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Author’s note: 

American Sign Language (ASL) is a language with its own rules and structure. What is written in this story in ASL is a translated version of what is being said and not exact English.

Dialogue code:

“I’m going to the store.”  – regular spoken speech

I’m going to the store.    – ASL only (when using ASL, most people voice off*)

“I’m going to the store.”  – SimCom (simultaneous communication – both speech and sign)

*Even though many Deaf people ‘voice off' when using ASL does not mean they are mute or unable to speak. They choose not to use their voice and rely solely on ASL.








  
  

Chapter One
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T EN (10) DAYS NOTICE TO TERMINATE TENANCY

What the heck…? Evan Jameson stamped his foot while throwing a spoon at his roommate’s head. Adam Clarke looked up and scowled. 

What was that for? Adam signed in American Sign Language.

Holding up the sheet of paper that announced their eviction from their shared apartment, Evan glared. Evicted? What for? We paid the rent for July on time. I brought the check over to the rental office myself.

It says on the paper. 

Adam turned away and Evan growled, the sound vibrating in his throat. Reading wasn’t his thing. Glancing at the sheet in his hand, the word “fire” jumped out. He threw another utensil since Adam didn’t seem to want to have this conversation. That was a benefit of being deaf: ignoring other people. Not so great when you were the one trying to get the attention.

Fire? You had a fire here? We don’t have a fireplace.

We were trying to grill some burgers. Adam’s mouth twisted, and his eyes rolled up. 

We don’t have a grill either. Where did you try to cook?

Adam smirked. We used a toolbox with some wood inside out on the porch.

Evan closed his eyes and let his head drop. How idiotic could he be? 

This building is over a hundred years old. What the heck were you thinking? The place could have gone up in flames in seconds.

The smirk stayed put. Yeah, that’s what the manager said. He wasn’t too pleased, especially since all the smoke alarms went off. ‘Course, I didn’t hear them.

His stupid roommate was resorting to deaf humor. Seriously? He should ring his neck.

Where the heck are we supposed to move to? The rent in this place was locked in for the next three years. We won’t find any place cheaper than this.

Adam shrugged. Maybe mooch off my parents for a while.

Shaking his head, Evan signed, You hate your parents and haven’t talked to them in forever. 

The smirk transitioned into a scowl. Yeah, because they’re tools who never even learned to speak my language. 

You suddenly have a desire to hang around them? I can’t believe you did this. Got us kicked out of the apartment. 

Adam waved his hand like he was shooing a fly. We’ll find another one. My parents owe me at least a month or two of sleeping on their couch.

How could he be so casual? Evan stomped his foot on the floor for effect. I’m not sleeping on their couch. What am I supposed to do?

Your parents still have your old room set up, don’t they?

I’m twenty-eight. I’m not moving back in with my parents, even for a few days. He was beginning to think he didn’t want to move back in with Adam again at all. This wasn’t the first bonehead stunt he’d pulled in the two years they’d lived together. 

As he glanced around at his dive of an apartment, Evan wondered if he should try and talk the manager into letting him stay if Adam moved out. Unfortunately, he couldn’t afford the rent by himself. Medford was too close to Boston, and the rents were sky high, even in dumpy places like this one. The other major issue? The manager never understood what he said, because his voice wasn’t clear. He could write a note with his request, but his writing was worse than his reading, and he wasn’t certain he could plead his case effectively. Would Mercedes write a note for him? His sister’s roommate had helped him in the past with reading and writing stuff, though she had no idea how horrible his skills were. He’d hidden that his whole life. 

She’d be at the party tonight to celebrate Blake and Carli’s engagement. He could mention it and see what she said. Thank God she was fluent in ASL. Maybe he could even get her to talk to the manager for him. She was gorgeous with her tousled curls, expressive gray eyes, and amber skin tone. She might be able to convince him to let Evan stay. But then he’d still need a roommate to help split the cost. Too bad he couldn’t find a rich doctor from a wealthy family like his sister had. 

Evan threw another glare at Adam, then headed to the shower. His work on the crew for the highway construction left him filthy at the end of the day. He’d been on the front loader today, moving large chunks of concrete around. There were times he honestly wondered what the plan was for these roads. Seemed they dug them up, then covered them again, only to dig them up once more. 

Whatever. It was job security, and he’d been able to stash away a small nest egg with the overtime money. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to use it for another apartment. If he couldn’t get someone to sweet talk the manager into letting him stay, he’d have to fork out first, last, and a security deposit for another apartment. Chances were he and Adam wouldn’t be getting their security deposit back from this place. 

If the worst came about, could he convince Carli and Blake to let him bunk in their spare room for a while? Would he want to? Blake had a high-end condo in the Back Bay, and it wouldn’t be a hardship to live there. Except there was no street parking at times and Blake only had a one-car garage, which he used for his fancy vehicle. 

Not to mention, his sister and her fiancé would be all lovey dovey now that they were engaged. The last thing he wanted was to interrupt the happy couple or keep them from being together. 

