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This book contains adult language, themes,

and sexually explicit scenes.

It is intended for readers 18+.

To my Albuquerque crew and Santa Fe squad, 

a shout-out and special thanks

for all your suggestions and hidden gems.

With the wealth of information 

and hilarious anecdotes shared, 

I had the absolute best time. 

I’m amazed by your passion, 

and hope that my brief descriptions 

of hot spots inspire others 

to explore your amazing cities.

I could not have done it without you.
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Sofía

The streetlights swirled as I spun in a circle. I loved that off-balance, dizzy rush you felt when the world lost its axis. I collapsed on the lawn laughing. My date, and I use that term loosely since I didn’t remember his name, grinned at me. When I climbed to my feet, I glanced at the small rip in my skirt. I shrugged it off, not caring. I was still a tomboy at heart, despite the figure I had developed over the last year. Boys were starting to notice me. All but the one I wanted to. I had no interest in them except Jac Dillon, a tall, dreamy senior, and my brother’s best friend. My date stared at me with hungry eyes. Why couldn’t Jac ever look at me that way? Oh, I remember. Varsity football players didn’t date lowly freshmen. I glanced across the empty pool and spotted my girlfriend Vera making out with the guy she was dating. They were getting horizontal on some cheap lounge chair that looked like it might collapse at any moment. The house was under construction, so the party was mostly outdoors. Someone had jimmied the lock in case people wanted to use the bathroom, not that I had ventured inside yet. I overheard that one of the kid’s family owned it, but the fact that he didn’t have a key made me question if that was true. Not that I cared one way or another. I hadn’t been paying that much attention when Vera’s boyfriend had shared the details. After hearing that several seniors from our high school would be attending, I zoned out imagining Jac stopping by. That was all the incentive I needed to agree to his ridiculous terms. I was to be a ‘date’ for his friend. Vera owed me for this. I scrutinized the skinny twig of a guy in front of me. He wore a grey t-shirt and jeans with a red ball cap on backwards. I bet he thought it looked cool. I wanted to tell him all it did was make him look more like a dweeb. But I held my tongue, counting down the minutes until I could ditch the guy. When we entered the party an hour ago, he handed me a cup of spicy fruit punch. I had him fetch me three more throughout the evening. It was potent stuff and made me downright giddy. I had a good buzz, but I wasn’t drunk. Not by a long shot. I had the Ramirez family’s tolerance for hard liquor, not to mention that I had been sneaking booze from family parties for years. 

“Why don’t you take off your top, Sofía?” Red ball cap suggested.

I squinted at him and scowled. 

“Kiss my ass, pendejo.” I slapped my butt to accentuate my words.

It earned a grin from the perv and I rolled my eyes. My reputation as a chica with attitude had been with me since grade school. I was a fighter, and I left a string of boys with bloody noses and black eyes in my wake. It proved that my Ramirez blood ran hot. I wouldn’t tolerate being disrespected. I’d kick him in the groin before doing anything I didn’t want to. And if I really wanted him to suffer, I’d sic my brother on him. César would sweep the floor with this loser without breaking a sweat. And with César, always came Jac. They were a pair. No one messed with the two of them. Although tonight was an exception. César was on a date. It was the second reason I was here. I had double-checked before I left with Vera. Otherwise, I would have never risked coming to a party where my brother might show up. If César saw me here, he would lose his mind. Dates were the only times when Jac and him weren’t joined at the hip.

I ignored Red ball cap and made my way through the crowd to check out who else had arrived. Maybe Jac was inside the house. I took a stroll hoping to get a glimpse of him. Panting bodies in various stages of undress could be seen as I went from room to room. Power tools and loose nails were scattered across the kitchen counter. The furniture was covered in plastic. The air was thick with sawdust, and I coughed as I roamed the hallways. Exposed beams made me wonder just how safe it was to be inside the house. After my search was complete, I sighed, disappointed. My heart sank. Jac was a no-show. That was the only reason why I was here. It sucked. Big time. I kicked myself for being so stupid, assuming he’d show up to some stupid party. Jac was probably on a date just like my brother. He was never hurting for female attention, just like César. Although Jac wasn’t nearly the player my brother was. At least Jac was discreet with his girlfriends. My shoulders slumped. Maybe it was for the best. If Jac had shown up, he would have figured out I had lied to mi mamá about sleeping over at Vera’s. He would have insisted I tell my mother and brother. Then I’d have all three of them coming down on me. Tanning my hide would be the least of my worries. 

