my feet.

      “Wait.” Hurrying to the bars, I gripped them and nodded. “Sh-she has a birthmark. Right here, next to her belly button. It’s about the same shape and size of a strawberry. Maybe…”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Her grandmother already informed us about that.”

      “So?” I shook my head, wondering why he hadn’t already checked.

      “The, um…” The sheriff cleared his throat and then winced before confessing, “That part of her anatomy had, uh, had already been eaten by fish.”

      I stared at him, unable to move, as yet another horrifying image washed over me in excruciating waves. Then the shakes took over, quickly followed by soul-wrenching sobs. “It’s not her,” was all I could manage to utter as I stumbled in reverse until the backs of my knees hit the cot. Then I slid down sitting on the flat mattress, dazed. “It’s not her.”
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      From there, time meant nothing. Hours could’ve passed or days…years. I just know I survived in a vacuum, where only pain and fear and loss dwelled. None of this seemed real. It didn’t seem right. Mari couldn’t have drowned. Life was not that cruel.

      But then I got to thinking. I had hurried away from the wharf so quickly that my rough pounding down the gangplank could’ve caused the dock to rock so much that she lost her balance and fell off, over the side. Maybe she’d hit her head or gotten tangled in weeds and couldn’t get back to shore.

      Had I even glanced back that night to wave goodbye or have one last look? I couldn’t remember.

      Jesus, she could’ve been drowning thirty feet behind me, and I wouldn’t have had a clue. I could’ve killed her and not even known it.

      By the time the sheriff returned, I was half-ready to confess to murder. My head ached from how much I’d cried, my eyes felt swollen, my throat was raw, and my body throbbed to new extremes as he stepped up to the bars and stopped.

      “No,” I sobbed, shaking my head and hugging my knees to my chest on the cot where I was camped out. I pleaded at him with my eyes, not ready to hear that she was gone forever.

      But then he shocked the shit out of me when he pulled a set of keys from his pocket and inserted one into my door, unlocking the bars.

      “It wasn’t her,” he confirmed.

      I blinked once, certain I’d misheard him. Then, I whispered from dry, cracked lips, “What?”

      “It wasn’t her.”

      “It wasn’t her…” I echoed in dazed disbelief as I slipped off the side of the cot and tried to stand, only for my knees to give out, making me try the whole standing thing all over again. “Are you sure?” I asked, reaching out to catch myself on the wall as soon as I was upright. Beginning to breathe hard and hyperventilate, I asked, “It’s not her? It’s really not her?”

      “It ended up being the missing camper from the canoe group back in May,” he informed me.

      I exhaled hard, almost passing out from the amount of oxygen that exited my lungs. Then I pressed a hand to my chest and sought the other man with my tortured gaze. “Then… Where’s Mari?”

      He actually looked sympathetic as he pulled the cell door open wide. “No idea. But we have no more reason to hold you for the time being. It turns out the missing truck from Harvey’s was found on the side of a gravel road out in the county. It was burned to a crisp and still on fire when it was discovered, and you were here at that time, so you couldn’t have done it.”

      “Could Mari have been in there, though? In that truck?”

      He shrugged. “There were no bodies inside. And sadly, all fingerprints were destroyed in the fire; the tire prints near the dock were also too inconclusive to determine whether that particular vehicle had been out there or not.”

      My shoulders slumped. “So the theft at Harvey’s could’ve been totally unrelated to Mari’s disappearance?”

      He nodded.

      I cursed. We were back to square one.

      When he stepped back and splayed out a hand, offering me my freedom, I gulped hard. And even as I stepped out of the cell, I still felt trapped.

      Mari was gone, and this not-knowing-where-she-was thing was the worst feeling in the world.

      I squinted against the daylight as I stepped outside, and the first thing I heard was a chorus of singing from the Catholic Church across the road.

      It was Sunday. Damn. I’d been detained on Thursday.

      Had it really been over three days since Mari had gone missing? Lifting my hand to my jaw, I realized just how thick my beard had grown.

      “Fuck.”

      The first place I went from there wasn’t home. And it wasn’t to Mariana’s family. I had to get to the last place I’d seen her. I had to look around the dock for myself.

      But Henderman’s wharf had been roped off with yellow tape, making it look like a crime scene.

      I stepped over the warning ribbon and walked up the gangplank, glancing around and hoping to spot something no one else had. I even sat on the wooden planks cross-legged and inspected all the wood in case she’d scratched some message into the surface.

      But nothing.

      After that, I walked across the waterfall to check out our sandbank.

      She wasn’t there either.

      And she wasn’t in the forest where we’d made love against a tree. She wasn’t on the trail that led back into town. She wasn’t anywhere.

      I returned home, defeated. The house was quiet, and all the boxes Grace and I had packed the night before everything went to shit were gone. With a slight squint, I opened a cabinet door, only to find all our belongings back on the shelves as if she’d never planned on leaving at all.

      I wasn’t sure what that meant, but at the moment, it didn’t matter.

      In my room, I found my phone. I’m pretty sure the police had gone through it already—I’d given them my passcode and it had been unplugged from its charger. But they hadn’t taken it, so I picked it up and checked for any message from Mari.

      No one had texted me, so I wrote to her, hoping on the off chance that she might answer, even though I’d seen her ruined phone with my own eyes.

      She didn’t.

      Not sure where to look from there, I wandered back through town.

      I guess I needed to make sure she wasn’t in any of the places she should be, so I went to the diner next.

      And as soon as I stepped inside the joint, everyone went utterly silent, gaping at me as if they thought I was going to rob them blind.

      Finally, the waitress—Naomi—growled, “You got a lot of nerve showing your face here, boy.”

      “Yeah,” I rasped, nodding to her. “I know what you think of me. But right now, that doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is finding Mari. Okay? So come on… Who saw something? Who knows something?”

      More silence resounded around the diner as everyone glanced at each other as if more worried about what I was going to do next than where Mariana might be.

      So I snapped, “Really?” which made them all jump. “You’re the nosiest bunch of busybodies I ever met. Someone had to have seen something. Either someone coming from the river or someone going toward it that night, or someone hanging around Harvey’s garage. Something! Anything…”

      When no one said a word, I gripped my head, losing all patience.

      Losing all hope.

      “Fucking hell,” I muttered, ignoring whoever gasped over my language, and I made a wide, sweeping motion to include everyone present. “What is your problem? She’s one of you. She was born here. She grew up in these streets. She became an orphan here. All she ever did was brighten this place up with her smile. I mean, name me one time you didn’t see her smiling.”

      “I’ll name you a time,” Naomi spoke up with a moody harrumph. “A day or two before she went missing... I saw you leaving this very diner as I was coming in for work, and she was crying as I walked in the door. You can’t tell me you didn’t have anything to do with that.”

      Pain spread through me as I remembered that fateful day, just after Javi had left me feeling stupid and insecure.

      “Yeah,” I admitted roughly, fighting off tears. “I made her cry that day. But doesn’t that just give you more reason to want to help her? She got hooked up with the town scoundrel. You should want to save her. You owe it to her. I mean, after her parents died, what did you do? You turned away and pretended she didn’t even exist because she couldn’t talk anymore and being around her made you uncomfortable. Well, now it’s your time to step up and pay her back for all that apathy and neglect.”

      This time, the quiet that followed was thick with guilt.

      And then someone thoughtfully murmured, “She did always bring me my coffee just the way I liked it before I even asked for it.”

      I nodded, believing him, as someone else chimed in. “The girl was definitely a smiler. That was a pleasant sight to come in here to see. And she’d sneak me free sides all the time.”

      I pointed that way. “Right? She’s the nicest, most considerate waitress ever. She’s never hurt a fly. She is honestly the best person I knew. She’s my favorite person. And I’m going to find her. We’re all going to fucking find her. Got it?”

      “Just what do you expect from us?” Naomi finally asked.

      “I don’t know...” I ground out, only to snap my fingers and point. “What about a search party? Yeah, we’re going to physically look for her, search every inch of ground from between the river to the Ruiz trailers. Today. At noon. Everyone meet at the river’s trailhead. Got it?”

      “But shouldn’t the sheriff’s department organize something like that?”

      “Why?” I asked with a shrug. “Why can’t we citizens organize it? This is our town. Our missing girl. We should want to do it. For Mariana.”

      No one really joined in, and I took that to mean they weren’t interested.

      “Well, I’m going to be at the trailhead at noon,” I stated stubbornly. “And whoever else shows up can search with me.”

      With that, I shook my head contemptuously at each person present and then stormed from the diner.

      I had no idea if a single person would show. But even if it was just me, I was going to be there and walk every inch of the woods.

      After that, I entered each business that was open on a Sunday along the strip, and I told them about the search party. I even walked into the Catholic Church in the middle of communion to tell them about it.

      Most of Mari’s family was present, so I didn’t bother heading over to their trailers with an invitation. I was sure they’d gotten the message. They were definitely staring at me hard enough when I walked back out of the church; there was no way they hadn’t heard.

      And at a quarter until noon when I showed up at the beginning of the trail that led toward the river, thirty or forty people had already gathered and were hanging around, waiting for the festivities to begin.

      Some of them were there out of morbid curiosity, I’m sure. I heard a group of guys discussing how decomposed a body would be after this many days.

      And some were snoops who just wanted to see what was going to happen next.

      “I still think Zac Topper killed her,” one girl was telling her friend as I approached them from behind where they were standing near the beginning of the trail. “He just organized this search party to throw us off the scent and make us think…” She stopped talking at that point when her friend spotted me over her shoulder and frantically slapped her arm.

      Then, she turned slowly, and her eyes widened when they landed on me.

      “Think whatever you want,” I told her, shrugging to let her know it was fine. “I don’t even fucking care. I’m just grateful you’re here, ready to look.”

      When Grace showed up, walking toward me hand in hand with Jude, I groaned and shook my head slowly. I guess she’d taken him back in the few days I’d been gone. But the strangest part was that Lula was with them, walking on the other side of her dad; she was actually standing with them…in public.

      Grace pulled away from the two to approach me.