Funny how a few months ago he’d had a different opinion. He hadn’t been Blake’s biggest fan, but that was mostly because the man was hearing and wealthy. Sour grapes and envy didn’t mix together too well. Yet the man had specifically sought Evan out for help winning Carli back after doing some bonehead stuff. Once he’d seen how much Blake truly loved his sister, and what he was willing to do to win her back, Evan had gladly helped. Since one of the things was for Blake to become more proficient in ASL, he’d worked with the man to perfect his communication skills.

Now if only Evan could get his communication skills in better shape and use them to convince the manager to let him stay. If that miracle happened, then all he’d need to do was find someone else willing to live with him and share the expenses. Easy, right? Sure.


      [image: image-placeholder]Mercedes Martineau stepped through the double doors into the two-story entry hall of the Wentworth home and gasped. She’d known Blake was wealthy, but this was ridiculous. In the foyer alone, they could fit her and Carli’s entire apartment a few times over. 

Carli, smiling from ear to ear, rushed her way. 

Fancy! Mercedes kept her voice off in case anyone nearby took offense. 

Carli looked around, then faced her. “I know. The first time I came here I almost turned around and left. It’s a bit much. Even Blake thinks so.”

“Great place to have a party, though. Thanks for inviting me.”

Carli rolled her eyes. “You’re my best friend and roommate. We’d hardly cut you from the list.”

“Maybe you wouldn’t, but what about his parents? They’re the ones hosting this shindig, and they might not want the riffraff here.”

“You’d still make the list. My brother, Evan, on the other hand, is a different story. He kept saying he wasn’t planning to come. I’m not sure if he was kidding or not.”

“Your parents would skin him alive if he didn’t attend your engagement party. Which is nothing compared to what I’ll do to him if he’s a no show. Who else is here?”

Carli took her elbow and guided her to a large dining room where several tables were filled with enough food to feed most of the state. 

“My family, except Evan, are all here already.” Carli’s younger sister, Deanna, and oldest brother, Brian, stood on the other side of the room with her parents. Relief crossed their faces when they spotted her. 

So good to see you, Cheryl Jameson, Carli’s mom signed. Her husband, Mike, strolled over next to her and each wrapped her in a quick hug. She loved this family. They’d always been so warm and caring toward her. 

Brian and Deanna came next with equally warm embraces. 

“Haven’t seen you in a few weeks. How’ve you been, Mercedes?” Brian asked while also signing. Brian was the only hearing one in his family, yet he grew up signing, so he was fluent in the language and used it often even when no Deaf person was around. 

“I’ve been busy. Summer is when the college library cleans and sorts the books that haven’t been checked out in a while. Got to make room for all the new ones they order.” 

Mercedes had an undergraduate degree in English Literature and had finished her Master’s in Library Science last year. The advanced degree would hopefully help her move up in her position at the college library at Tufts University. 

“Where’s Evan?” Mercedes scanned the room, hoping for Carli’s sake her other sibling had found his way here. 

Cheryl tipped her chin up toward the opposite side of the room.

Blake sauntered across the foyer heading their way, the prodigal son in tow. Wow. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen this Jameson clean up so nicely. With his light brown hair and startling blue eyes, Evan was a good-looking guy, and she was pretty sure he knew it, yet he didn’t strut around like a peacock trying to get everyone’s attention. As outgoing and easy as he was to talk to if you knew ASL, he mostly hung out with a small group of friends.

Fancy, she signed again as Evan got closer. Her lips automatically formed a grin to show she was teasing. It’s what she did best around him.

He signed her name, which was a combination of “drink” and “drive”, like Mercedes martini. She wasn’t a fan, but sign names had to be given to you by a Deaf person. It was in bad taste to make one up on your own. 

Not bad yourself. He pointed to her dress, scarves, and dangling jewelry. 

She made sure to sign so the others could see their conversation. “But I always dress this way. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you in anything other than work boots or sneakers.” Tonight, he wore a navy button down, open at the throat, and a pair of black jeans that looked new. Black dress shoes peeked out from the bottom of his pants. “Did you steal those from someone?”

Evan rolled his eyes. What did he expect? If she treated him nice, he’d think she’d been inhabited by an alien. 

I bought them. Figured I’d need a pair for the wedding anyway. Might as well break them in a little before the big day.

Patting his arm, she nodded. “Good thinking.”

I do that occasionally. His eyes narrowed.

“As long as you don’t do it too often.”

His smirk brought out the dimple in his cheek, and she glanced away. That thing was lethal. Maybe one of the reasons they were always trading barbs. So he wouldn’t flash it at her and make her knees weak. 

Carli moved in and embraced her brother. “Thanks for coming. I wasn’t sure if you would or not.”

I’m not that much of a dead beat. Of course I’d be here. It’s not every day your sister gets engaged to a rich doctor and has a party at a huge mansion.

Blake’s brows slid together, and Mercedes figured he was attempting to interpret the signs winging back and forth. The man had been taking lessons for months now, but it took lots of practice to be fluent. Mercedes had started learning ASL when she’d lived next door to Carli’s grandparents on the Cape but hadn’t gotten really good until they’d moved in together several years ago. 

Blake held up his hands and waved at the tables. “Make sure to get plenty to eat. I’ll give you all a tour later if you want. For now, I need to make nice with some of my parents’ longtime friends. Hopefully, I can make my way through them quickly. However, I have to steal Carli for introductions.” His signing had gotten considerably better since they’d been together.