I went over to check on Vera, but she was passed out. That didn’t seem to stop the guy who had been making out with her. He was still groping her unconscious body. What a creep.

I thwacked him in the back of his head.

“Dude, she’s out cold.”

He turned bloodshot eyes at me. “No, she’s not.” He slurred.

I gave him a shove and he fell to the cement and grumbled. 

“Whadya do that for?”

I took a seat on the lounge, guarding Vera from the big jerk. That’s when I heard the siren.

“Fuck. It’s the cops.” Someone yelled.

Within seconds, everyone scattered.

“Help me with Vera.” I said to the guy who had been having a grope fest with my best friend. 

He released some expletives and shook his head, taking off between the houses.

“Coward.” I yelled.

Great. I’d have to get her out of here myself, or we’d both be in trouble.

I lifted Vera’s dead weight onto my shoulder and went out the back gate to the alley. It’s crazy what you can do when necessary, especially when the adrenaline is high. I made it to the local park and had to take a breather. I let her body flop onto a bench and bent over wheezing. I needed help and fast. There was no way I’d make it to her place carrying her like this. I was stout and strong, but despite my workouts at the school gym, this was pushing the limits of my abilities. 

I pulled out my cell phone and pondered who to call. Mi mamá would throw a fit. Gabby was too young, and César might end up being worse than my mother, especially if I interrupted his date. I scrolled through my numbers again, and it landed on Jac’s name. He had been on my mind all night. Mamá had all our friend’s and relative’s numbers listed in a book in the kitchen. She made me enter them into my phone in case of an emergency. I had never called him directly. Taking a deep breath, I clicked the button. I could feel the pulse in my throat as I wracked my brain for something smooth to say. Maybe I should just hang up.

“Hello.” He said with a gravelly voice. It was all sexy and deep, and the butterflies in my stomach spun and bounced in my belly. I had woken him. What was he wearing right now? That was the first question that popped in my brain. My imagination was doing somersaults. I glanced at the time on the phone. It was 1 in the morning.

“Jac?” 

“Who is this?” He asked, clearing his throat.

“It’s Sofía.” My voice was soft and hesitant.

It sounded like he was shifting in bed. I heard the rustling of sheets. Maybe he slept in the nude. I inhaled a sharp breath. The image was going to make me hyperventilate.

“I. Uh.” The image had me fumbling over my words. I let out a deep breath, and a girly giggle slipped from my lips. 

“Is this a prank? Why are you calling me this late?”

I bolstered my nerve. “I-I need your help.”

The sirens were getting closer. I hid behind a tree and hoped they didn’t see Vera’s shape on the park bench. I’m sure he overheard the sound in the background.

“Is someone hurt?”

I bit my lip. I didn’t want to lie to him, but I also needed his help. Maybe if he assumed someone was in dire need, he wouldn’t hesitate. The silence dragged on as I debated exactly what response would make him drive out to pick me up in the middle of the night.

“Why aren’t you calling your brother or your mom?”

“Are you kidding? César would beat the shit out of me, and mi mamá would ground me for life. Please.” I begged. “I need you. Can you pick me up?”

He grumbled and mumbled some incoherent words that I figured were swear words under his breath. “Where are you?”

I gave him the cross streets. “I will owe you forever.” I said on a hopeful note.

“Yeah. Ok.” He yawned. “Give me ten minutes.”