      “Heard about your search party,” she said by way of greeting, only to send me a half smile. “I didn’t even realize they’d let you out already.”

      Already?

      To me, it felt like I’d been detained for centuries. But I shrugged. “Yeah.” Motioning behind her, I glanced at Jude briefly. “So…you two are back on, huh?”

      She nodded and hugged herself. “He was really there for me when they took you away.”

      I sniffed and scratched the back of my neck only to answer, “I’m just glad you’re here to help look for Mari. It means a lot.”

      My mother wasn’t finished talking about herself though. “It’s different this time,” she insisted. “He finally stood up to Lula last night after she got back from staying with her mom for a few days; he told her I was going to be in his life no matter what. And I guess she just needed that ultimatum because she actually accepted it.”

      Brows furrowing suspiciously, I pulled my face back to eye my mother in concern because that just didn’t sound right to me. I couldn’t imagine Lula ever accepting her father’s relationship with Grace.

      But I was too preoccupied with the search party to want to decipher any of her twisted motives just then.

      I merely patted my mom’s arm and said, “If you’re happy with it, then I’m happy.”

      I only wanted to find Mari.

      Which was why I was immediately distracted away from my mother when I spotted Felipe approaching.

      He looked very dour, so I straightened my spine and sucked in a breath, bracing for the worst. If he wanted to hit me and toss out more accusations, however, I was going to have to stop him; I didn’t have time for that shit. Not until Mari was found.

      But all he did was pause a few feet in front of me and give me a wave of half greeting, half apology. “So you really didn’t take her?” he asked quietly, even though I could tell from his demeanor that he already knew I hadn’t.

      “No,” I said, speaking it aloud for him.

      He hissed out a regretful breath. “Man… I’m sorry, then. For the—”

      “Don’t,” I cut in, waving a hand. We didn’t have time for apologies either. “Just… Thanks for coming. Any clue we can find will be welcome, and the more people looking, the better chance we have of finding one.”

      He nodded regretfully. “So you really don’t know where she might be?”

      “I don’t. Does anyone in your family?”

      “Man, we’re clueless. This is just… It’s not like Mari at all. Something is seriously wrong.”

      My stomach churned with unease over the worry in his eyes, and I had to glance away to muffle my own. “I guess we better get to looking, then.”

      And without further ado, I turned toward the gathered group, clapping my hands to call their attention. “Alright,” I hollered. “Let’s get this search party underway.”
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      By the time we’d split into two groups, one portion of the search party going through the woods toward the river, and the other part heading out toward the Ruiz trailers, there looked to be about a hundred people gathered, ready to find Mariana.

      The deputy—Matt—showed up in uniform, and I spotted the rest of Mari’s family: all her cousins, aunts, and uncles.

      I opted to head into the trees toward the river to look, and most followed me, probably to keep a wary eye on me.

      The sun was full in the sky, hardly a cloud out at all, which let the heat right on through. It wouldn’t be the best sunset tonight, either.

      Sweat poured in rivulets down my back, gluing my shirt to my spine. I wiped the back of my hand across my brow and kept my gaze on the ground, pausing to squint every few steps at every twig, leaf, and nut I spotted.

      People would call out occasionally, thinking they’d found some clue. But so far, it had only been a lost jacket that seemed to be a decade old, an abandoned tackle box, and a cracked, corroded toilet seat.

      “How long do you think we have to keep doing this?” I heard someone ask before someone else told their search buddy, “Man, I’m starving. Did no one bring any food or water?”

      I was going to lose them, and soon; I could feel it. But still…didn’t care. I’d keep looking, no matter what.

      “Dammit,” I heard a mutter to my left that had me glancing over.

      Not far away, Lula had snagged her shirt on a tree and was trying to pull away, only for the tree bark to be equally insistent that the shirt stay behind.

      I sighed in aggravation, thinking she should’ve just stayed behind too. The twit was more of a headache than help.

      As per her usual.

      But when I stepped toward her to help her free the snag, she surprised the hell out of me by pulling a knife from her pocket to cut herself free.

      The kicker was: it was a freakishly familiar knife.

      As she started to refold it back into its safety position, she finally caught sight of me watching her.

      “What?” she snapped irritably as she wiped a glaze of sweat from her face.

      My gaze slid meaningfully back to the blade in her possession. When my focus returned to her eyes, I saw them widen in guilt. A second later, she spun away and started to hurry off, but I leaped after her.

      “Oh no, you fucking don’t.” I caught her wrist in a punishing grip, and she gasped in surprise before whirling around with her other hand opened to slap me. I caught that wrist too.

      “How dare you touch me,” she charged, screeching like a banshee.

      I growled and pushed her back against a nearby tree. When her spine rammed firmly into the bark, nearby people witnessing all this shouted out in surprise. Some took a step toward us to intervene, but no one actually tried to stop me as I roared, “Where the fuck did you get that knife?”

      “I don’t... Let me go!” she shrieked, looking scared and worried. “It’s my knife.”

      “Topper!” an authoritative voice growled from behind me. “Let her go right now before I Tase you!”

      I didn’t have to glance back to know that Officer Matt had a stun gun aimed at me. I still wasn’t stopping what I was doing until I had my answer.

      This was one hill I was fully prepared to die on.

      Staring hard into Lula’s eyes, I twisted the knife from her hand and lifted it in front of her face as I countered, “It’s yours, huh? Then why does it have my name etched into the blade?”

      Slowly opening it with one hand, I turned it so she could see the three letters Z, A, and C that I’d cut into it with another knife on my tenth birthday, when her own father had given me this very knife as a present.

      Lula’s eyes flared with horror when she focused on the name.

      “This is my knife,” I told her. “I’ve had it for years—until I gave it to Mari just days ago.” While murmurs of shock resounded around us, I demanded, “So how do you have it now?”

      Cornered guilt flooded her gaze when Lula only shook her head. “I don’t…I don’t know. I—I found it.”

      “Found it where?” I demanded. “When?”

      “The…the other night,” she said evasively.

      But I shook my head, not believing that. “Liar.”

      “Let me go,” she yelled.

      Losing my shit, I bellowed, “Fucking answer me!” And I pressed the blade to her throat. “What…do you know about Mari?”

      From that point on, all hell broke loose. My mother screamed my name in fear and warning. Jude called, “Do something! That’s my daughter, dammit! Shoot him.” And members of Mari’s family rushed forward, eager to get their own answers.

      A breath later, two sharp needles of pain pierced my back, and a heavy jolt went through me like the hand of God had just shoved me down. It locked every muscle in my body, and I dropped to the ground like a stone, the knife falling from my rigid, unworking hand.

      The oppressive, overwhelming force rocked through me, keeping my muscles painfully paralyzed for what felt like forever, though it was probably more like five seconds. However long it was, it was just enough time for someone to jump on my back and pin me to the ground, stealing the breath straight from my lungs.

      “No...” I said once I was able to speak again. I tried to twist and wriggle away so I could get back to Lula and threaten an answer from her, but the officer on top of me was stealthier and had already finagled my arms around my back, twisting them painfully until he had me in cuffs.

      I lifted my face to find my target—because Lula could not get away before I knew everything she knew—only to see Felipe and his brother crowding around her, their mere physical closeness keeping her intimidated and trapped back against the tree.

      “Do you know where Mariana is?” Felipe asked before he bent down and picked up the fallen knife. After glancing it over, he looked up at Lula. “She had this the night before she went missing.”

      “She did,” Enzo confirmed, appearing at Felipe’s side to get a look at the blade as well. “I saw her with it too.”

      Another woman stepped forward. She was part of the Ruiz family, but I didn’t know her name. Taking the knife from Felipe, she pressed it against Lula’s throat the same way I had.

      “You will answer my boys now,” she instructed steadily. “Where is my niece?”

      “Rosita, no!” the officer on top of me warned urgently. “Don’t go—dammit. You stay here,” he instructed, pushing on my shoulder to let me know he was talking to me as he climbed off and then called into his radio. “I need backup at the search party in the woods. Requesting backup, stat.”

      “Oh my God, don’t cut me,” Lula was weeping.

      While Jude demanded, “Let my daughter go!”

      “Rosita,” Matt pleaded. “Put the knife down…now.”

      But Felipe’s mother only stepped closer to Lula, getting right up in her face. “Where…is Mariana?”

      Sobbing, Lula shook her head insistently. “I don’t know.”

      Rosita growled, “Wrong answer.”

      A second later, Lula cried out in shock and pain and began to scream, “It’s not my fault. It was all just supposed to be a harmless warning to tell her she needed to stay away from Zac—he’s bad news—but she ruined it.”

      My mouth dropped open, not expecting an actual confession. Mari’s aunt also seemed surprised by Lula’s response. She reared back, dropping the knife to her side.

      Everyone else shifted forward, eager to hear more.

      “What did you do?” Felipe demanded. “Lula, where’s Mari?”

      “She’s gone.” Lula wept so hard I could barely understand her over the tears. “She’s gone. She’s long gone.”

      “Gone where?” Matt asked.

      But, “She’s gone,” was all the stupid girl seemed capable of saying.

      “Gone as in dead?” Felipe grilled. “Or just gone away from Beaumont County? Gone how, Lula. Dammit, say something!”

      As I managed to roll and sit upright, then stand with my hands still manacled behind my back, Lula shrugged as if she didn’t know anything. “I don’t…” She shook her head cluelessly. “She was alive the last time I saw her.”

      “And when was that?” the deputy said. “Where?”

      “D-Dodge City.” Lula glanced around and shrank back against the tree as she spoke, her voice going timid when she noticed the entire search party had stopped to hear what she had to say.

      Reaching the inner circle of people that were surrounding her, I stopped next to Felipe and said, “Dodge City, Kansas?”

      When Lula saw me, however, her entire demeanor changed, and she narrowed her eyes. “If she’s lucky,” she snarled, “then maybe she’s still alive. Or maybe she got deported.”

      Felipe sniffed in insult. “Mari can’t be deported. She was born here. She’s got a fucking American social security number.”

      Lula only shrugged. “Not if she can’t tell them what it is.”

      “Jesus,” I muttered. “Just because she can’t talk doesn’t mean she’s incapable of communication. She can still sign and type and write.”

