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    To every young heart learning to love bravely,
and to those who wait with hope, patience, and open eyes.
This story is for the dreamers who chase sunsets,
the ones who cherish small moments,
and the readers who believe that love, when nurtured with care,
is always worth the wait.
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Chapter 1 — The Overlook Tradition


[image: ]


The first thing Siena Reyes learned about Mesa del Sol was that people here told time by color. In the city she’d left behind, clocks barked at you from bus stops and billboards; everyone marched to red lights and corporate calendars. In this small high-desert town, the countdown came with cowbells and paper fans painted with pink clouds, and it meant one thing: get yourself up the switchback to Sol Overlook before the sun slipped behind Coyote Mesa.

“Your aunt wasn’t kidding,” Siena muttered, squinting up the paved trail as it zigzagged through juniper and yucca. She balanced a crate of instant camera film and a tin cash box against her hip. The August air smelled like warm dust and something sharp, like sunbaked sage. The sky had begun its daily transformation—harsh white turning honey, shadows stretching, everything softening at the edges as if the world were exhaling.

From the crest came the cheerful clang of those cowbells and someone calling, “Thirty minutes to Sunset Countdown! Thirty minutes!” followed by a chorus of whoops.

Siena tucked her hair—dark, wavy, usually messy—under a baseball cap with her aunt’s cursive logo: Flashback Foto. The mobile photo booth was a retro camper painted a cheerful coral, and tonight would be Siena’s first real shift helping run it at the overlook. Aunt Celia had joked that tourists would pay good money to hold a plastic saguaro and look wistful at the horizon. “You’ve got an eye,” Celia had said, sliding a cup of iced coffee toward her niece that morning. “You always have. Come see what the light does out here. It’ll teach you patience—and it pays better than babysitting.”

Patience wasn’t exactly Siena’s virtue; action was. Back at her old school, she’d been the one who said yes to the project before reading the rubric, who cut bangs at two a.m. with craft scissors because why not, who snapped photos on instinct and trusted her gut. This move to Mesa del Sol had been anything but instinct—it had been necessity. Aunt Celia needed help with the booth during her busiest summer, and Siena’s mom’s new schedule at the hospital meant long nights and early mornings. Split custody. New routines. “Just for a while,” they’d said. Siena had nodded as if time could be folded in a sock drawer and saved for later.

“Twenty-eight minutes!” came the shout from above. She should hurry.

Siena hit the last bend and stepped onto Sol Overlook—an open, flat ledge fenced with low stone where the world tilted west. The town had turned out like they did every clear evening: families in faded lawn chairs, hikers with dust on their socks, teenagers sharing earbuds and secrets, older couples leaning shoulder to shoulder. Down on the valley floor, Mesa Lake flashed like a coin. Beyond, Coyote Mesa rose dark and calm, the day’s heat shimmering like a veil around its edges.

Aunt Celia was already there, just where she’d said she’d be, parked snug against the curb with the camper’s side awning unfurled. Strings of battery-powered marigold lights glowed even in the growing brightness. A chalkboard sign read: “Polaroids & Postcards — Tonight’s Special: Sunset Strangers (two shots, one sky) $8.”

“You’re a lifesaver!” Celia crowed when she saw Siena. “Put the film inside; the heat out here is rude.” Her earrings—silver thunderbirds—flashed when she moved. “And smile like we’re the most charming thing since sliced piñon bread.”

Siena ducked into the tiny, blessedly cool interior. The booth smelled like peppermint and dusted sugar from the bag of cinnamon churros Celia kept for bribing fussy toddlers and grumpy teens. She stocked the film, straightened the basket of ridiculous props (plastic saguaro, cardboard sunbeams on sticks, a felt coyote with googly eyes), and clipped a fresh roll of ticket paper into the receipt printer. When she stepped back out, the edge of the overlooking crowd had thickened, maybe a hundred people now, their chatter a gentle tide.

“Limeade?” a voice asked, close enough to make her start.

She pivoted—and collided full-on with an orange cooler. Cold condensation smeared her forearm; the cash box slammed into the cooler with a clang that made a few heads turn. A cup of clear, pale-green liquid sloshed over the rim and down the front of a gray volunteer T-shirt that read MESA DEL SOL PARKS in block letters.

“Oh—!” Siena blurted. The boy holding the cup did a little dance backward to save his shoes. The dance failed. His sneakers took the hit.