I stayed in the dark shadows of the park while the police prowled further down the block, probably investigating the extent of the damage. The way everyone scrambled I had serious doubt that any of the kid’s parents owned the house. The police were still investigating when Jac rolled up in his pickup truck. I grabbed Vera and zombie walked her over to the vehicle. She had woken up enough that I could steer her in the right direction. I none-too-gently shoved her into the back cab to collapse on the seat.

“Thank you.” I said when I climbed into the passenger seat. “Can you take us to Vera’s?” I rattled off the address.

Jac nodded and we drove in silence to her house.

He parked out by the curb and turned to face me. His blue eyes were piercing, and his dark hair was a mess. I noticed he hadn’t put on jeans. He was still in his pajama pants and a t-shirt.

“You won’t tell anyone about this will you?”

He frowned.

“I can’t keep this a secret from your brother.”

My shoulders slumped. “It was nice knowing you.”

He chuckled. “Your brother is not going to kill you.”

I shook my head. “You don’t know him like I do.”

“He’s my best friend.”

“When you find my dead body in a ditch, then you’ll believe.” I shrugged. “It’ll be far too late of course.”

“You’re being dramatic.” 

I raised my brows. 

He gave a long weary sigh. “Fine. I won’t tell him as long as you promise to never do this again.”

The dread that had been overwhelming every fiber of my being was suddenly lifted with his words. I screeched with happiness and jumped into Jac’s lap. Without even realizing what I was doing I kissed him. It was automatic and pure reaction to the excitement of the moment. If I had spent more than half a second contemplating the action I never would have done something so bold. The kiss should only have lasted a second, but it didn’t. Our tongues touched and I felt myself moaning into his mouth and squirming on his lap. Maybe it was the fact I had too much to drink, and he was barely awake, but whatever the reason, we were both into it. It left me feeling lightheaded when we finally parted. I could never have imagined a more perfect kiss in my wildest dreams.  

My eyes fluttered open. 

Jac looked like he was going to be sick. I frowned. I thought he had enjoyed the kiss as much as I had. Hadn’t I heard him moaning as well? Why else would it have gone on as long as it had? 

“That should never have happened.”

The fluttering butterflies in my stomach took a nose-dive. How dare he make the beautiful moment we just shared ugly? It angered me. Maybe it was my Latina blood, but I wanted to say or do something to hurt him.  

I punched him in the chest and got out of the car. “I guess we both have secrets to keep.” 

“Come on Vera,” I said as I opened up the back door.  She flopped out of the car, but I was there to make sure she didn’t face plant. 

I slammed the door, refusing to look back at him as we staggered our way to the front door.

Jac peeled from the curb with squealing tires. That was fine by me. His fury and frustration could match my own. I couldn’t believe how bad this night had turned out. Something I had been dreaming of for years had finally happened. I had kissed Jac, and he had kissed me back. But somehow, it had all turned to mierda in seconds. 

Vera started puking in the bushes. My sentiments exactly. That pretty much summed up the evening.
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14 Years Later

Sofía

The melody of birds singing traveled on the soft summer breeze. I took a deep breath smelling the fresh-cut grass and sighed. I was lounging in an oasis in the high desert. The lush green was a rarity. It was more common to see adobe brown, desert tan, and terracotta. Those were the colors that made up the palette of Albuquerque. However today, I was at Duck Pond at UNM, soaking up the beauty on campus. The sound of the fountain spraying in the background drowned out most of the squawking geese. To me, it was like being surrounded by a symphony of nature. It drowned out the city and all the worries that came with the outside world. I let it soothe me as I stretched my limbs, allowing the sun to do its work. My muscles relaxed. The warmth sizzled along my exposed skin, burning off the chill caused by the classroom’s frigid air conditioning. I had mistakenly dressed for the weather this morning, wearing shorts and a sleeveless top. You think I would have learned by now. I had lived here my whole life, but I had been shivering through much of my finals. Not that it should affect my grade. As tempting as it had been to answer the questions quickly to remove myself from the uncomfortable situation, I forced myself to take my time, and believe it paid off. I was confident I had aced the exam. I curled my toes in the grass and sighed. To some it might have seemed like such a small accomplishment, finishing my first year at UNM at the age of 28, but I was still proud of myself. Even if I had to take a summer class to stay on schedule. Working and going to school full-time was challenging, but I had done it. Just three more years to go and I’d complete a bachelor's in business. Many of my friends from high school had graduated from college long ago. Sometimes, it made me feel like a failure. The average age of the students in my classes didn’t help either. The majority were a decade younger. Not that I wanted to complain. I knew who to blame. Me. I should have started college years ago, but I had been too preoccupied with boys. Bad boys if I were being honest. Mi mamá, sister, and brother had no clue how involved I had been with the wrong crowd. Criminals and drug users as boyfriends, and plenty of my friends had been in gangs. Thank goodness I had separated myself from those toxic people. I had gotten out of that life and now had a chance to get on the right track. The pharmaceutical company I worked for was helping me pay for college. I owed my boss for recommending it. 