      Lula was truly ignorant when it came to Mariana, wasn’t she?

      “I mean, she might’ve been able to write once…” Lula allowed airily before sending me a smug smile. “But that was before she broke so many bones in both of her hands.”

      I stepped toward her threateningly. “Say what now? What did you do to her hands?”

      “Okay, okay,” Matt called, pushing me back before he turned to Lula himself. “I’m going to need you to come down to the station and answer the rest of these questions in a formal capacity.”

      Lula backed away from him and gaped in horror as if she’d just realized she might actually be in trouble. “But I didn’t do anything wrong,” she insisted. “She attacked me with that horrid knife. I was only defending myself.”

      “Turn around and place your hands behind your back,” Matt ordered.

      “She attacked me,” Lula insisted, shaking her head and trying to slip away from the deputy, but Felipe, Angelo, his mother, and even Enzo stepped in to block her escape with a human wall.

      “Daddy!” she wailed, looking cornered and beginning to breathe hard.

      “Lula, just do what the officer says!” her father entreated from somewhere behind me. “And for God’s sake, don’t say anything else until I get you a lawyer.”

      “None of it was my fault, though,” the pathetic girl sobbed.

      As Matt glanced around his waist, frowning. “Where the hell are my handcuffs?” Felipe shook his head and asked, “But why Dodge City?”

      “They’re on me,” I told the deputy, turning to show him my bound hands.

      Lula focused on me then, and sneered. “This is all your fault.”

      I shook my head. “The fuck are you talking about?”

      “I never would’ve approached her or even known she existed if it weren’t for you. But you just had to go and rub her in my face, didn’t you? Drooling all over her at the diner every day, sneaking off with her into bathrooms and back seats of vehicles that aren’t even yours.” Glancing around at all the townsfolk listening to her rant—a few of them even taking videos of her coming unhinged—she pointed accusingly at me. “He even fucked her right out in the open on one of the docks, too. I saw it with my own eyes.”

      “What…the hell?” I breathed, gaping in horror. “You followed us?”

      What was wrong with this psycho?

      “If you’d just left her alone, I never would’ve given two shits about her.”

      “So you…went after Mari…” I choked out. “You hurt her—broke her hands, took her to Kansas, and abandoned her there—just to get at me?” A red haze of pure rage clouded my vision. Shaking my head slowly, I narrowed my eyes and growled, “Motherfucker, you are dead.”

      It didn’t matter that everyone was watching or that my hands were cuffed and barbs from the Taser I’d been electrocuted with were poking through my shirt and stuck in my back. I wanted to make Lula Everett hurt. She’d taken Mari—hurt Mari—and that wasn’t right.

      I wanted her to feel exactly the way I’d felt when I’d thought the love of my life had drowned and it had been my fault.

      With a roar of outrage, I charged at her.

      But I never reached her.

      Apparently, backup had arrived. And they all piled on top of me.
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        * * *

      

      I was arrested.

      Of course.

      After having a medically licensed person remove the Taser barbs, they shoved me back into my old cell—that really should have my name engraved above it by now—to cool down before they even attempted to book me in.

      I paced and stewed and ran my hands through my hair so many times, I wouldn’t be surprised if I wore a bald spot into my scalp and an inch of layer off the floor.

      When Gladys appeared, saying, “Alright, Top. Let’s get you booked in, shall we?” I hurried to the bars, gripping them eagerly.

      “Did someone call Dodge City yet? Did they have her? Is she okay?”

      She didn’t have to ask what I was talking about. I’m sure everyone in Peril was quite aware of what had happened in the woods by now.

      Sighing, Gladys inserted her key in the lock as she answered, “Yes. We called the Ford County Sheriff’s Office. Don’t you worry about that.”

      “And?” I insisted, too impatient to hear the answer that I didn’t even think to step out of the cell when it was opened for me.

      Gladys cocked me a look that told me she didn’t have to tell me anything.

      My shoulders slumped. “Come on, Gladys. Please. Did you find her or not? Is she at least alive?”
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      God, I felt like death.

      I still couldn’t believe Lula Everett, of all people, had broken most of the bones in my hands. With a freaking baseball bat!

      It’d been shocking enough to see her that night at the dock, cornering me mere seconds after Zac had left. She’d started by flashing a phone light in my face, which made me wince away and lift a hand in irritation to shield my eyes. Then, she’d prowled up the gangplank toward me, and I was finally able to make out her face behind the light.

      “Have a good time out here with Zac, did you?” she asked cattily.

      I tipped my head so I could see her face fully and make out her ominous sneer in the dark. It looked eerie and demonic in this light.

      Thoroughly freaked out, I’d tried to step around her so I could reach the gangplank and leave.

      But she dodged into my path, stopping me.

      “Oh, no. Where do you think you’re going, slut? I’m not done talking to you yet. You don’t mind having a little chat, do you?” She snorted at her own joke.

      I scowled at her, not amused.

      Eyes narrowing, she stepped closer. “So, here’s the deal. I let you have your fun with him, but enough is enough. It’s over. Come tomorrow morning, you’re never going to see him again, is that clear?”

      With a frown, I arched one eyebrow, telling her she couldn’t boss me around. Then I shook my head severely.

      “Don’t you shake your head at me,” she snapped. “Your time with Zac is done. He’s mine. He’s mine to torture and control, mine to play with as I will, mine to manipulate however I please. And someday, he’ll be mine in every way. And no perky, Miss Sunshine, waitress freak is going to keep him from me.”

      I blurted out a laugh, actually impressed with her nerve. I mean, she honestly thought she could come up here and tell me what to do, and that I’d just…do it. She had some impressive gall, that was for sure. She might be delusional with an overly confident superiority complex and was completely out of touch with reality, but damn…she wasn’t shy about letting me know what she wanted.

      “The next time you see him, you’re going to break up with him. DO YOU HEAR ME?” Lifting her voice, she spoke slowly as if she truly believed I was too dumb to understand her otherwise.

      Needing her to understand me, I lifted my hand and flipped her the middle finger.

      Lula gasped in utter outrage. “Why, you little bitch.”

      Sadly, I wasn’t aware she was holding a baseball bat in her free hand until after she swung it at me, whacking my hand right out of the air.

      I screamed in blinding pain and clutched my damaged fingers to my chest. They burned and pulsed so hotly that tears sprang to my eyes against my will.

      “Dammit,” Lula shrieked. “Look what you made me do. Why did you do that?”

      Okay, I was done with this. Keeping my mutilated hand curled against my chest, I yanked Zac’s knife from my pocket and whipped it open, jabbing it threateningly at her to scare her away.

      I figured she valued her face enough that I could intimidate her into backing off into a corner of the dock, and once she cleared an opening to the gangplank, I could dart down to the safety of the banks and escape.

      But nope. Lula was crazier than I thought. With a screeching war cry, she swung the bat at me again, whacking me in the good hand.

      I actually heard the bones break that time.

      I dropped the knife during my shrieks of agony, and Lula was quick to bend and swipe the blade from the dock with her hand that was holding the phone. After she tucked it away, she aimed the light at me again.

      “Well, fuck. You made a nice little mess of yourself, didn’t you?” Grumbling out a curse, she added, “I can’t just let you go after this. You might figure out a way to tell on me.”

      Knowing she was going to go after me again, I lifted both hands to block my face and beg her to stop. I wished I had room left on the dock to back away or run, but I was too afraid of falling into the water.

      And maybe I should’ve just dove in and swam to safety—the current wasn’t that bad here at all—but nope. My brain wasn’t thinking clearly enough for that kind of logic.

      I tried to say, “No…” but that wasn’t the sound that came out at all. My speech efforts were always worse when stress or fear or pressure was piled on me.

      Lula swung her bat, hitting both my hands.

      I screamed again, sobbing and retreating the broken appendages to the safety of my chest, which left my face exposed.

      So that’s what she hit next.

      And everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how long it took for me to return to consciousness. But I was no longer on the dock by the time I came to.

      I found myself curled and cramped into the back seat of a truck. My wrists and ankles were bound with zip ties in front of me, and my hands were swollen and throbbing torturously, barely any of my fingers were able to move. I whimpered and sat upright, my head aching badly.

      “Well, good morning, sleepyhead,” Lula said cheerfully from the front seat, though it wasn’t morning at all. It was still pitch black out the windows.

      Straightening in the driver’s seat—that looked way too large for her—so she could meet my gaze in the rearview mirror, she smiled warmly and started talking to me like we were best friends.

      My brain was so muddled that most of what she said at the beginning didn’t make much sense. But the more I woke up and was able to focus, the more I realized that she didn’t make much sense. This girl was truly and mentally unstable.

      She confessed that she’d considered killing me and somehow pinning it all on Zac.

      “Which really wouldn’t have been all that hard to do,” she added conversationally. “But then he’d go to jail forever for murder, and we’d never have a chance to really be together.”

      I decided then that Zac was going to feel really bad about not believing me when I’d told him how much Lula wanted him.

      Of course, I hadn’t even known she was quite this obsessed, so I guess we’d both been kind of wrong.

      Oops.

      She told me way more than she should have as she drove on through the night. I honestly believed she didn’t think I understood her, or maybe she forgot that I could still hear.

      But apparently, the truck we were driving in was stolen from Harvey’s garage in the hopes that everyone would believe Zac had been the culprit.

      “They’ll all be so concerned about him being a thief that they won’t even notice the freak deaf girl is missing until you’re already long gone, and by then, they’ll just assume you ran away, not wanting to be associated with a criminal like Zacchaeus Topper.”

      I lifted an eyebrow at all the holes and inaccuracies in her plan.

      “Of course,” she went on thoughtfully, tapping her chin. “I’ll have to return the truck when I get back, which will prove him innocent. I can’t have him in jail too long. That just wouldn’t do. You don’t have to worry about any of that, though; you’ll be across the border by that point.”

      The border? She planned on taking me to the border?

      With my hands and ankles bound?

      Um, yeah... I didn’t think she’d quite make it through customs that way.