Carli and Blake ambled away, and the rest of the Jameson clan grew quiet as they glanced around at all the strangers. Many of whom were taking surreptitious glances at them. Mercedes wanted to slap them all. The family might not be wearing expensive outfits, but they all looked nice and respectable. Most likely, it was the signing that had gotten the crowd staring. 

Blake’s brother, Harrison, and his wife Annie, had a son, Parker, who had a hearing loss. It was how Blake and Carli had met, arranging services for his nephew. Carli had confided in Mercedes that Blake’s parents had kept people unaware of their grandson’s hearing loss. They’d been pushing for cochlear implants, thinking it was a miracle fix, but the boy’s parents had decided to wait until he was older and have him make his own decision. 

Mercedes skimmed the room and arrowed to the table with the fruit and vegetable platters on it. As she put items on a small plate, she noticed Mike and Cheryl talking about how thrilled they were that Carli didn’t need to worry about money in the future. Any place else, it might be tacky, but they were only signing, so no one else understood what they were saying except family. And Mercedes, but she’d felt like family to them for years.

A flick on her arm had her head swiveling toward Evan. They’ve got all this great chow here and you’re planning to eat only rabbit food.

“If I want my hips to continue fitting into this skirt, yes.”

Evan rolled his eyes and walked toward the table with the main dishes, his hands signing, Nothing wrong with your hips.

With a smile on her face at his backhanded compliment, she sashayed over and scooped a few bacon-wrapped scallops onto her plate.

Bacon. That’s what I’m talking about. Evan pushed four onto his plate as well and followed her to a grouping of chairs across the room where Deanna and Brian chatted with a few other guests. 

“Wade and Tanya, this is our other brother, Evan, and Carli’s roommate, Mercedes,” Brian introduced the couple they were talking to. “Wade was Blake’s college roommate.”

“It’s nice to meet you both.” Mercedes nodded, but Evan shuffled his plate and stretched his hand to shake with Wade. After what looked like a firm grip, Evan backed off. Ridiculous men and their fragile egos.

They chatted for a while, Brian and Mercedes taking turns interpreting for the group. Evan stayed fairly quiet, and Mercedes wished she could make him feel more comfortable here. She wasn’t sure if it was the mostly hearing crowd or the fact many of the people here were wealthy. It certainly wasn’t because he was shy. He was plenty social in his own crowd.

While Deanna regaled them with a story of her class writing to an army unit and teaching them sign language through videos, Mercedes peeked at Evan.

Are you okay? You seem off tonight. She kept her voice off so she didn’t distract Deanna from her conversation, but she wanted to find out what was up.

Evan shrugged. I’m all right. Just something stupid Adam did. I might need your help.

With what? 

Getting back into my apartment. Adam got us evicted. He tried to barbecue food in a toolbox on the porch. All the smoke alarms went off.

Oh, no! He didn’t hear them, huh? Mercedes had never been a huge fan of Adam’s, but she’d put up with the clown because of Evan.

No. So we have ten days to get out. He plans to mooch off his parents, but I have no place to go.

Can I talk to the manager for you? Maybe he’ll let you stay.

Eyes lighting up, Evan inched closer. Would you? That’d be great. Of course, without Adam, I can’t really afford the place by myself. You wouldn’t happen to know of anyone looking to share an apartment?

A thought popped into her head and flutters started in her stomach. It was a bad idea, but maybe …

So happens, I need a roommate. Your sister is getting married and moving out, leaving me paying the rent myself.

Evan twisted to find Blake and Carli through the doorway in animated conversation with an older couple. He turned back and his eyebrows connected.

You want me to live with you?

Not really. She gave him her usual glare when he was being ridiculous. However, there’s this woman I work with who has been hinting that she wants to move in once Carli moves out. There’s no way I can room with this woman. She’d push me over the edge in less than a day. She already makes me crazy in only the eight hours I work with her. If you move in, even for a little bit, I won’t have to lie to her about not having an opening.

Evan’s mouth twisted to the side. Carli isn’t getting married for another three months. The eviction notice said ten days. What do I do in the meantime?

Mercedes laughed. I hate to be the one to break it to you, but your sister hasn’t really slept in her own bed for a few months. Blake’s condo is closer to her work, and I think she likes the company better.

His face grew tight. I don’t need to hear these things about my little sister. Isn’t her stuff still there?

Little by little she’s been moving it to Blake’s. Is your rent all paid up for the month of July? If it is, maybe I can talk your manager into letting you stay there until the end of the month if Adam leaves. That’ll give you at least an extra week to get your stuff together and moved.

You’d do that for me? He shuffled his feet and smiled. I’ll be your best friend for life if you help me out with this.

I already have a best friend. Your sister. 

Yeah, but she has Blake now. You need a new best friend.

He didn’t need to point that out to her. True, but do you?

You can never have too many best friends. His dimple flashed her way.

It looked like she’d have a new roommate soon. She wasn’t sure if having Evan live with her would be a good thing or the worst decision she’d ever made.








  
  

Chapter Two
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T ossing the last of the junk from his closet into a trash bag, Evan sighed. It had been a pain packing up all his stuff for the move. Thankfully, Mercedes had gotten him another few weeks instead of the ten days on the original eviction notice. Adam hadn’t been so fortunate, but then his roommate—former roommate—had been the one to decide that starting a fire in an old toolbox on the porch was a good idea. 