“Sofía, is that you?”

I blinked my eyes up at the figure standing over me. I got up on my elbows and my stomach bottomed out. Dread crawled up my skin. It was the last person I wanted to see. Diego. My ex. Hadn’t I just been thankful for getting out of that life? Why was he here now? I hadn’t heard from him or seen him in three years. My torso shivered despite the heat of the day. 

“What are you doing here, Diego?”

“Nice to see you too.”

“Can the small talk.”

He rubbed the back of his neck and glanced around campus. I followed his gaze. He stared at several college boys running around in the grass, horsing around. They looked like jocks, just letting off steam after finals. No one was menacing except for the one hovering over me.

“I’m in a bind.”

I rolled my eyes. “Nothing new there.”

I didn’t want to hear whatever sob story he was going to share with me lying down. I quickly threw on my socks and sneakers and placed my water bottle in my backpack. I started climbing to my feet wanting nothing but to get as far away from him as possible. 

He helped me up by the elbow and I scowled at him.

“You’re looking fi-ine.” He said.

So did he if I were honest. Diego was still sexy on the outside. Why were all assholes so hot? Not that I would say that to Diego. His ego was already huge. I bit my lip, preventing myself from saying anything to encourage him. There was a reason I started dating him in the first place. Golden skin and dark curly hair that kept getting in his eyes. Unfortunately, the good looks came with a whole lot of drama and danger. I wasn’t going to do anything stupid, I chanted to myself. There was a reason we had broken up.

I started walking to the parking lot, and he followed. Apparently, he wasn’t taking the hint that I was trying to get away from him and this conversation. Subtlety had never been his strong suit. He needed more of a brick-to-the-brain kind of logic. I glanced around the walkway. Where was a loose brick when you needed one?

I arrived panting at my rusty Chevy Impala and put a hand on my hip. I had speed-walked across campus. He barely looked winded, and it pissed me off. Damn him and his long legs.

“Can you give me a lift?”

I huffed. “Where is your car?”

He shrugged. “Got repo’d.”

I glanced at his worn sneakers and sighed. When had the sign ‘sucker’ been etched into my forehead? Or a better question might be, how the hell could I get it surgically removed?

I gestured for him to get in. The sooner I could get this over with, the better. 

“Where to?”

“Thanks.” He said and jumped in the passenger seat.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The fact that he didn’t immediately share a destination had me worried. Either he was still trying to decide, or I wouldn’t like where I was dropping him off. I started the car in silence. Time dragged as I fiddled with the radio and the AC. He was clearly stalling.

“Address?” I asked.

He frowned.

“Do you need a ride or not?”

“I need your help.”

His eyes turned watery. And despite my best effort, I felt sorry for him. I couldn’t fall for this again, being dragged back into his world. I mentally kicked myself, commanding myself to grow a backbone.

I gritted my teeth. “What kind of bind are you in this time?”

“I owe money to some bad people.” He rolled in his lips looking out the front window.

I shook my head. “Don’t have it.”