      There was a lot she hadn’t considered. Like consulting a map. Because we were most definitely not taking the most expedient path south. She would loll east a lot, then turn south-ish, not always taking the biggest highway. I honestly think she was just driving aimlessly with no real destination.

      The sky was barely beginning to ease away some of the darkness when the empty gas light started dinging from the dashboard.

      Thank God.

      This would be my first chance to break free.

      A sign along the road boasted that we were on 400 Highway and approaching Dodge City.

      “Just sit tight,” Lula instructed, pulling off into the first gas station we came to. “We’ll be back on the road again soon.”

      When she pulled up to a pump and put the truck into park, my mind spun with all the ways of escape.

      Smirking at me over her shoulder, she asked, “Need a drink or anything?”

      I glared at her, and she snorted. “Didn’t think so.”

      Laughing to herself, she grabbed her purse and climbed from the truck. As she busied herself by going inside to prepay, I scooted to the back door closest to me. It hurt like hell, but I turned and tried to use my fingers to open it.

      Crying tears of pain and frustration when I realized the front door had to be open before I could open the back, I whimpered pitifully, then started to climb over the seat into the front…with both my ankles and wrists bound together and both hands feeling broken and useless.

      The stabbing, aching discomfort was like nothing I’d ever experienced before, but I managed to roll and finagle my way into the driver’s seat, then I unlocked the door by pressing the electronic locks with my elbow, and I pulled the lever open with my feet.

      As soon as I was free, I slid out onto the pavement barefoot, shimmied past the gas pumps, leaving the driver’s side door wide open, and I hopped with my legs zip-tied together toward the entrance of the gas station just as Lula was exiting.

      She stopped dead, obviously not expecting to see me there.

      Blinking at me as if she couldn’t believe I’d gotten free, she blurted, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Tears poured down my cheeks, my breathing accelerated, and I could feel my face heat to a deep red as I kept jumping for all I was worth toward the entrance of the gas station, screeching out a pleading wail.

      Lula dodged into my path and waved her arms as if to corral me back to the truck, but I was determined to dodge past her and get help.

      Just as she gripped my arms to stop me, someone from inside the store came barreling through the entrance, calling, “What in tarnation is going on out here?”

      “Oh shit,” Lula shrieked, glancing back in horror before she shoved me out of her way and dashed toward the truck, upsetting my balance enough that I pitched toward the ground. And unable to catch myself, I banged up my knees and ate a face full of gritty, dirty asphalt.

      “Hey,” the gas service attendant shouted, waving his hands and starting after Lula, but as soon as she hopped into the still-opened door of the truck, she turned over the engine and took off, not even getting the gas she’d just paid for. The poor attendant had to dive out of the way to keep from getting run over.
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        * * *

      

      And that’s how I was officially abandoned in Dodge City and left with a complete stranger.

      Still panting heavily from scurrying out of the way of Lula’s truck and coughing through the dust cloud she’d created after peeling out, my savior scratched his liver-spotted, bald head and blinked down at me as if I were from outer space.

      On the ground, I could only sob over my scraped knees and face, along with my hands that were black and blue and swollen. The zip ties that still bound my wrists and ankles together weren’t helping matters either.

      “Well, that’s not a sight you see every day,” he murmured, before edging cautiously closer and bending slightly to check on me. “You okay there, missy?”

      I couldn’t tell him that I wasn’t, of course, but I assumed he could ascertain for himself that I’d seen better days. So I just kept sobbing.

      “Yeah, I’m going to call this in. Why don’t you come inside and sit for a spell?”

      I nodded, and he kindly took my elbow to help me to my feet. When he pulled a pocketknife from his old, worn jeans, I sucked in a startled breath and reared back, but he lifted his hands to calm me.

      “Whoa. Hey. It’s okay. I was only thinking I could cut these ties off you first so you could walk. Would that be okay if I cut you free?”

      After a nervous swallow, I nodded and held my hands out to him.

      He winced and hissed when he saw what Lula had done to my fingers. “Heavens. They roughed you up real good, didn’t they?”

      I nodded.

      “What’s your name, darling?”

      With a cringe, I opened my mouth and truly, honestly attempted to say Mariana, but it came out sounding more like Mrwar…

      I tried again, but it only sounded worse, and the more I tried, the more frustrated I became and the harder it got for me to focus on speaking at all.

      Sending me a funny look, the man finally asked, “They drug you or something?”

      I shook my head and tried to sign that I was mute. But when it came to the part where I had to ball my hands into fists, they wouldn’t curl or work at all, so it basically looked as if I was flailing my arms madly.

      “That sign language or something?” he asked as he kneeled down to free my ankles.

      I nodded.

      “Well, I don’t know no sign language, sorry. But I’m Earl.” Taking my arm gently, he led me toward the entrance of the store. “Let’s see if we can get someone out here who can help us, shall we?”

      I nodded, and Earl was nice enough to give me a bottle of water before he told me to pick out something to eat from the aisles.

      “Hey, Sheriff,” he greeted as someone answered his call. “I think I might’ve just interrupted a kidnapping—or something—down here at my store. The poor child came rushing from some truck parked at the pumps, trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey with her arms and legs tied together, hopping toward the store while her kidnapper was inside prepaying for gas. No, no… The kidnapper was a girl too, not much older than this one here. No, she paid with cash... Yeah, she’s gone now... No, I didn’t get a license plate number, sorry, but she headed east... Well, that’s the thing…” Scratching his head, he sent me a glance. “I don’t think she can talk none. And they messed up her hands pretty good, too, so she’s not going to be able to write neither.” Pausing, he moved the receiver of the phone down toward his chin, he asked, “Can you write?”

      I lifted my hands and looked at them before sending him a doubtful expression.

      “Yeah, getting any kind of answers out of her is going to be tricky,” he informed his sheriff.

      After answering a couple more questions, one of them resulting in him saying that I looked pretty bad off, so they might as well send medical help, too, he finally hung up to tell me, “Alright, then. We got the cavalry headed this way to help you out, ma’am.”

      I was able to sign thank you, but he had no idea what I was saying.

      When I motioned toward the restrooms, he nodded and pointed as well. “Yep. Help yourself.”

      I hurried into the ladies’ room, glad I had the use of my legs back but upset that I was unable to do much with my aching hands. I shut the door with my foot and had myself a bit of a cry. Then, I used the facilities and cleaned myself up as best I could since using my hands for anything sent hot, stinging pain through my arms. Simple things, like flushing and turning on water faucets, seemed like great feats of effort.

      In the mirror over the sink, I blinked blankly.

      The right side of my face was swollen and discolored from where Lula had taken the bat to me, and I was muzzy-headed enough to wonder if I had a concussion. But I’d just have to worry about that later. The main objective right now was figuring out how to get back home again.

      Once I stepped from the restroom, Earl had gained two customers in his store. And he was telling them all about me.

      “There she is now,” he said, motioning my way as I stepped into the main part of the store, only to fall to a shy halt when the other two older men turned curiously.

      “Goodness, the poor thing really is all banged up.”

      “I told you she was,” Earl countered.

      “You forgot to mention she was as pretty as a picture, though,” the second guy put in.

      The first leaned toward him. “You think they was trying to kidnap and sell her to one of them sex trafficking rings?”

      “Boy, I wouldn’t doubt it,” his friend murmured sadly while all three of them gaped at me openly as they gossiped with each other. “Such a shame what the world’s coming to these days.”

      “And you say she can’t talk, Earl?”

      “Nope. She tried and just a bunch of mush came out.”

      “She deaf or something?”

      I furrowed my brow and shook my head.

      “I don’t think she’s deaf,” Earl answered aloud for me.

      One of the other two stepped forward and lifted his voice as he addressed me. “Where’d you come from, honey?”

      Only for Earl to smack him on the back of the head. “Now, how in the sam hill do you expect her to answer that?”

      The guy only shrugged.

      When the door opened, dinging as it admitted a new occupant, I gasped and lurched back, instinctively worried it was going to be Lula. But it was only some farmer who stepped inside to ask, “Yo, Earl. Can I fill her up out there?”

      When he caught sight of me, however, he jarred to a stop and blinked before asking, “What are you three doing to this poor girl?”

      “We didn’t do nothing,” one of the other two answered. And they went back through the whole story of how I’d escaped from being kidnapped.

      By the time the ambulance and sheriff arrived, about a dozen customers had stopped by, and none of them had left yet, all too curious to hear how my story was going to play out.

      The sheriff was smart enough to at least ask me direct, yes-or-no questions.

      “Were you kidnapped against your will?”

      “Did you know your kidnapper?”

      “Are you an American citizen?”

      “Are you from anywhere near here?”

      They took pictures of my face and wrists and ankles and hands and would’ve taken my fingerprints in the hopes of learning who I was, but my hands hurt so bad I sobbed every time they tried.

      If they’d given me a map, I would’ve been able to use my nose or elbow to at least motion toward Nebraska because no one had mentioned it once. But no one showed me a map. And I couldn’t ask for one.

      I probably would’ve been able to write my name with my teeth, too, if anyone had thought to give me a pen and some paper. But no one ever suggested that either, and I didn’t see any around.

      It was frustrating and infuriating being unable to give them any information but a yes or a no nod, and I started to sob.

      The paramedics finally ceased all questions, worried about my condition, and they told the police they could come to the hospital to finish talking to me there. Then they loaded me into the back of their vehicle, and I took a ride to the hospital.

      By that point, I was so exhausted that the ride lulled me to sleep, and I slept through the entire morning; when I woke up in the afternoon, I was tucked into a hospital bed. A deputy was sitting with me, and when he saw me stirring, he stood and called for a nurse, who came in and listed off the extent of my injuries.

      I had indeed suffered a slight concussion, a good portion of the bones in both hands were broken—though they would eventually heal just fine—and I had a mild case of dehydration and exhaustion. But other than that, I was good.

      They just had to figure out who I was.
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        * * *

      

      Dodge City kept me in their hospital overnight. But on Friday, they called in a larger agency to come fetch me, hoping the Wichita Police Department would have better luck learning my identity and where I belonged.