Last weekend, he’d spent most of his time helping get Carli moved over to Blake’s and then cleaning the floors and closet. This weekend was payback with them giving him a hand getting his junk there. They’d already gone ahead with another load. 

As he eyed all his belongings, he shook his head. It wasn’t a ton of stuff. Anything he hadn’t used in a year, or had no obvious purpose, had gotten thrown away. The apartment had come furnished when they’d moved in, and Evan couldn’t say he would miss any of the broken-down pieces he was leaving here. He’d benefit now from Carli moving into Blake’s high-end condo. 

He pulled the dog-eared manual for Heavy Equipment Level One and set it next to the Level Two book. The one that had barely been looked at. The vocabulary had been so advanced he’d snapped it shut after skimming it quickly. He wasn’t sure he’d ever get to that next level.

He’d been fortunate that as a teenager, his grandfather, his father’s dad, had taken him under his wing and taught him how to use all kinds of equipment. He’d gone to a vocational high school and taken classes that got him an early start. Pops had helped him through all the tests and given him so much experience that he hadn’t had a problem proving he could do the job when he’d been hired at his company eight years ago. He’d apprenticed for four years—code for grunt labor—then moved to running the equipment. He was skilled at what he did, but at times he wanted to do more. Earn more. He wasn’t sure it would happen.

After grabbing the books and dropping them into a box, he picked it up and headed out to the truck. He’d put this in the front seat since he didn’t want it blowing out and landing somewhere on the road. The rest of his bags and boxes rested in the bed of the truck, a tarp pulled over and tied to keep them inside. 

He waved to the cleaners his sister had hired to scrub the old apartment. It was a present of sorts, and he hadn’t argued. He certainly didn’t want to get on his hands and knees and wipe down the toilet and sink, and Carli had the money now that she was marrying her rich doctor.

Guilt ate away at him as he drove through the streets of Medford to his new place. He had to stop being so negative regarding Carli and Blake. The fact his sister had gotten cochlear implants so she could hear better was something he needed to get over. And forgive. It was her life, and she had every right to make any decision she wanted. The job she’d gotten because of her expanded auditory access had put her in proximity to Blake, as they both worked at Boston General Hospital, and Blake was a good guy. Evan couldn’t be happier that his sister had found someone who loved her for who she was and didn’t let her hearing loss get between them. 

The sour grapes that they both made more money than him were still there, though, and he wasn’t sure how to get rid of them. 

That Level Two book almost smirked at him from the box on the seat next to him.

“Shut up!” he yelled, then laughed at how ridiculous it was for him to be scolding a book. 

When he pulled up to the apartment he’d share with Mercedes, Carli’s car was parked out front, the shiny new vehicle Blake had bought her after she’d totaled her old one during a twenty-car pileup on the highway. It looked like they were almost done unloading it. Good. Less for him to heft in.

Once in the driveway, he shut the engine off and unhooked the tarp on the back. Might as well get started. Hauling one of the boxes up the steps, he almost didn’t see Mercedes holding the door open.

Welcome home, she signed. 

With the box in his hands, he couldn’t do more than smile and tip his head. He wanted to grab her and kiss her as a thank you for allowing him to move here. Not that it was a good idea being so close to the woman who strayed too far into his mind at times. However, it kept him from sleeping on the streets or crawling back to his parents with his tail between his legs. 

Carli’s room—his room now—was littered with bags and boxes, but the bed looked like it had new sheets on it.

Once he set his box down, he glanced at his sister. Did you make the bed already for me?

“Not me. Mercedes had it all done before Blake and I could move anything in.” He could tell by the way her mouth was moving that Carli was using her voice. She claimed it helped her with clarity, even when signing.

Guess I’ll have to thank my new roomie. He rarely used his voice. Would Mercedes want him to more often?

Carli smirked. “She filled the fridge with the foods you like, too. An entire case of Mountain Dew all for you.”

It was his turn to grin. He wasn’t much of a coffee drinker, so he got his burst of energy in the morning with the caffeine from his favorite soda. This wasn’t the first time Mercedes had stocked up with it. She and Carli didn’t drink the stuff.

Thanks for hauling my junk over here. I appreciate it.

Carli poked her elbow into his side. “What are sisters for?”

For being a pain in the neck, that’s what.

Blake wandered into the room. “Do you need any more help from us today?”

The guy’s signing skills had improved in the almost year he’d known Carli. If Blake kept it up, he’d fit in great at Deaf Night Out. Eventually. He wasn’t ready yet. 

As Mercedes strolled through the doorway, he conceded she was perfect for DNO. His sister’s—oops—his roommate had been living with Carli for years and was fluent in ASL. To the point where often people in the Deaf community thought she was one of them.

“I’m good for now. I brought the last batch of stuff in my pickup bed. It won’t take me long to haul it in here.” He used his voice a bit, mostly for Blake’s sake. He knew it wasn’t as coherent as Carli’s, but he had to communicate at his job, so he tried to make it clear when he could.

Blake waved his hand in the air. “I’ll grab a few boxes before we go.” Carli followed him out, and Evan opened the closet to see his clothes already hung up.