“I haven’t even given you an amount.”

“It doesn’t matter. My savings are nil. I moved out of mi mamá’s house. I have an apartment and expenses.”

“But you got that sweet job at Biogen labs.”

We had broken up before I got the job, and he hadn’t reached out since then. That meant he was checking up on me. Spying. I didn’t like that one bit. It was one more reason for concern. 

“All my extra money is going toward college.”

“Isn’t your company paying for it?”

Again, information he shouldn’t have.

“They pay a portion, not all of it.” I frowned. 

I wasn’t about to tell him Biogen covered a large chunk of the tuition, as long as I made good grades. There was no way I was loaning or giving this asshole money. I had done that for years, and it had gotten me nothing but heartache. 

“Why don’t you ask Candy?”

“Aww. Don’t be like that. She meant nothing.”

I snorted. That made it so much better. He cheated on me for nothing. My pride had been hurt that day, but it had been for the best. My heart healed and I had grown stronger in the past three years. Now I realized it had been a blessing. If I hadn’t caught him giving it to Candy, I might still be stuck in that toxic relationship today. I might have married the cheating bastard. Plus, his friends were nothing but trouble. I thought of the other reason I had left. The real reason. Mr. Torres. I swallowed hard. I didn’t like who I was around Diego. I had done things I would regret for the rest of my life.  

“How much is it this time?”

“Ten grand.”

“What the hell?” I shook my head. “I told you to join gamblers anonymous.”

“I tried. The meetings kept getting canceled.”

“You are so full of it.” I shook my fist at him. “Why are you bothering me? You know I don’t have that kind of money.”

He slid his hand on my knee, and I was tempted to break his fingers. My brother had shown me how to do it. Family on the police force had its perks. 

“If I can’t borrow some cash, info is the next best thing. That’s all I need, baby.”

My eyebrows rose. He was still touching me. Whatever he saw in my expression made him snatch his hand back.

“They’re going to kill me.” He slammed his fist on the dashboard. “Can you live with that? After all we’ve been through?”

“Why don’t you ask your buddies to help you out?”

“I stopped hanging out with those guys. I got away from the gangs. Just like you.”

While I was glad he made changes in his life, I didn’t appreciate being reminded of my past. 

“Your friends were troublemakers.”

“It wasn’t all bad. You used to have fun pulling pranks with us.”

I snorted. “That’s what you think? Really? You thought I was having fun?”

He shrugged. 

I remembered back to that last prank. He and his friends had robbed a convenience store. Of course, at the time, I hadn’t realized that’s what they were doing. They told me they were playing a joke on their friend. I should have known better when they handed me a ski mask, but I was drunk and I believed the lie. Diego and his friends were going to freak out one of their friends, punking the guy. But when we got inside the store, I noticed that things didn’t add up. The guy working behind the register was an older gentleman who went to my church. Mr. Torres. They beat him up and stole money from the register. I was horrified. I couldn’t move. They managed to shove me back into the car. I remember their boisterous laughter and feeling sick to my stomach. We stopped at a fast-food restaurant, and I holed myself up in the bathroom, puking my guts out. They had left me there. Diego had gone out to some bar, partying with his friends. When I arrived at his apartment the next day, after a sleepless night trying to figure out what to do, I caught him and Candy together. She was his buddy’s girlfriend, a skanky chick who worked at a strip club. That had been the final straw.

“After you left me, my life turned to shit. I knew I needed to change.”

“Glad you found some sense, but I’m not taking you back.”

“I know and I’m not asking for that.” His shoulders slumped. “I made a mistake. Haven’t you ever done something you regret?”

Yes. I had. Too many to count. Sad to say, but Diego wasn’t even at the top of the list.

“We had some good times, too. Don’t you remember?”