      Some detective named Fletcher arrived just before noon to take me back to Wichita with him. I cried through most of the three-hour trip as I rode in the back seat of a car that smelled too strongly of Old Spice.

      They deposited me in a safe house with a bunch of abused women hiding out from their domestically violent partners. There, they took to calling me Jane Doe. And I ended up on their local nightly news that evening.

      I knew I was too far away from home for anyone who knew me to see me, though, and that just made me cry more.

      Since I hadn’t reached the safe house until late Friday afternoon, I had to hang out there the rest of the weekend, until the detective could return first thing on Monday.

      But now it was Monday, four days since I’d been kidnapped, and no one had come yet, so I went back to crying, wanting to go home and see Zac and my family and get back to work at Ginger’s.

      Everything felt so hopeless. And for the first time since I’d been in the car accident with my parents and had turned mute, I truly felt as if there was something I couldn’t accomplish. It broke a piece of my soul, making me wonder if I’d ever be able to go home again.
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        * * *

      

      “I came up with an idea!” Mr. Fletcher, the detective, announced proudly as he breezed into the safe house where I was feeling about as down and dejected as I had ever felt in my life.

      “We’re going to get you to talk,” he told me as he held up a pair of flashcards with a big grin. “You know how to spell, right?”

      I nodded and sat up with interest as he perched himself in a chair to the right of the couch I was on.

      “I was playing with these flashcards with my granddaughter last night, going over her letters and numbers when it hit me that you might not be able to write but you could probably still position letters into order, right?”

      Bobbing my head enthusiastically, I moved to the edge of my seat and watched as he laid out all the letters in the alphabet in order. “Alright now,” he murmured as he finished. “Can you give me your name?”

      Encouraged by this idea, I immediately reached for the M and used the gauze balls—otherwise known as my hands—to slide it toward the center of the table. Then I moved the A card next to it, and an R, and I, only to pause and bite my lip.

      “What’s wrong?” Fletcher asked with a slight frown.

      Some of the other women came in to watch, most of them already trying to sound out my name.

      Glancing up, I pressed on the A between the M and R, and I moved it to the other side of the I.

      “Ah, yes,” Fletcher realized with a nod. “I hadn’t considered repeated letters.” Pulling a pad of sticky notes from his briefcase, he wrote a large, uppercase A on it and slapped it down between the M and the R for me. Then, he did it again when I borrowed the A yet again to finish my first name.

      “Mariana!” the entire room cheered once I was done.

      Smiling big, I nodded, and my chest filled with all the hope it’d been losing since Thursday.

      After revealing my full name and what town and state I was from, all Mr. Fletcher needed to do was make one phone call.

      “Good news,” he announced as soon as he hung up a minute later. “I didn’t even have to call up to Beaumont County. Your people had already tracked you down to our station, and my guys were just getting ready to contact me with the update. Peril authorities were able to get a confession out of a Miss Lula Everett, who admitted to assaulting and kidnapping you.”

      I nodded urgently, letting him know that was correct. It had been Lula who’d taken me. As I was wondering how everyone at home had been able to figure that out, Mr. Fletcher went on to explain, “Her dad admitted that she hadn’t been taking her prescribed medication, and she must’ve had a psychotic break, which caused her to go after you the way she did.”

      I furrowed my brow, not aware of Lula’s psychiatric condition. If she actually had one, it had to be the town’s best-kept secret.

      Then again, it made sense with the way she acted sometimes, and how her sister had taken her own life at such a young age.

      “Anyway,” Fletcher was saying. “They’ve sent her over to a mental health facility in Lincoln, and your grandmother and uncle are on their way here to get you as we speak.”

      I was so happy to hear this that I leaped to my feet and threw myself at Mr. Fletcher, hugging him hard.

      He laughed good-naturedly and hugged me back. “I’m glad we’re getting you back where you belong.”

      I nodded, glad too, only to start crying again. I was surprised I had any tears left, but at least these were the good kind. Because I was finally going home.
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      Mr. Fletcher hadn’t been lying when he’d told me my family was on their way.

      I was over four hundred miles from home—about a six-and-a-half-hour drive from everyone I loved—but Lita and Tio Hernando showed up at the police station where I was sent to meet them early on Monday afternoon.

      Lita wept when she saw me. Throwing open her arms wide, she rushed forward as soon as she spotted me across the station. I popped from the chair I’d been sitting in and started to sob as well.

      “Mi nieta,” she kept saying as she stroked my hair. She pulled back to cup my face in her hands and smile through her tears before she’d tugged me back in for another hug.

      It was so nice to see her familiar face that I couldn’t seem to let go of her wherever we went. I kept hold of her hand or arm or simply placed my fingers on her back, experiencing this irrational fear that she’d disappear if I lost contact.

      Throughout the trip home, she and my uncle regaled me with everything that had happened while I was gone—how they’d pestered the sheriff every hour until he had finally agreed to start looking for me; they even dragged the river around Henderman’s wharf, actually finding that missing camper from all those weeks ago, which they’d thought was me for a day or so.

      How scary that must’ve been for them.

      Then Lita talked about how worried the entire town had been, and how they’d banded together to set up a search party and walked through the woods for hours, searching for clues until Lula was spotted with a knife that Felipe had seen me with the day before I’d gone missing.

      My eyebrows shot up into my hairline when I heard about the way Tia Rosita threatened her with that very knife until Lula confessed to everything.

      It all sounded pretty badass, and I was kind of upset that I’d missed the show.

      But nowhere in any of my grandmother’s stories was Zac mentioned. It was disappointing that she didn’t bring up whether anyone had asked him where I might be or if he’d helped look for me or anything. And I hated that I couldn’t ask about him.

      Had he even been aware I was gone?

      Surely, he had.

      If my hands hadn’t been mummified, I think I would’ve chewed on my fingernails the entire way home because I was that eager to get back.

      After driving straight through, we returned to Peril around ten that night. The first thing I wanted to do was go find Zac, but when Tio Hernando pulled the car to a stop in front of our complex, my entire family was gathered, waiting and eager to greet me.

      It was frankly startling how excited and happy they seemed to have me back. Usually, I felt like an embarrassment or annoyance to most of them. But I guess my disappearance had garnered enough attention from the rest of the town that I’d become a bit of a celebrity.

      I smiled and nodded, accepting the hugs and well-wishes. But I hated not being able to communicate back. Because I really wanted to ask where Zac was.

      When I saw Felipe texting someone on his phone, I went over and tapped on his screen with my swaddled hands, then patted my own chest, hoping he’d figured out that I wanted to know where my phone was.

      He frowned at me in confusion for a moment before lifting his eyebrows. “Oh! Are you asking about your phone?”

      When I nodded, he winced. “Yeah, sorry. Lula threw it in the river. It was ruined beyond repair when we fished it out. But don’t worry. We’ll make sure you get a new one.”

      Wilting with disappointment, I sighed, losing hope of getting into contact with Zac. I needed to hear from him so badly.

      Why hadn’t he come to see me yet?
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      The next morning proved to be just as frustrating. I’d been so sure that if I could just get back home, everything would be fine again. Everyone would understand what I needed, I could go back to work, and I’d finally get to see Zac. But I felt almost as trapped here as I’d been in the back seat of that truck with Lula.

      With my hands out of commission, no one knew anything that I wanted to say or do.

      And Zac…ugh. His absence was driving me crazy.

      I tried to just leave and head toward his house, but I’d barely stepped out the front door before Lita was opening it behind me, sounding frantic and beckoning me back inside.

      I couldn’t reassure her that I was fine or tell her what I wanted to do, so when she started crying and touching my face, talking about my father and how much she missed him, I felt obligated to stay.

      After spotting some paper and a pen, I tried to scoop them into my arms without the use of my fingers and even picked up the pen with my teeth, but Lita stopped me, taking it from my mouth and saying I’d be able to talk again soon enough. There was no need to rush it; I should just focus on resting and getting better

      I should’ve known then that she didn’t want to hear what I had to say because she already knew what I was going to ask. But I cluelessly remained ignorant.

      Defeated, I felt so completely alone, even though more family was paying attention to me than ever before. I couldn’t tell anyone that what I needed most was Zac.

      The window became my best friend; I glanced out it at least once every five to ten minutes. But he never came walking up the road to visit.

      Parts of me warred with each other. One side thought something must’ve happened to him while I was away, while the other part asked: didn’t he even care that I’d made it home or that I’d just gone through hell? Didn’t he know how badly I needed to be wrapped in his arms right now?

      A little before lunchtime, Lita informed me that we were scheduled to go down to the courthouse and answer some questions about my kidnapping. I wasn’t sure how we were going to accomplish that—since she didn’t want me writing with my teeth—but I went with her anyway, excited about the prospect of going into town. Maybe I could sneak off to Zac’s house when no one was paying attention.

      Except I immediately felt guilty about that idea because I didn’t want to worry my family again with any more abrupt disappearances.

      Lita went into the interrogation room with me, but in my opinion, it proved to be worthless. They didn’t try any of the communication techniques that Mr. Fletcher had thought up. There wasn’t even any paper or writing implements that I could’ve tried to grab and write with. Plus, I couldn’t ask for any.

      All they did was ask yes-or-no questions, which I began to block out and ignore after a while. I felt confined inside my own head, and I started to cry because I hated it so much.

      “That’s it,” Lita decided, gathering her purse and standing up. “She’s had enough for today. We’re going now.”

      “Of course,” the sheriff agreed readily, patting my arm in a soothing, fatherly gesture as he stood when I did. “We weren’t getting anything new from her anyway.” Then to me, he smiled painfully. “You just focus on getting better again, you hear?”

      I nodded my thanks, and Lita escorted me from the courthouse grumbling about the whole affair under her breath as she went. She started for the car, but my gaze strayed down the street. When she realized I wasn’t following her, she glanced back and sighed impatiently. “Nieta! Let’s go.”

      But I shook my head.

      She scowled harder. “What do you mean, no?”

      I motioned up the street, and then I just took off before she could stop me.

      “Mariana!” she called in shock. “What’re you…? Get back here, young lady. We’re going home.”

      Yes, I was going home. I was going to find Zac; he was my home. I knew that now more than ever; I wouldn’t feel right again until I was with him.