“Nice,” he said, but there was a half smile hiding in the word. He set the dripping cup on top of the cooler and looked up.

He was scruff-cute in a sunburnt way, with hazel eyes that tilted toward green and hair that couldn’t decide between brown and black, curling at his ears from sweat. He had the rangy build of someone who hiked for fun and moved heavy things without complaining. A lanyard with his name—THEO—hung from his neck on a webbing strap. He wore a straw hat pushed back on his head, and somehow, even sticky with limeade, he seemed to belong exactly here.

“I am so sorry,” Siena said, grabbing napkins from the stack on Aunt Celia’s counter and thrusting them at him. “I should’ve watched where I—”

“—were going,” he finished, dabbing his shirt without much concern. “It’s okay. I heard the siren song of photo booth efficiency and wandered too close.”

“Siren song?” She snorted. “More like frantic flailing.”

“Same difference.” He wrung out a napkin, grinning now. “Theo Marquez. Park volunteer. Limeade pusher. Amateur sunset evangelist. And human mop, apparently.”

“Siena,” she said, a little breathless from the surprise. “Siena Reyes. Flashback Foto intern.” She gestured at Celia, who was taking a customer’s payment with the theatrical flourish of a ringmaster. “Aunt Celia’s the magician. I’m...string lights and receipts and not-ruining-things.”

“Good to meet you, Not-Ruining-Things.” He picked up the sacrificed cup, handed her a fresh one, and dragged his cooler a respectful foot away from the booth. “Want one? It’s my aunt’s recipe. Lots of ice. Lots of lime. Some secret ingredient that’s probably just love or extra sugar.”

Siena eyed the cup warily. “Is the secret ingredient ‘sticky-shirt revenge’?”

“Only for repeat offenders.” He leaned a hip against the cooler. “You new in town, right? I haven’t seen you at the countdowns.”

“Today’s my first,” she said, and the words came out with a little weight she hadn’t intended. First of how many? First of some? She took a cautious sip—the limeade was cold enough to make her teeth ache, bright and tart and exactly what her dry mouth needed. “Okay, that’s illegal. You should have to share the recipe with the county or something.”

“I’ll pass along your petition,” Theo said. “You take all the Polaroids around here?”

“Polaroids, postcards, sometimes pet portraits if the dog sits still for thirty seconds.” She hesitated. It felt weird to say this out loud to a stranger, but something about his voice—genial, maybe a little earnest—made the truth easy. “I like catching people before they know the camera’s there. Moments, not poses.”

Theo nodded as if this were sacred. “I’m a timing person.”

“A what?”

“A timing person,” he repeated. “I like knowing exactly when to expect the thing, and then hitting it perfectly. Peak color? The very second the sun touches the mesa and explodes? That’s the shot. That’s the clap. That’s the goosebumps.”

Siena tipped her head. “But if you’re busy waiting for the exact second, you miss the seconds around it.”

“You can take more than one picture,” he said, which made her laugh.

“You know what I mean.” She gestured at the view, where the sky had faded from blue to something warmer, the first faint blush of rose gathering near the horizon. A hawk rode a lazy current off to the right. “Everything looks good when it’s perfectly lit. I like the off angles, the almosts and oopses.”

Theo considered that, and in the silence someone behind them shouted, “Fifteen minutes to Sunset Countdown!”

“Besides,” Siena added, “what if you wait for that perfect instant and a cloud slides over the sun like it’s trolling you? Or a kid climbs the fence and flings a glow stick into your frame? Or your camera jams?”

“Then you were prepared,” Theo said, smiling like a challenge. “And you have a backup camera. And a friend in a bright orange vest to shoo the glow-stick kid back to safety.”

“Do you shoo a lot of glow-stick kids?” she asked.

“You have no idea.” He leaned closer conspiratorially, lowering his voice. “Also: selfie sticks. They have a radius. My bruise collection tells a story.”

She laughed for real this time, and some of her tightness—the new-town knot in her chest—loosened. He was easy to talk to. In another life, maybe she would have been the one in the gray T-shirt, joking with strangers and calling out times. In this one, she had a job to do, and the line for Celia’s booth had doubled while she’d flirted with limeade and philosophy.

“Duty calls,” she said, pushing off the counter. “People demand props.”

“The people deserve props,” Theo agreed solemnly. He reached under the cooler and pulled out a stack of waxed paper cups. “I’ll be here convincing everyone that hydration is cool.”

“Good luck with that crusade,” she said, and ducked back into the rhythm with Aunt Celia.