Yes. But I wanted to forget. Despite his gambling and ridiculous pranks, he had been a decent boyfriend for two years. He had gotten me through a tough period of my life. I had been deeply depressed after a previous breakup. I had a knack for dating losers. Diego had been the one to nurse my broken heart. He had been sweet, bringing me flowers and little gifts whenever I was down. He always managed to do or say something to make me smile. Diego was charming and funny. In the beginning, he seemed to be different from all my previous boyfriends. Before the robbery and his cheating, I thought he was a good guy. I was famous for wearing steel blinders when it came to my relationships. None of my boyfriends had flaws in the beginning. I couldn’t be trusted to see the truth until it was too late. I wasn’t about to make that mistake again. I might be sympathetic with Diego’s plight, but he had done it to himself. He wasn’t going to pluck at my heartstrings. If he had changed, then good for him. I’d encourage his progress from afar. I wouldn’t kick him while he was down, like I wanted to. Even if he did deserve it. It’s not like I wished him dead after the ordeal he put me through. Beat up, sure. But not dead.  

“What do you want?” My question came out snarky as hell, but I needed to play it tough, or he’d walk all over me like he had in the past.

“Just schedules.”

My mind whirled. What did that mean?

“Schedules of what exactly?”

“Deliveries.”

I closed my eyes and inhaled. Did he mean Biogen? That’s why he knew where I worked. He had been casing my company for one of his schemes. He hadn’t changed at all.

“Hell no. Not gonna happen.” I wasn’t about to let him jeopardize my job. 

“All right. If you aren’t comfortable, that’s fine. Relax.” He held up his hands like I was going to attack. “How about a lift to Old Town? Can you do that for old times?” 

My eyes narrowed as I stared at him. Why hadn’t he fought me harder? It wasn’t like him to give up this easily. Was he truly trying to turn his life around? I could feel the ache in my temples pounding. It tended to happen around my ex-boyfriends. I grabbed the crucifix dangling from the chain around my neck. The one I always wore. It was a gift from my long-departed abuelita. I searched for wisdom. I was trying to make smart decisions despite my past. I recalled the words my pastor had given me during last week’s confession. He said I needed to let go of my anger and forgive. If he had known the extent of Diego’s sins, he might not have been so keen on me offering forgiveness. I let out a breath and put the car in gear. I had been planning to visit my sister in Old Town this afternoon anyhow. She was working at Que Pasa’s restaurant. Gabriella would slip me free soda and appetizers when the owner wasn’t looking. My sister and I both had the attitude if we weren’t caught, it wasn’t a sin. My pastor sure had his work cut out for him with the Ramirez sisters. At the behest of my mother, he was trying to save me. He didn’t need to bother. I had already saved myself. But mi mamá had her ways of persuasion. She should have been a lawyer. I dropped off Diego and waited for the other shoe to drop, but it never did. He thanked me and went on his way. I was almost disappointed. It was like waiting for the climactic ending to a movie, and having it just fade to black. Maybe he really had changed. I know I had. Was it such a stretch to think he could do the same? I drove around the downtown area hunting for one of the free two-hour parking spaces. I wasn’t about to pay the parking lot fees. I finally found one a block away ten minutes later.

I entered Que Pasa’s with a spring in my step anxious to tell Gabriella all about my final. My jaw dropped when I saw my ex sitting at the bar chatting with my sister. She let out a boisterous laugh at something he said, and the fury boiled to the surface before I could stop it. I shoved Diego off the stool and glared at him. He lost his hold on the glass he was holding. Alcohol sloshed over his shirt and the tumbler smashed to the floor. Everyone in the bar turned in our direction. My sister, ever the professional, quickly went into clean up mode. She propped Diego onto another stool and swept up the glass.

“Don’t make a scene.” My sister whispered in my ear and pulled me to the side. She knew my temper. Diego brushed ice off his pants and signaled for the other bartender to replace his drink. He gave me a cocky grin that I wanted to wipe off his face. Gabriella corralled me to a booth and told me to stay while she finished cleaning up the mess. I didn’t want her to lose her job over something I did, so I forced myself not to move. I stared at the back of his head wanting it to explode, forgetting all the words of forgiveness my pastor had preached about. Diego must have felt the daggers coming out of my eyes, because he glanced back. Whatever he saw in my gaze gave him pause. He quickly paid and left without another word. 