      I kept marching, and my grandmother finally sighed out her acceptance and said, “Okay, fine. We’ll go where you want to go for now. But then we’re going home. Okay?”

      With a grateful smile, I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. She moodily mumbled something, then heaved out a breath and patted my arm. “I’m just so glad to have you back.”

      The two of us made it to the main strip of town a few minutes later. As we neared Ginger’s, however, the townspeople started to take notice.

      Within minutes, about every person in the diner flooded from the entrance. They gathered around to see how I was doing and tell me how glad they were that I was home.

      More people flooded the scene; it felt as if the entire county had shown up to get a look, most of them cooing sympathetically over my facial injuries and wrapped hands.

      I got a little misty-eyed over their support, especially when Naomi pulled me in for a big hug, saying, “There, there, now. Don’t you cry. You’re home. You’re safe. And soon enough, your hands will recover, and you’ll be back here working again before you know it.”

      Work.

      Yes. Returning to work actually sounded like heaven right about then.

      Everything felt so strange and surreal this way. It definitely didn’t feel as if I’d missed nearly a week at the diner already. Or that I’d been kidnapped. By Lula!

      Hugging Naomi back, I cried a little more and smiled weepily at everyone else who lined up to welcome me home.

      About twenty minutes later, however, I’d had enough. The crowd had thinned, so I took off again, abandoning the people who were still hanging around, though I’m sure most were just curious gawkers who only wanted in on a little gossip.

      “Nieta,” Lita called after me and then hurried to catch up. “You can’t just take off like that. Where are you going, anyway?”

      I was going to Zac’s house, so I pointed in that direction as I kept walking. “That tells me nothing,” she growled, only to mutter under her breath, “¡Me frustras!”

      Well, she was frustrating me, so I didn’t much care if I was frustrating her back.

      When I passed Everett Realty, I glanced inside thinking I’d use Zac’s mamá as a last resort to find him if I had to, but the lights were off, and the sign on the door read Closed.

      “He went off to Omaha to find some fancy lawyer to help that heathen girl of his get free again,” Lita answered the unspoken question on my face. “But I hope she rots in hell.”

      Wow, that was right. Lula had been shipped off to some mental institution, hadn’t she? I shuddered, hoping she stayed there for a while. I wasn’t ready to face her again. I kind of doubted I ever would be.

      But I didn’t care about Lula or her father at the moment, so I kept walking.

      “Well, where are we going now?” Lita wondered aloud.

      I ignored her and glanced in the direction of Harvey’s, wondering if maybe he had rehired Zac since I’d been gone. But whoever was standing in front of the opened hood of a car was in no way shaped like either Zac or Harvey.

      It was possible that Zac was at the strawberry patch, working with Felipe, in which case I’d go back to sitting on that bench in front of the grain elevator until the work crew returned. But first, I wanted to check his house.

      I veered off the main drag and started down a side street. “Mariana,” my grandmother warned in a severe voice. “It’s hot. We should be getting back now.”

      But I kept walking.

      Another block later, after his house came into view, I picked up my pace, but Lita gripped my arm hard. “No,” she barked.

      I glanced at her in surprise, then frowned and shook my head before yanking my arm free and hurrying around her to nearly jog toward his house.

      “I said no!” Lita scolded sternly, popping in front of me so suddenly that I had to skid to a halt to keep from plowing her over.

      She took my arm again and tried to steer me back around to head away from his house, but I stomped on her foot, causing her to cry out and instinctively jerk her grip off me.

      Then, I started sprinting toward his front door.

      “Nieta!” she shrieked. “No!” When I continued to ignore her, she finally yelled, “He’s not there.”

      I jarred to a halt and spun around to gape questioningly.

      Shaking her head, she repeated, “He’s not there. So can we go back home now?”

      With a flash of clarity, I finally realized that she’d known the whole time where I’d been going. She’d known I wanted him from the moment she’d come to pick me up in Wichita. And she’d purposely been avoiding his name—or more aptly his entire existence this whole time. That had to be why no one in my family had mentioned him since I’d gotten home. If she’d told everyone to stay silent, they wouldn’t have dared to break her rule.

      Shaking my head slowly at first, to let her know I didn’t believe her, I started to shake it more aggressively to tell her that she’d just lost a lot of trust from me. Then, I spun away and raced off.

      Before I could reach the steps to his house, however, the door started to open.

      I lurched back with a surprised gasp when Grace Topper stepped out.

      As soon as she spotted me, she jerked upright and breathed out a surprised, “Oh!” Then, she glanced past me toward my grandmother who was probably hurrying to catch up and returned her gaze to me, where she just stared for a moment.

      Since I couldn’t say anything, I stood there impatiently, hoping she’d catch on soon enough that I was looking for her son.

      Clearing her throat as if uncomfortable, she glanced briefly at Lita again, then said, “It’s, uh, it’s Mariana, right?”

      I nodded impatiently. Because duh!

      But all she did was pull the door shut behind her and readjust her purse strap on her shoulder to let me know she was on her way somewhere.

      “Well, I…I…I’m real sorry to hear what happened to you, dear. That must’ve been as frightening as all get-out.”

      A quick shudder ran through me when I thought back to all the fears that had raced through me when I’d woken up bound and kidnapped in the back of that truck. I’d been so sure Lula was going to kill me or sell me off to someone very unpleasant that would make me wish I was dead. And I never particularly wanted to think about that kind of fear again.

      None of Grace’s commiserations told me where Zac was, though.

      And when I returned my gaze beseechingly to her, she only cleared her throat again, looking almost guilty now. “I knew,” she finally confessed.

      I pulled back, not expecting to hear that!

      But she’d known?

      She’d known Lula had taken me, and she hadn’t said anything?

      I started to shake my head, not understanding when she went on.

      “I knew she had…problems. Mental issues, you know. But I kept it a secret all these years. For Jude. He just…” Sniffling miserably, she wiped at her eyes and sent me an apologetic grimace. “He felt so bad about it, said it was all his fault because she’d gotten those genetics from him. And after what Patience did, he just… Well, usually they were able to keep Lula’s condition under control with medicine. But after Jude and his wife split, no one paid enough attention to realize she’d stopped taking her prescription and…”

      Heaving out a heavy breath, she looked pathetic as she met my gaze. “Maybe if I’d just convinced him to make her mental struggles public knowledge, or… I don’t know. But if everyone had been aware that she needed more help, then maybe they all could have been on the lookout and more cautious around her. I just… I’m so very sorry for the role I played with my silence. If I’d known you would get hurt from it, I wouldn’t have… I don’t know. I just feel awful.”

      When I reached out slowly, she sent me a look of hope and locked on to my gaze desperately, even as her eyes filled with tears. “I’m so sorry, child,” she rasped before hugging me completely.

      I patted her back and stroked her hair with my wrapped hands, and her hug tightened around me briefly before she pulled away, saying, “Thank you.” Gently drifting her fingers over the bruise on my temple, she added, “I just hope my son’s as forgiving as you are. I was on my way to visit him now and confess what I knew about Lula.”

      At the mention of Zac, my eyes lit up and I straightened with interest.

      Grace had no idea that I was trying to ask her where he was, though, so she merely dropped her hand and patted my arm before trying to step around me. “So, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to head over there and see if he can get past this. He’s so fond of you that I’m not really sure how he’ll react.”

      I leaped in front of her to physically stop her from taking another step toward her car.

      “Whoa!” She pulled to a sharp stop. “Uh…” With an uneasy laugh, she glanced toward Lita and then back to me. “I, um, I don’t… I don’t know what you’re trying to say.”

      She turned her attention to Lita, silently asking for a translation. But all my grandmother said was, “Mariana! Let’s go. Now!”

      “Naah…” I shook my head, letting Lita know she no longer had a say in my life. Then I gripped Grace’s arm the best that I could without the use of my fingers. “Zaaa…?” I tried to ask.

      She blinked at me in shock, then said, “Zac?” With a quick look toward Lita, she swerved her attention right back to me. “Are you asking about Zac?”

      I nodded enthusiastically, and Grace sighed. “Well, he’s… He’s seen better days, honestly.”

      Better days? Wha…? What had happened to him? Was he hurt? In the hospital? Why the hell wasn’t he well?

      Oh God. Had Lula gone after him too?

      Reading the confusion on my face, his mother wrinkled her face in concern. “I mean, you do know where he is. Right?”

      I shook my head to tell her I knew nothing, and her lips parted in surprise. She glanced toward Lita, who was now scowling at both of us, then she returned her attention to me. “Oh, sweetie,” she murmured, taking my arm. “He’s been in jail pretty much the entire time you’ve been gone.”
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      The amount of bewilderment I felt from hearing Grace’s announcement must’ve been so clearly written on my face that she tightened her grip on my elbow. “I’m so sorry no one told you.”

      So was I.

      I bobbed my head, feeling as if I’d been hit in the chest with an anvil.

      Turning toward Lita, I let her see all the betrayal I felt with my accusatory expression. But why hadn’t she just told me? We’d even been at the courthouse—directly on top of the jail—and she’d said nothing.

      She merely folded her arms over her chest, resolute. “I don’t want you around that bellaco anymore. He’s bad news.”

      “Bad news?!” Grace exclaimed in outrage. “How can you say that after the way he orchestrated the entire search party for Mari, and then noticed Lula with the knife? Your granddaughter would still be missing right now if it weren’t for my son.”

      My eyebrows popped up into my hairline over that piece of information as I swerved back to Lita, waiting for an explanation to that.

      She rolled her eyes. “And from the way that crazy girl talked, mi nieta wouldn’t have been taken in the first place if it wasn’t for your son.”

      Grace snorted. “Zac had no involvement in Lula’s psychotic break. He’s just as much a victim in all this as…as Mariana here.”

      “He attracts trouble, pure and simple,” Lita argued. “And I don’t want that anywhere near my nieta. Who knows how much of his bad luck could hurt her the next time.”

      With a moody huff, Grace turned to me, ignoring my grandmother.