The next fifteen minutes were brisk muscle memory broken by little joys. Siena took cash, made change, handed over paper suns and foam mustaches, offered “one serious, one silly” to couples who claimed they didn’t do silly. She stole quick looks at the sky whenever she could: light concentrating, the edges of the mesa sharpening. Golden hour: photographers whispered about it like a spell. Out here it put a hand on your shoulder and said Pay attention.

“Two minutes!” someone called from the rock wall. A series of dings echoed—cowbells, phone alarms, a wind chime someone had strung from their backpack. The crowd drew a collective breath.

Aunt Celia reached for Siena’s wrist and squeezed, then raised her voice like she had a natural microphone. “Folks! Our tip jar becomes the ‘Sunset Scholarship’ in two minutes. If you take a photo and like what you see, help a local kid buy film and paper.” She nudged Siena with her hip. “This local kid for tonight.”

Heat rushed to Siena’s face. She wanted to shrink and stand on the wall at the same time. She found Theo across the overlook as if her eyes had learned him already—he was talking to a dad with two toddlers, kneeling to the kids’ height with a respectful concentration. Then he stood, turned toward the horizon, and, almost out of habit, looked for her. When he found her, he tipped an invisible brim of a hat in a salute. She felt the give in her chest again, like a door cracked open.

“One minute!” This time the crowd echoed back like a stadium: “One minute!”

Siena stepped around the booth and climbed onto the stone ledge to see. The sky was no longer a single color but many—amber pooling low, apricot bleeding upward, a stray blush of lavender feathering the clouds at the far edge. The sun hovered like a coin balanced on a fingertip. Even people who had been talking paused; even the toddlers slapped clapping hands against their parents’ legs in anticipation.

This was the tradition Aunt Celia had told her: at the exact instant the sun disappeared behind Coyote Mesa, the town clapped. Not because anyone performed, but because they had witnessed something together. It sounded hokey in the retelling. In person, with wind licking at her cheeks and the smell of crushed juniper in her nose, it felt like church.

“Ten...nine...” The voice from the wall led the count, and everyone joined—tourists and teenagers and that older couple with matching visor hats. Siena’s pulse synced with the number drum. “Three...two...”

She didn’t lift a camera. She didn’t even touch her phone. She just watched. The sun kissed the mesa and slid, turning everything instantly more tender, more kind. The last sliver went—a shimmering half-breath—and the crowd erupted in applause.

It wasn’t rowdy clapping; it was delighted, grateful. Someone whistled; someone else whooped. A little girl with glitter barrettes squealed, “Again!” and everybody laughed because yes, please. Again.

The applause faded into the sound of feet shuffling and conversation resuming. Siena blinked, startled to find her throat tight.

“Good first sunset,” Aunt Celia said, nudging her shoulder. “You did great with the line. They love you.”

“I spilled on a stranger,” Siena said, still a little dazed.

Celia followed her gaze to Theo, who was collecting empties in a garbage bag with the efficient dignity of someone who knew small jobs mattered. “Ah. The Marquez boy. Sweet kid. He and his mom help with the festival every year. His dad’s deployed. He volunteers like it’s a calling.”

Siena didn’t say anything. She didn’t trust her voice. She stayed on the ledge a beat longer, until the afterglow shifted from coral to a dustier rose. The far-off sound of a dog yipping echoed and faded. When she finally stepped down, Theo was there, a cup extended like a peace offering.

“Second one’s on the house,” he said. “To mark your first clap.”

She took it, and their fingers brushed in that way that feels accidental and like an electric fence at the same time. “Do we...get little ceremony pins for that?” she asked, aiming for jokey to balance her racing heart.

“Sometimes we give out stickers,” he said gravely. “But only to those who respect the code.”

“The code?”

“The Overlook Code.” He ticked points off on his fingers. “Pack out what you pack in. Don’t hog the wall. Put your dog on a leash. And—this one’s controversial—don’t watch the whole thing through your phone.”

She smiled. “I only broke two of those.”

“Which two?”

“Dog leash and—I don’t know—hogging joy?”

Theo laughed, that quick, warm sound that went straight to her nerves. “You said you like catching moments,” he said. “What’s the ‘moment’ of the sunset for you?”

“The quiet after,” she answered before she could overthink it. “When it’s still bright but softer. The beat where people decide whether to linger or leave.”

He rocked back on his heels, clearly pleased she had an opinion
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