I breathed a sigh of relief when the door shut behind him. Gabriella brought over two sodas and some nachos and slid into the seat across from me. 

“What the hell, Sofía?”

“Sorry.” I mumbled. “That was an ex.”

“Criminal?”

My eyes widened. I didn’t like that she automatically assumed, but she was right. 

“Yeah, and a cheating bastard.”

She knew a little of my past, but not specifics. I tried to keep that part of my life separate from my family. I didn’t bring boyfriends around to the house. There were good reasons for that. My sister knew I was drawn to bad boys. There was a time in my life when danger was exotic, and my choices in men had been horrible.

“I kind of had that feeling. Not by his looks, but by your reaction.”

I never gave Gabriella enough credit. Her powers of perception were off the charts.

“I can put him on our board not to serve if you want.”

“It’s probably a good idea. He’s a magnet for trouble.”

“You got a picture of him?”

“Ha. I think I burned all my photos, but maybe I can find one on the internet. Thanks sis.” I held up my glass.  

“To terrible exes.” We clinked our glasses together.

“May they stay in our pasts.”
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Jac

I arrived early at Muldoon’s and got a booth at the back. Each one had thick dark mahogany walls that created a privacy space that few restaurants these days provided. Even though it was early Thursday afternoon, the lighting was dim with a small sconce over the table. It barely allowed enough light to read the menu. A month ago, I had made the mistake of asking the owner, Sean Muldoon, if they had trouble keeping people from getting frisky in the booths, and he had told me this was a respectable business and stormed off in a huff. The busboy had been more forthcoming, flashing the heavy-duty cleaner he used with a grin. I knew I couldn’t be the only one to think of lovers meeting for an illicit rendezvous. I wondered if my mother’s fascination with Regency romance novels was rubbing off on me. I had filled her in on my complicated relationship with Sofía. My mother had offered some suggestions. That’s in fact why I chose Muldoon’s. The owner was discreet, and those from the force didn’t come here until later in the evening and even then, they mostly stayed at the bar. It was the safest way to get together in public and yet not run into anyone. Not that we were doing anything wrong, or even compromising for that matter. We were just friends, even though I wanted more. 

Sofía and I had been getting together once or twice a week since I moved back to Albuquerque. We would occasionally talk on the phone late into the night, just like we had in high school.  It reminded me of that summer before I left for college when we had dated in secret. It felt like a million years ago. Of course, we weren’t dating. Sofía had sworn off relationships and wanted to keep our lunches private. She thought others might assume and she didn’t want to deal with any misunderstandings. I could get that. I knew those on the police force could gossip like nobody’s business. They were sometimes worse than my mother’s church group. Despite Sofía’s bold attitude, she was emotionally fragile. Several ex-boyfriends had done a number on her, violating her trust. If Sofía needed us to meet like this to feel safe, that was fine by me. She was worth the wait. 

Sofía strolled in and my breath hitched. She flipped her dark curly mane to one side. She wore a strapless peach and teal sundress that hugged her curves and complimented her honey skin tone. Everything she wore made me have dark thoughts, imagining things I had no right to of my best friend’s sister. I must be a glutton for punishment to continue to be around her when I knew nothing could come of it. She hopped into the booth and her chest bounced. Momentarily distracted by her cleavage, I forced myself to meet Sophia’s deep brown eyes. They sparkled with restrained laughter. The little minx knew exactly what she was doing. Sofía was torturing me, something she had enjoyed doing in high school as well. Some things never changed.

“Hello, Jac.” She pointed to her necklace. “Do you like it?” 

I focused on the turquoise stone that lay heavy on her chest. It was pretty, but that’s not what held my attention.

“Yes.” I cleared my throat. “Quite lovely.” I took a deep drink of water.