      “First, they thought he’d been the one behind your disappearance,” she explained, which made me shake my head in horror. “So they dragged him in for questioning and kept him there for a few days,” she went on. “And when they couldn’t hold him on any more reasonable doubt, he was let go, and in the few hours he was free, he organized a search party for you.”

      I set a hand against my chest, unable to imagine Zac of all people willing to talk to anyone from Peril long enough to organize anything with them, much less a search party.

      Reading my expression, Grace let out a little laugh. “I know. It shocked everyone else too. But then he spotted Lula with a knife that he said belonged to you and—I don’t know. It all happened so fast from there. But when he threatened her to get her to talk—yep... He landed back in jail, where he’s been ever since.”

      I turned to send Lita an accusing glance, wondering how she’d been able to keep Zac out of so much of the story she’d told me on the way home.

      Lita looked put out and moody over my glower but not very apologetic. I spun back to Grace and motioned my arm toward her car, then tried to pull her that way.

      She laughed briefly. “I take that to mean you’d like to go with me to visit him.”

      When I nodded happily, she fumbled. “Uh, well... It’s fine with me if…”

      She cast another glance toward Lita, to which my grandmother growled, “She’s not allowed anywhere near your boy.”

      I lifted my hand to block her from my peripheral vision and kept steady eye contact with Zac’s mamá as I motioned toward her car once more.

      She smiled back softly. “I see why he likes you so much.” She inclined her head in consent. “Alright, dear. You can come with me.”

      “Mariana,” Lita called after me, almost sounding sorry and pathetic.

      I glanced over and let out a sigh of impatience because I loved her, no matter how wrong she’d been for deceiving me the way she had. Hurrying toward her, I opened my arms, and she sobbed out her relief before hugging me back.

      “Thank goodness, you decided to see reason.” When she pulled away and cupped my face in her hands to smile at me, I smiled back through fresh tears before shaking my head at her. Then I cupped her face with my gauzy hands and kissed her forehead before taking a measured step back, separating myself from her.

      Her expression filled with shock. “Mari…?” she started, but I turned away and slid into the passenger seat of Grace’s car when she opened the door for me.

      My home was with Zac now.

      Grace hurried around and climbed behind the wheel next to me before starting the engine.

      “I found a lawyer in North Platte willing to come and defend Zac’s case,” she explained as she backed the car from the driveway. “She should be over before the end of the week.”

      I nodded, glad to hear that at least, though I wasn’t happy about him being behind bars in the first place. And because of me, too. That was just plain ridiculous.

      “Want to know when I realized just how important you were to him?” his mother murmured as we started up the street.

      When I glanced over at her, she nodded, more to herself than to me. “It was the night you went missing. After years and years of him begging me to leave Peril with him, I finally decided that wasn’t such a bad idea. Except when he got home that night, and I told him to start helping me pack, he told me he wouldn’t be coming along.” She sent me a small smile before adding, “Not unless you came too.”

      I swallowed and brought my hands up to my chest when it started to ache from missing him.

      “It shocked the socks straight off me,” Grace went on. “Nothing had ever made him want to stay here before. And that’s when I knew… You weren’t just some idle distraction for him, and my boy was no longer a boy.”

      I sniffed and wiped at my eyes with my forearm, more than ready to see him.

      When she parked in front of the courthouse, next to Lita’s car, I cringed, feeling a moment of guilt for making my grandmother walk all the way back through town before she could return to her vehicle, but then I leaped from my seat as soon as Grace opened the door for me, and I raced up the front walk.

      Zac was here, inside this very building.

      Grace caught up with me at the door and pulled it open for me. Once I stepped inside, however, I realized I had no idea where to go, so I let Zac’s mamá take the lead, and she marched forward and around different corners before we found the sheriff’s office.

      When he saw the two of us knocking on his open door, he did a double take, then surged to his feet.

      “Grace! Miss Ruiz? This is…well, this is quite a surprise.” Glancing at me, he asked, “Did you think of some way to tell us more since our meeting earlier?”

      “Meeting?” Grace repeated in surprise, her eyebrows lifting before she pointed between the two of us. “You mean to tell me that you’ve already seen her since she got back, and it never once occurred to you to let her know where Zac was?”

      The sheriff pulled back in surprise. “Well now…” He glanced at me questioningly before returning his attention to Grace. “I guess I just assumed she already knew.”

      “Well, she didn’t,” Grace told him bluntly. “And now she’d like to see him. We both would like to see him, if you’d please.”

      “Uh…” The man seemed momentarily discombobulated before he checked his wrist and said, “Sure… I guess. I mean, you’re well within visiting hours. I can take you down now, if you’d like.”

      “Yes, we would. Thank you,” Grace told him astutely.

      The sheriff led us to an elevator, where he took a key card from his belt and shoved it in a slot in the wall before pushing a button for the basement. After the doors shut and we creaked down to a lower level, the doors reopened into a dark, dingy, dungeon-looking place where one older woman was manning the book-in station.

      “Gladys,” the sheriff told her shortly. “Topper has a couple of visitors. Can you take these two ladies back to see him?”

      “Well, lookie who’s back from the dead,” the woman who must be Gladys greeted with a big smile as she stood from her stool and came around her counter to greet us. “Top’s gonna be real surprised to see you, I’m sure. He begs for news every time I go back there.”

      “So no one’s told him she was found?” Grace asked in surprise.

      Gladys only shrugged. “Wasn’t my place.”

      “Oh, geez,” Grace muttered. “You people, I swear.”

      Gladys didn’t seem to care what Zac’s mamá thought, though. She walked on ahead of us, whistling merrily to herself.

      Grace and I shared an incredulous glance, and if I were a cartoon character, she would’ve seen smoke rising from my ears. I just couldn’t believe no one had told him that I was alive and okay.

      My poor, poor Zac.

      I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when he saw me.

      In front of us, Gladys led the way to him, pausing at doors that needed to be unlocked until finally, we entered a room that had three metal-lined cages in it.

      “Yo, Top,” she called, moving to the only one that was occupied.

      I had to step inside after her and squint toward the far left and then into the darkened corner before I could make out the pitiful excuse for a cot with a figure lying on it with his back to us.

      “I told you,” he grumbled half-heartedly from a rusted voice. “I don’t want lunch.”

      “Well, good. Because I didn’t bring any,” Gladys shot back. “But I do have a couple of visitors here for you. You want those?”

      “What?”

      He sat up and turned toward us, only to gasp with a jaw that dropped nearly to the floor.

      “Mari?” he rasped, twisting himself into such a pretzel in his rush to hurry from the bed that he tripped and sprawled face-first onto the floor before popping up and standing with wide eyes locked on me.

      “What’re you…? Oh my God. You’re here.” Then he paused, unsure of himself. “Are you really here?”

      Tears filled my eyes as I nodded and hurried toward the bars so I could poke my arms through them and wave him forward.

      “You’re…” He zipped toward me, reaching back, only to slow to a stop when he saw my bandaged hands. “Jesus. Are you okay? What did she…?”

      He cradled my gauzed hands gently as he looked them over, then he lifted his attention to my face. “Fuck, I can’t believe you’re here. I mean, I’m not just imagining this, am I?”

      I shook my head, laughing and crying at the same time. Then, I waved my arms, encouraging him to bring the rest of himself in for a hug.

      He continued to stare blankly at me for a moment—his eyes sunken and red as if he hadn’t slept in decades—then his face went tomato bright before he burst into tears. “God… Mari…” he sobbed and rushed into me, curling his arms through the bars so he could hug me back. “Are you okay?”

      When I nodded, he heaved out a pained sound. “I don’t see how. Your face is all black and blue. Your hands—your only way of talking—are out of commission for God knows how long. And you were just kidnapped by a freaking maniac. I don’t see how you could ever be okay again.”

      I shook my head to reassure him that I was fine now—I was in his arms, so I knew everything was going to be better now because I was finally home again—only to get distracted by how truly thick and long his beard had gotten.

      I patted it with my gauze balls, intrigued.

      Zac chuckled lightly through his tears and ran a hand over the beard too. “Yeah,” he admitted huskily. “I need another haircut, huh? But on my face this time.”

      I shook my head immediately, and he lifted his brows in question before saying, “What? You like this?”

      When I nodded, he let out another watery laugh, only to lean his face against the bars and exhale before closing his eyes. “Then I’ll never shave again.”

      I leaned my face in too, and our brows were barely able to touch.

      “She got back yesterday,” Grace spoke up as we continued to hug.

      Zac glanced over to furrow his brow in question at his mother.

      “But she couldn’t ask about you, and no one told her where you were. She didn’t learn until just a few minutes ago, when she defied her grandmother and came to the house, looking for you. Then, she immediately demanded to come see you with very insistent arm motions. Her grandmother was against the idea, but… You’ve got a stubborn girl here, Zacchaeus.”

      Tearing his gaze from his mom, he looked into my eyes and swore, “She’s perfect in every way,” only for his expression to fall as he added, “But your family’s right to hate me and blame me for this. It was my fault. I just left you down there in the dark, alone. I left you, and she got you. And it’s all my fault.”

      Shaking my head, I reached for him, but he pulled back and hugged himself.

      “I’m sorry, Mari. I’m so sorry. I never, ever, meant for you to get hurt.”

      I shook my head harder to disagree with his apology—because there was nothing to apologize for—but he nodded right back.

      “Yes. She never would’ve gone after you in the first place if it weren’t for me. She hurt you because of me. No matter how you look at it, it’s my fault. You even tried to warn me about her, and I didn’t listen. God… I thought you were dead. I thought you were gone forever, and it was all my—”

      I pressed gauze against his lips to muffle him.

      But he only looked at me over my bandaged hands and started crying harder. “Christ, Mari. I love you so much,” he admitted as he gently took my wrist and freed his mouth so he could keep talking. “And I’m so glad you made it back. You have no idea. I was sick with worry for you. But…” Shaking his head sadly, he rasped, “I think you need to turn around and go. Leave and never look back. You need to get as far away from me as you can.”

      “Zac,” his mother scolded softly. “Don’t say that to her.”

      “Why not?” he demanded. “I’m bad luck, and I bring it down on everyone close to me. I mean, look at you. Your life has been shit ever since I came into it.”