Jerking his thumb toward them, he signed, “You do that or my sister?”

Mercedes lifted her shoulders. “Carli brought them in, but I organized them in the closet. You can move them around any way you like, obviously.”

“They look fine. I’m not super picky about where the clothes go. Thanks for changing the sheets and making the bed. You going to do it every day? I could get used to that.” He threw her an extra snarky grin.

Her eyes almost rolled out of her head. “In your dreams. There are a few rules to living here. Carli and I never had a problem, but I have a feeling you’re not as tidy as we are.”

He chuckled, knowing his sister loved everything in its place. “Not even close.”

Mercedes glanced around at the cluttered room. “It’s your room, so you can do whatever you want in here. But if the place is a mess, please keep the door closed. I have friends over at times and don’t need them seeing that.”

“Messy. Close the door. Understood.” He winked at her. “What else you got for me?”

“I like to have the common areas picked up. They don’t need to be dusted and vacuumed daily, but I don’t like lots of clutter. Especially in the kitchen. Food needs to be put away or tossed in the garbage. Spills on the counter have to be wiped up. We get ants in here if there’s even the smallest crumb.”

“If I only have to pick up my stuff, it’ll be great. Adam wasn’t the neatest person to live with.”

Mercedes pursed her lips. “I didn’t imagine he was.”

After pushing some of the boxes into the bottom of the closet, Evan flopped back on the bed, his hands behind his head. Closing his eyes, he enjoyed the firmness of the mattress. Way better than what he’d been sleeping on for the past few years. 

The bed shook, and he opened his eyes to find Mercedes staring at him. “What? More rules?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it, but do you bring your girlfriends back home often?”

Was she asking because she didn’t want them here or was she fishing for information? “Kind of hard to bring anyone back here when they don’t exist. But I promise, if I get lucky, I won’t turn the place into a brothel.”

Her eyes flew straight to the ceiling with that comment. “Did you have any questions about living here?”

Sitting up, he cupped his chin between his thumb and forefinger. Yeah, he was always a big thinker. “Not questions, but maybe a few rules of my own. Rules about living with a Deaf guy.”

Hands planted on her shapely hips, she glared at him. The same look his sister often gave him. “You think I don’t know about living with a Deaf person. I have lived with your sister—who is also Deaf—for the past three years.”

She’s not really deaf anymore. The words flew from his hands automatically and regret stabbed him when Carli eased into the doorway and flinched. The death glare Blake gave him from behind his sister hit him dead center. 

Blake had warned him to stop hurting Carli with his words, and he couldn’t seem to remember. 

He popped off the bed and stepped directly in front of her, then kissed her cheek. “I’m sorry. I’ll try harder not to be a jerk. Forgive me.”

The pain in her eyes dimmed slightly, and she blew out a breath, then glanced at Mercedes. “Are you sure you want to live with him?”

Mercedes crossed her arms and scowled. “He’ll be good, or he’ll be sleeping on the streets. Right, Evan?” 

“The streets. Right. Don’t want to be on the streets. How about I order pizza for all of us to make up for being a bonehead?”

The two women peeked at each other, and some secret form of communication traveled between them. 

“You’ll have to get two. I want veggies, but Carli likes the meat lovers.”

He pulled out his phone and swiped until his delivery app popped up. To keep the peace, he’d order a dozen pizzas and pay for every single one of them. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The front door opened and closed, and Mercedes looked up from her book. Evan gave a quick wave, then stomped down the hallway. She’d come to realize it wasn’t because he was upset at anything, but because he was filthy from work. He’d taken her clean house rules seriously, to a degree, and attempted to keep his work mess in his room. 

She counted off as she flipped through the pages, not really reading them, then paused. Yup, his bedroom door opening, softer footsteps in the hall, then the bathroom door opening and closing. The shower would start any second. 

And … there it was. Like clockwork. She’d known Evan since they were kids but hadn’t realized he was as structured as this. Or perhaps it was a routine he’d only started in the last week. Who knew? What mattered was that the decision to let Evan move in had been a good one. So far.

The shower stopped. Footsteps along the hall. Then, his bedroom door closed again. Mercedes attempted to get lost in her book once more, but it would only be a minute or so before he lumbered into the kitchen like a bear foraging for food. 

Closing her book, she tucked in an old receipt to mark her place, then beelined to the kitchen. If she didn’t get to the crock pot first and dish out some food, Evan would dig a fork in and snag a few bites from the pot. Her germophobic tendencies wouldn’t allow that. 

She placed a second plate on the table as he trudged through the door, his hair still damp, in an old t-shirt and sweats. Fine dining indeed. 

“This smells delicious.” 

He’d taken to voicing as well as signing since he’d lived here. She wasn’t sure why as he was quite aware she was fluent in ASL. She wouldn’t complain since the more he spoke, the better she understood his deaf voice. 

“I didn’t know I’d get a home-cooked meal every night. You never said that was part of the living arrangements.”

After taking a cautious bite of the hot food, she shook her head. “It’s not. You can cook dinner any night you want.”

Evan had already gobbled down a half dozen forkfuls of the roast and potatoes that dripped in beef gravy. “It wouldn’t be anywhere near as good as this. If you want to take turns, we can set up a schedule. Adam and I made our own stuff. Unless we ordered takeout, we rarely ate together.”