“Mari made it for me.” She turned the stone over in her hand and leaned forward so I had an even better view of her cleavage. “Feel the stone. It stays cool to the touch in the air conditioning.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it,” I said desperately scanning the restaurant for our waitress. I needed something to focus on other than Sofía’s beautiful breasts, or I might do something truly stupid like I had that one summer in high school. I dramatically gestured to the waitress and was grateful when she made her way over.

“Can we have some menus?”

She nodded and retrieved two large leather menus and asked if we needed anything to drink. Sofía ordered a soda, and I asked for another water and a Guinness. I needed something to cool my libido, although I doubted any amount of icy beverage would do the trick.

“Why do you need the menu? You always order the same thing.” Sofía complained after the waitress left.

“I could be in the mood for something different today.”

She scoffed. “Really Jac. You’re so predictable, it’s not even funny.”

That riled me enough that I did order something different. I decided on a large Cobb salad and almost immediately regretted it. Sofía ordered my favorite, fish and chips. 

While waiting for lunch, we chatted about work, the weather, and the places they wanted to visit over the weekend. Since Mari, her roommate, had only recently moved from Arizona to New Mexico, she wanted to see all the sights the state had to offer. She appointed Sofía her official tour guide. Not that Sofía minded. They got along great, otherwise they wouldn’t have decided to become roommates after just meeting two months ago. Mari and César had been instantly attracted to one another, in those love-hate sort of relationships. César had been undercover when they met, a story I still cracked up over. Although their relationship hadn’t been all fun and games. Mari had been forced to stay in César’s apartment after a near abduction by a drug lord. It was clear the two of them were deeply in love, even after only a few weeks. But their relationship was still new, and César’s mother, Irene, was ultra-conservative and very religious. She didn’t approve of couples ‘living in sin’, as Irene called it. Mari had bonded with the Ramirez family over a weekend when César and I were taking down a drug lord. Apparently, the impact had been profound. Mari decided against moving in with César when he asked. Instead, she got an apartment with his sister Sofía. César had been floored by that. He wasn’t used to not getting his way, especially when it came to women. It was funny watching the two of them. I knew that Mari still spent most evenings at César’s, but in his mother’s eyes, they were just courting. I knew Irene wanted grandkids, but she also wanted to see all her children married first. That was a hot topic these days at Sunday lunch. Now that I moved back to Albuquerque full-time, I had a standing invitation. I wouldn’t pass up Irene’s cooking for anything in the world.

My promotion came with a hefty pay raise and had been contingent on me relocating from Santa Fe to Albuquerque. There were a lot more opportunities in a larger city, and after the success of my last bust, I had been excited about the move. The first month had been a pain, traveling between Santa Fe and Albuquerque while finishing up my cases, but now I worked full-time for the Albuquerque PD Narcotics Division. César worked in the same department, and we were spending more time together. It reminded me of how we were in high school.

When our food arrived, I kicked myself for falling for Sofía’s taunts. She always knew just how to rile me. Sofía slowly dipped the deep-fried fish into Muldoon’s homemade tartar sauce and slid it between her lips. She made this ridiculous, almost orgasmic sound as she bit into the beer-battered goodness. Her eyes fluttered. I knew they were good, that’s why I ordered them all the time, but she was laying it on thick. The little scamp was performing. Mocking me. She was waiting for me to react. Sofía smiled and took another bite. My mouth watered for more reasons than just hunger. 

“You’re missing out, Jac. Don’t you want a taste?”

She waved the half-eaten piece of fish in front of my face. 

I snagged a fresh one off her plate. 

“Hey. That’s mine.” She complained.

I shoved the salad toward her. “Have some salad.”

Sofía snorted. “You never could stand to be teased.” She forked a bit of the salad and made a dramatic huff. “I guess we could share.” 

“So, I wanted to ask if I could swing by your parent’s house when Mari and I visit Santa Fe this weekend?”

I choked on one of the chips. “Why would you be doing that?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I figured Mrs. Dillon might have some recommendations and share some of her favorite places. Mari didn’t get to explore much when she lived there
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