      His mother shook her head insistently. “No. That’s not why—”

      But he didn’t want to listen. “I got her hurt,” he cut in harshly. “I got her kidnapped. She was taken away from her family because of me. And I…” Spreading his arms wide, he took a step back and let out a bitter, self-degrading laugh. “All I know how to do is get myself arrested.” His gaze sought mine beseechingly. “You don’t deserve that in your life. You should have only the best of everything, and that is not me.”

      I stamped my foot, growing impatient. But he seemed so stubborn and unmovable about this.

      Fear skated up my spine, worrying me into thinking I just might lose him after all.

      When I whimpered, he stepped forward and reached up to barely dust the bruise on my face with the tips of his fingers before he lovingly whispered, “What do I have to say to get you to listen to me?”

      Say? Looking into his eyes, I realized there was nothing he could say to change my mind. I had to be the one to say it to change his.

      “Zaa…” I started slowly, wincing over how awful my voice sounded. “Ah…” I started, already slaughtering such a short, one-letter word. But I kept going anyway. “Luff…ye.”

      A thick tear raced down his cheek. “I love you, too,” he started. “But this is bigger than that. This is about keeping you happy and safe and out of harm’s way.”

      Pfft. If he really wanted to keep me happy, then he better pull his head from his butt and listen to me now.

      “You…prom…praw…permissed,” I told him, surprised by how well I was doing this. When my life had depended on it in Dodge City, I hadn’t even talked this well.

      But the idiot didn’t appreciate my miraculous abilities like he should. He only shook his head, not understanding. “I promised what?”

      “Keep me…in…any…way.”

      “Fuck,” he breathed before his face went red, and his eyes filled with more tears. “I did promise to keep you anyway, didn’t I? No matter how much I didn’t deserve you.”

      I nodded my head.

      And he shook his. “But I got you hurt.”

      I sighed, frustrated.

      “You were right in that poem you wrote,” he insisted. “This place is going to ruin us. So it really doesn’t matter. Even if we do try to stay together, Peril is going to do everything in its power to keep us apart. We don’t stand a chance here.”

      “Then…” I started in again, breathing out and trying to relax my mouth between each word because I had only one or two viable syllables left in me before my brain overloaded. “We…go.”

      “Go?” Eyebrows lifting, he straightened before glancing at his mother to see if she’d heard the same thing he had. Then he looked back at me. “You want to go?” he asked. “As in…leave town?”

      “That’s what it sounded like she said to me,” his mother chimed in.

      He glanced at her briefly, then turned back to me.

      When I nodded, he leaned closer. “You want to leave Peril…with me? Just…start over fresh. Somewhere else?”

      I nodded again, and he let out a hoarse sob as if he were too afraid to hope that this was real. “Are you sure? Your entire family is here.”

      My brain was too tired to try to form any more words, so I merely placed my bandaged hand over his heart, and thankfully Grace translated this one for me.

      “Not her entire family,” she said softly. “You’d still be with her.”

      His face filled with emotion as I nodded to confirm what she’d said.

      Besides, it wasn’t like I was going to cut my relatives out of my life completely. I was sure I’d come back and visit…after I forgave them for being liars who tried to keep me away from the love of my life.

      Most children moved out and away from home when they reached a certain age, anyway. I guess my age was now.

      “So…” Zac must’ve been having trouble understanding the concept because he had to reword it about a dozen different ways. “When I get out of jail, you just want to go away with me?”

      I smiled and grabbed his face with gauze through the bars before pulling him in for a kiss. “Yesh,” I told him against his mouth. “Yes!”

      When he kissed me back, I knew I’d won. And everything was going to be okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          ZAC

        

      

    

    
      There I was, trying to take a nice, quiet nap on the beach, under a nice, warm sun, stretched out on my nice, fluffy towel, shirtless and only wearing a pair of board shorts, when a shadow moved over my closed eyelids, stirring me from my half slumber.

      I would’ve passed it off for mere cloud coverage if I hadn’t heard the soft pitter-patter of footsteps in the sand nearby followed by a muffled giggle and then a whispered, “Shh…” But realizing who the culprits were, and that they most likely planned to attack, I pretended to sleep on until I heard one of them hiss, “Now!”

      And that’s when I sprang upright, roaring in intimidation and sweeping out my bare arms to catch the two little rug rats who’d dropped the buckets of ocean water that they’d been about to dump on me, as they screamed in surprise and tried to scamper away.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” I asked, hooking my hands around their waists and tugging them back to me until both girls piled onto my lap in a tangle of flailing arms and legs.

      “Daddy!” they screeched, trying to escape as I held them prisoner and tickled them into submission, screaming and giggling out their pleas for me to stop.

      “Think you could pull one over on me, did you? Well, think again, ladies. No one bests the dad.”

      “Stop, stop,” Sophie begged. “Come on, Dad, please. I’m going to pee my pants.”

      “Me too,” her little sister piped in, and I finally had mercy, letting them both go. Except neither girl scrambled off me, seeking freedom.

      Instead, they glanced at each other before silently agreeing to gang back up against me once more, and they attacked, trying to tickle me. It didn’t work so well; I had them right back under my control and loving every minute of our game.

      When our tickling session turned into hug time and the three of us were simply lying in a heap together, our arms wound around one another, as we panted to get our breaths back, I kissed both of their brows and finally asked, “Did you catch any crabs with Grandma?”

      They’d left with my mom over an hour before, declaring they were going to bring in enough for supper, but I’d had my doubts.

      Until Ana sat up grinning and showing off the gap where she’d just lost her first tooth. “We got two buckets full,” she announced proudly.

      My eyebrows shot sky high. “What? No way.”

      “Yes way,” Sophie countered. “Grandma said she’d never caught that many before in her whole life. She called us her good luck pennies.”

      “Well, I guess you are,” I agreed, sitting up to squint around the beach until I spotted my mother not much further down shore, already setting up a pot on her grill to cook supper. Grace waved when she saw me, and I waved back.

      When I realized that the towel next to mine was empty, I frowned. “And where’s your mother?”

      Both girls shrugged, but then Sophie pointed to a single surfboard sticking up in the sand behind us. “Well, her board’s gone,” she noticed. “So she’s probably out surfing.”

      “Without me?” I asked, turning toward the water in surprise.

      Ever since we’d moved to North Carolina about two months after I’d gotten released from jail back in Nebraska all those years ago, Mari has been infinitely fascinated by watching the surfers at the beach.

      So I’d paid for surfing lessons for both of us with the first check I’d gotten from my job as a service technician, installing and repairing garage doors, and she’d taken to the water like a fish. She’d even won a couple of local surfing competitions over the years.

      But I still held my breath every time she went out, feeling momentarily like that lost kid back in the jail cell in Peril, wondering if I was ever going to see her again. And then she’d pop up from the frothy waters, waving big in excitement, and I’d just thank my lucky stars that I still had her.

      “There she is,” Ana said, pointing. “And ooh, she’s about to catch a big one.”

      I glanced over to spot the wave coming in, only to see my wife in a white bikini, preparing to mount her board as a monster wall of water rushed up behind her. Then she was up on both feet, steadying herself with her arms, and the wave carried her forward before enveloping her completely, only for her to appear out the side, riding right through it beautifully.

      Sophie and Ana whooped through a cheer and went racing toward the edge of the water to meet her, but I hung back, needing a moment to stand there and stare in awe, still unable to quite believe that this was my world.

      After two kids and ten years of marriage, Mari remained the best thing that ever happened to me. She could capture my breath with a single glance and owned me completely. I’d never stop loving her or the life we’d built together.

      Shaking my head past the overwhelming gush of emotion, I finally jogged forward to meet up with the rest of my family.

      “Did you see?” Mari was asking the girls in ASL as soon as she reached the beach and set her board in the sand.

      “We saw the whole thing,” Sophie and Ana gushed.

      “It was so awesome, Mom.”

      “You’ve got to do that again tomorrow when Lita, and Uncle Felipe, and everyone gets here to visit.”

      “They’re going to be so thunderstruck by how good you are.”

      Both girls were signing back to her as they spoke aloud. It made me reach out and affectionately ruffle Ana’s hair.

      Mari glanced up at me and lifted her brows expectantly.

      “Amazing,” I silently signed the word as I gazed at her with a proud smile. Because everything about her was amazing.

      We’d had our ups and downs, sure. We’d survived through a cancer scare for me and then through her being harassed at her former work before she found a job cooking at a restaurant that she enjoyed. Then, we’d suffered through a miscarriage after the girls were born. I had also started my own business, installing garage doors, and she eventually left the restaurant to take over managing the account books for me. But no matter what we went through, we always bungled onward to the other end, coming out stronger and closer than ever. And I wouldn’t change anything in the world for the life I had.

      I wouldn’t even give up those years in Peril, because without them, I wouldn’t have found this.

      We actually went back and visited every other year or so to see the Ruiz clan which had tripled in the last decade, and we’d taken the girls to see the river at sunset a few times. They weren’t very impressed since they’d grown up with a sunset off the ocean, but it was still special to Mari and me.

      The town itself had also changed in our absence. Harvey had passed on, and they’d bulldozed his garage. Ginger had retired, so Naomi had taken over the diner. The Strawberry Patch had gone out of business for their illegal practices, and Everett Realty had turned into a donut shop. From what Felipe had told us, Jude had sold the place not long after my mother had left him without an assistant, and then he’d left town for good, too.

      No one knew what had ever become of Lula—if she was still in a mental institution or if she’d straightened out and was free now—but none of that mattered here in our world, where the waves were always ready for an eager surfer and Mari’s smile was as bright and beautiful as it had been the day she’d first aimed it at me. What mattered was this. And us.

      “I love you,” I signed and grabbed her around the waist before she could fully sign it back. I pulled her up against me and kissed her full on the mouth, thanking her for our wonderful family.

      I knew for certain I never would’ve found such peace and contentment if it weren’t for that fifteen-year-old girl who’d written a goodbye letter to her dead grandfather all those years ago.

      And I was grateful.

      

      
        
        The End
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