“I usually cooked when Carli lived here, too. She got home later than me, like you do.”

Did someone teach you to cook or is it simply natural talent? His hands flew, but his mouth continued chomping on the meal.    

“My mother grew up in France, and her father was a chef. She learned to cook at his knee.”

She’s a nurse now, right?

“Yes. Doesn’t mean she stopped cooking. I actually thought of going to cooking school at one point. It’s a lot of hard work and often nights and weekends. I wanted to have a social life as well.”

So you took after your dad? Evan asked, still chewing. 

“In a way.” Her father was a college professor who taught history. He’d grown up in Haiti and had met her mother when she’d been on a vacation there. They’d fallen in love fast, but it hadn’t been an easy road. His parents hadn’t approved of him marrying a white woman, but love conquered all, and they would celebrate their thirtieth anniversary in a few months. 

“I love books and reading, so knew I had to do something where I had lots of access to them.” 

Evan started to wipe his hand across his mouth, then froze. Swiping a napkin from the holder on the table, he used that instead. Maybe he could be taught.

“A library has lots of books. Good choice.”

“So far it has been, for the most part.”

Evan dropped his fork in his plate and sat back, staring at her. “For the most part?”

She rubbed her hands together before answering. “Every job has a few things, or people, who make it harder or less pleasant.”

“True. What’s yours?”

Mercedes rolled her eyes just thinking about work. “Her name is Tasha, and she’s about our age. Her job is similar to mine. I shouldn’t let her bother me.”

As he gathered up his dishes, rinsed them, then put them in the dishwasher, Mercedes finished her meal. Once her dishes were also loaded and the leftovers put away, she realized Evan had wiped down the table and counters.

“Thanks for helping. And for following my clean rules.”

His expression grew frightened. “On my best behavior. Don’t want to end up in the streets.”

His answer made her laugh. Something he did often. “How about you? What bothers you at work?”

His shoulder lifted to his ear, and he grimaced. “Lots of stuff, but since I can’t hear anything the others say, it doesn’t bother me. They could be talking behind my back and I wouldn’t know it. I simply pretend they all love me.”

She couldn’t hide the smile that crossed her face. “What’s not to love?”

The arrogant smirk he wore, the one that brought out his dimple, flashed at her. “True.”

He flicked the kitchen light off and took her hand to lead her into the living room. Plopping down on the couch next to her, he tipped his chin at her. “So tell me about this Tasha chick. What’s she do that gets your panties in a knot?”

“You really want to know?”

“Why not? Deanna is always telling me people need to vent to get their frustrations out so they don’t explode. I wouldn’t want that to happen to you.”

Reaching out, she touched his arm. “Thanks.”

One side of his lip pulled up. “Yeah, it would make a huge mess, and we’d never get the security deposit back. I already went through that with Adam.”

Oh, the little rascal. His eyes gleamed, then he tapped her hand.

“I still want to know about Tasha. You put up with all sorts of crap from me and haven’t exploded yet.”

She pointed her finger straight at his face and signed, “Yet. Doesn’t mean it won’t happen. Tasha is the one who wanted to move in here when Carli moved out. I made the mistake of telling her, and she jumped on it. I had to do some fancy talking or she’d be here instead of you.”

“What did you tell her?”

Heat surged across her cheeks. “Well, I kind of fibbed a bit. I might have hinted that you and I were romantically involved.”

His eyebrows wiggled up and down. “So if I ever meet her, I’ll need to show you some loving?” 

“Hopefully, you’ll never meet her. I try and avoid her whenever I can at work. I certainly wouldn’t be hanging out with her after hours.” She’d rather hang out with her new roommate.

“What’s so bad about this Tasha?”

“She’s constantly chattering away, which is bad enough in itself when I’m trying to get work done, but she chews gum and snaps it so loud it practically echoes in the library.”

“Too bad you aren’t deaf. You could ignore her.” The mischief in his eyes amused her.

“I could, if her chatting and gum popping wasn’t the only issue, but when I’m on the computer, she stands over my shoulder and looks at my screen. I’m not doing secret research or anything, but it’s creepy with her right there.”

“That would creep me out, too. Doesn’t she have work of her own to do?”

“Sure, but she gets it done pretty quickly, then lingers in my space the rest of the day. It makes it hard for me to get my work finished.”

Evan’s mouth twisted to the side and his eyebrows inched together. “Can you get her to do some of your work? Make a list of what needs to be finished, and if she shows up to chat or hang on your shoulder, give her a task. Make it seem like she’s doing you a real big favor and you really appreciate it.”

His idea had merit. “That could work. I always make a list every day of the tasks I need to accomplish anyway. I could put a dozen of them on index cards, and when she comes over, hand her one. It would get her out of my hair for a short while.”

“Maybe she’ll even stop bugging you so she doesn’t have to do extra work.”

Mercedes laughed so hard she fell into Evan. It always amazed her how rugged his body was. Which is why she needed to back off.

“Thanks for the idea. I appreciate you talking this through with me.”

Evan dusted his hands off and grinned. “I figure I’ll be driving you crazy soon enough. You don’t need two people doing it.”   

