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Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect privacy. Certain elements have been carefully shaped to preserve the emotional truth of the story. The feelings, the kisses, the lie, the campaign sweat, the stolen signs, and the strength it took to walk away—those are one hundred percent real, to the best of my ability.
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To my mother—
who taught me to be humble
and to never steal,
not from others, and not from myself.
You showed me that integrity is quiet,
but it never breaks.
This is for you—
and for the woman you raised.
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The Beginning
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AND IN A WORLD WHERE beginnings feel harmless and endings feel anything but, I couldn’t help but wonder... how does something that starts so innocently become the very thing that breaks you open?

It began, as so many life-altering stories do, in a place that felt almost too ordinary to hold any kind of danger. The Laredo Public Library, with its fluorescent lights humming softly overhead, quiet aisles stretching between tall shelves, and the gentle murmur of people pretending to mind their own business while secretly observing everyone else. It was a space meant for knowledge, for stillness, for clarity — not for chaos, not for heartbreak, and certainly not for the kind of complication that would eventually upend everything I thought I understood about trust, connection, and myself.

In 2020, I was stationed at a Census booth, focused and grounded in a way that felt purposeful and steady. My world at that moment was built around structure, intention, and a quiet determination to make sense of things that often felt senseless. Romance was nowhere on my radar. I wasn’t looking for connection, and perhaps that very detachment — that focused solitude — was exactly why it found me when I least expected it, slipping in quietly like a shadow I didn’t notice until it had already grown long.

He walked up casually, as if he belonged anywhere he chose to stand, carrying himself with the kind of effortless confidence that comes from knowing the world usually makes space for you. There was no hesitation in his presence, no uncertainty in his voice when he said, almost too comfortably, “Hey, I follow you on social media. I’m a fan.” The word “fan” landed lightly, but I paused, not because I was flattered or impressed, but because I had learned through experience to observe first and trust later. Admiration is easy to offer. Real intent, however, is much harder to read in the moment.

Our conversation began on neutral ground, the kind of light exchange that feels safe in a public space like a library. He mentioned something that should have carried more weight than it seemed to in that moment — that one of the bodies from the Juan David Ortiz case had been found on his property — and then, almost as an afterthought, he offered to join me on any interviews. He said it plainly, with a casualness that felt strangely disconnected from the gravity of what he was describing. I was curious, but not moved. At that time, my mind was occupied with something far more consuming than any passing encounter with a stranger who claimed to be a fan.

I wanted to write — not just anything, but something that truly mattered. The Ortiz case had taken root inside me like a quiet, persistent storm, not loud or chaotic, but impossible to ignore once it had settled in. I wasn’t interested in sensationalizing violence or chasing headlines. I wanted understanding. I wanted to explore what fractures inside a person until humanity becomes optional, what hidden cracks allow darkness to take hold, and whether insight, awareness, or truth could ever reduce its reach. Those questions stayed with me constantly, lingering during long drives through Laredo, quiet evenings alone, and ordinary interactions with people, as I found myself wondering about the invisible layers that exist beneath what we choose to show the world.

Fear spreads quickly in a community like Laredo, often faster than facts or truth can catch up. I believed — perhaps naively, perhaps with the kind of hope that only comes from wanting to believe in better outcomes — that if we could truly understand the darkness, we might find small but meaningful ways to reduce its reach. That was the kind of thinking that consumed me then, filling my thoughts and shaping my days. Not romance. Not flirtation. And certainly not Mr. Black.

So when he stood there offering himself as part of that process, I didn’t see anything personal in it. I saw access. Information. Possibility. Nothing more. Or at least that’s what I told myself in the moment, because clarity has a quiet way of disguising the beginning of confusion, of letting the first threads of something complicated weave themselves in before you notice the pattern they’re forming.

Time passed in small, unremarkable ways until it didn’t.

After a disappointing experience helping a friend with her campaign website — hours of unpaid work poured in out of loyalty and genuine belief, only to be dismissed without real acknowledgment or gratitude — I felt the quiet sting of being overlooked. It didn’t make me bitter right away. Instead, it made me reflective. It forced me to sit with questions I hadn’t expected to ask: Who actually sees me? Who values what I bring? Who recognizes the difference between effort given freely and excellence that deserves to be honored?

And then, almost as if the universe had been waiting for that exact moment of doubt and reflection, I saw his ad in the newspaper. Mr. Black. There he was again, not in passing conversation this time, but positioned with structure and clear intention, presenting ideas that felt substantive rather than empty promises wrapped in polished language. There was something real there, something that stood out from the usual noise of political campaigning.

I noticed.

Because I have always been drawn to substance, never to noise.

So I reached out — not because I was interested in him personally, but because I was interested in what he represented, and maybe, just maybe, in whether he might recognize the value in what I could bring to the table.

Our connection began exactly the way I needed it to at the time: safe, intellectual, and carefully controlled. We talked about real ideas — community programs that could actually help people, campaign strategies that went beyond slogans, structural changes that might improve lives in Laredo in tangible ways. We spoke about the city not just as it was, but as it could be if someone was willing to listen and act with purpose. And for the first time in a long while, I felt seen on a level that went beyond the surface. Not physically. Not romantically. Mentally.

And that kind of recognition is rare. It’s also dangerous. Because when someone truly sees your mind and engages with it thoughtfully, your heart isn’t far behind, even if you tell yourself you’re only there for the ideas.

At first, it remained nothing more than conversation — clean, professional, and purpose-driven. There were no blurred lines, no inappropriate moments, no signals that couldn’t be explained away with simple logic. Just two people exchanging thoughts, ideas, and possibilities about how to make things better.

And yet, even in those earliest exchanges, there were subtle things I didn’t fully process at the time. The way his tone softened when he spoke to me compared to how he addressed others. The way he remembered small details that most people forget within minutes. The pauses that felt just a little too intentional. The looks that lingered a second longer than necessary. That extra moment of eye contact that made me wonder, even if only briefly, whether it meant something more... or nothing at all.

I dismissed it, of course. Acknowledging it would have meant complicating something that still felt clean and uncomplicated, and I wasn’t ready for complications. So I told myself a simple, comforting story: he respects me, he values my ideas, and that’s all this is.

But stories we tell ourselves have a quiet way of leading us exactly where we didn’t intend to go, weaving themselves into the fabric of our days until they become part of the rhythm we no longer question.

Because slowly — so slowly that I didn’t even recognize it as change at first — things began to shift. One conversation became two. Two became daily. Daily became expected. And expected, quietly and without ever asking permission, became needed.

There was no single defining moment, no dramatic line crossed with fanfare. Just a gradual merging of presence. Texts in the morning that started the day on a warmer note. Calls at night that stretched longer than they probably should have, yet never felt long enough. Conversations that moved from ideas to something more personal without either of us naming the transition.

And somewhere in between those exchanges, something unfamiliar started taking shape inside me. Not loudly. Not dramatically. But quietly. Steadily. Like a rhythm forming in the background of my life, one I didn’t realize I was syncing to until it had already become part of how I moved through my days.

And once you notice a rhythm like that, it becomes surprisingly hard to imagine silence in its place.

He became part of my routine without ever asking permission, and I let him in. Because it felt good. It felt consistent. And consistency, in a world that so rarely
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