Mercedes cocked her head. “You think you’ll annoy me more than her?”

He winked, causing her heart to race. “I always strive to be the best at everything I do.”








  
  

Chapter Three
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T he lights flicking off and on woke Evan from his slumber. Prying his eyes open, he saw Mercedes standing in the doorway, her face scrunched up.

What? was all he could sign in his half-awake phase.

“I’m sorry. I hate waking you up on your day off.”

Especially since he’d been out with friends last night and hadn’t gotten in until almost two. “Then why are you?”

“My parents just called. They’re on their way up for a visit.”

Glancing at his phone for the time, he groaned. It was barely nine. “Do I need to get out of here?”

“No.” Her gorgeous curls bounced around her shoulders as she shook her head. “I told them how you’d moved in, and they were hoping to visit with both of us.”

Evan flopped back on the bed and closed his eyes. “They’re an hour away. I can take five more minutes.”

The floor shook, and he pried one eye open again. “They left a half hour ago. You only have thirty minutes, if you’re lucky. Sorry.”

“Is there a reason they want to see me, too?” He’d met her parents when he was younger but hadn’t seen them in years. Her mom was gorgeous, obviously where Mercedes got her looks from. Her father was a college professor. Enough said. Doubtful he’d want to sit around and chat about highway construction.   

“You’re my roommate now. They want to get to know you better.”

Evan rubbed his hands over his eyes and pushed into a sitting position. “You didn’t tell them we were dating like you did with Tasha, the gum chewer, did you?” 

“God, no. They know you’ve always hung out here and are like a brother to me. I haven’t seen them in a while, and Mom wanted to get out for a drive.”

“So you’re simply an extension of Carli, huh?” He’d never let her know that was the last thing he saw her as. The crush he’d had on her as a kid had only gotten bigger and bigger the more he’d gotten to know her. Too bad she’d never look at a guy like him in a romantic way. 

“Fine, I’m getting up. You might want to turn your back, unless you want an up close and personal with my anatomy. Pretty sure I dropped into bed commando last night.” He tentatively lifted the covers and nodded. “Yup. Like the day I was born.”

Mercedes rolled her eyes, did an about face, and shut the door. Evan chuckled and flopped back on his pillow. He knew he couldn’t stay long. 

Five minutes later, he’d managed to drag on a pair of sweats to get to the bathroom and throw himself in the shower. Once clean, he attempted to tidy his room. Normally, he didn’t care what it looked like, but he didn’t want Mercedes embarrassed if her parents got a look—or heaven forbid, a whiff—of his disaster area. With his clothes in the hamper, his boots in the closet, and a liberal dose of air freshener, it was almost presentable. Almost.  

In the kitchen, Mercedes hustled about wiping down surfaces. 

“Can I get some caffeine, or am I destined to being a zombie all day?”

“You know where the Mountain Dew is. Make sure to wipe up any spills you make.”

He gave a smart salute. “Yes, sir.”

She threw the dish towel at him and stomped into the living room to fluff pillows. Really? Did she think her parents would up and leave if the pillows weren’t at the maximum puffiness?

Once he’d inhaled his soda and the caffeine had hit his bloodstream, he followed Mercedes to the living room.

“What can I do to stop you from freaking out?”

Her head whipped up. “I’m not freaking out.”

He cocked his head and pointed to where she straightened the stack of magazines for the third time. 

“Okay, maybe a little freaking out. I want the place to look decent when they get here. Can you check the bathroom and make sure it’s cleaned up? Towels all away. No toothpaste in the sink.”

He lifted one eyebrow and signed, “None of your bras on the shower rod. Your strands of hair picked up from the floor.”

“Oh, you’re so funny. There weren’t any bras there last night, and I swept the floor of any wayward hair this morning before you woke up.”

Mercedes had gorgeous hair, all dark and curly with golden highlights she must have gotten from her blonde mother. It did have a tendency to leave a mess on the floor after she brushed it. Since he left plenty of his bits and pieces around the apartment, he didn’t have the right to complain. 

“Tidy the bathroom. On it.” Her relieved expression made him laugh. It only took a few minutes to pick up the towel he’d dropped after his shower—oops—then wipe the sink and tub quickly. He backtracked into the kitchen with the wastebaskets from the bathroom and his room and dumped them into the larger kitchen one. He pointed to her room. “Does yours need emptying?”

“Yes, please. And thanks.”

After the trash was bagged and taken to the outside barrels, Evan replaced them with new bags and finally sat with his second glass of Mountain Dew. Mercedes hustled into the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee.

“Can you sit long enough to drink that, or should we insert an IV you can hang around your neck?”

She examined the room, then peered into the living room beyond and sighed. “I think I can sit for a minute.”

“What’s the plan for the parents? How long are they staying? Are we doing lunch? And if so, here? Or are they taking you out?”

Her gray eyes roamed the ceiling as she frowned. “I have no idea. My mom is a kind of spur-of-the-moment person. Drives my dad crazy, because he likes everything planned to the nanosecond, but he’s gotten used to it. I guess we’ll see when they get here, which might be any minute. Traffic coming off the Cape should be fine. It’s going in the other directions that will be a nightmare.”

Evan shrugged. “If they hang out here long enough the traffic will die down. Do I look presentable or should I find something better?” He wore a pair of tan cargo shorts that weren’t too battered and a plain gray t-shirt. Since he wore work boots every day at the construction site, his sneakers were in decent shape. Of course, Mercedes wore a gauzy sundress that made her look like a princess. He didn’t own any clothes that could possibly live up to her standard of dress.

She sent him a quick glance. “You’re fine. It’s the beginning of August and your day off. I doubt they expect you to be in a suit.” Her head swiveled toward the door, and she popped up. 

They must be here. He hadn’t seen the light flash for the doorbell. Unless they knocked. He wouldn’t hear that. His stomach tightened thinking about spending any time with her parents.

Mercedes was fluent in ASL, but he doubted her parents knew much, if any. Which meant he’d have to pay extra close attention and attempt to read their lips. His youngest sister, Deanna, was amazing at lip reading, but he struggled at times. It depended on the person speaking. Too many hearing people thought overexaggerating and moving their lips in all weird ways was helpful. It wasn’t. Blake had done that the first time he’d come to their parents’ house. Carli took him out of the room, and when he came back, he spoke normally. At least his lips hadn’t been all weird anymore. 

Thankfully, Blake had been learning ASL and was getting good enough to make it through rudimentary conversations. Between their brother, Brian, who was hearing, and Mercedes, who hung out at the house all the time, Blake was able to get the gist of most of the conversations.  

At the vibration of footsteps, he stood and moved to the doorway between the kitchen and living room. Mercedes entered, followed by her parents. Her father was an imposing man with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. He wasn’t quite as tall as Evan, but the distinguished college professor look made him nervous. 

Her mother was just as lovely as Mercedes, though her skin was much lighter. Her hair lay in blonde waves to her shoulders, and she was slightly more petite than her daughter. Mercedes had definitely gotten the right mix between the two of them. 

“You remember my parents, don’t you? Lisette and Pierre?” 

Evan nodded. “Nice to see you again.” He watched their expressions as he spoke the words. Neither one flinched or narrowed their eyes as if they couldn’t understand him. He hated that look. It happened too often with the guys at work when he tried to verbalize something. Much of the time, he found it easier to simply send a text if he needed to give someone information on the job. 

“Nice to see you again.” Lisette actually signed, and Evan smiled. She wasn’t smooth with the words, but she got big points for effort.

“Have you settled in okay?” Pierre spoke slowly, and Evan got his message. 

“Still trying to make it clean enough for Mercedes.”

Mercedes mouth moved, so he knew she was repeating his words. Had he not spoken them clearly enough? Probably. Maybe he needed to get more speech therapy like his sister had done. Why couldn’t everyone learn ASL? It would make his life a whole lot easier. 

Pierre laughed, then pointed to a cap he’d forgotten to put away. It had the Red Sox logo on the front. He said something, but Evan didn’t quite get it. He looked to Mercedes for translation. 

“You like baseball? Who’s your favorite player?” she signed. 

Baseball. He could manage that conversation. Digging his phone out of his pocket, he slid his finger across the screen. Once he showed Pierre the site with the stats of his favorite player, the man grinned and pulled out his phone, too.

For more than an hour, he and Pierre tapped away on their phones discussing and debating the merits of each player. Mercedes and her mom had toddled into the kitchen. He hadn’t even noticed until an amazing smell wafted through the open doorway back into the living room. 

“Is that lunch?” he yelled to his roommate. 

“Maybe. If you two are finished gushing about over-paid spoiled athletes.” Mercedes planted her hands on her hips once she’d signed.

“I wouldn’t mind that kind of pay,” he said. 

“Then you should have played baseball.”

“I do play. My league starts next week. You can come be my cheerleading squad if you want.”

One eyebrow rose on her pretty face. “Do I need to get pompoms and a short skirt?”

He laughed. “If you do, the guys on the team will love having you there.” Heck, the guys would love having her there in anything she wore. 

Mercedes waved for him and Pierre to come eat. They washed their hands and sat at the small kitchen table. 

This is excellent! Evan signed because his mouth was still full of the scrumptious chicken dish. He hadn’t even realized they had ingredients for it. Unless that’s what was in the large canvas bag Lisette carried in.

“Mom is the best.” Mercedes grinned, then winked at her mother. 

The meal was mostly silent—well, meals were always silent for Evan—but at least when he was with friends or family, there was lots of conversation through signing. 

A few times, Mercedes’ parents looked up and spoke. He appreciated that she took the time to interpret what was being said, both their questions and her answers. Most people didn’t bother. He’d gotten used to it, but often he still felt unworthy of people’s words or their time. 

When they finished up the meal, Pierre stood and waved at Evan, then pointed to the dishes. He faced Mercedes and asked something. A pretty smile grew on her face and she signed, “Our turn” to her dad. 

Pierre then repeated the sign to him. He might not be fluent in ASL but at least he made attempts to communicate with him to some degree.

Mercedes and Lisette settled on the couch in the living room while he and her dad rinsed and stacked the dishes in the dishwasher. When they were done, Pierre dug his phone from his pocket, tapped on his notes app, then showed it to Evan. 

—I sometimes get tickets to the Red Sox games. Would you want to go with me next time?—

Evan nodded at the nice gesture and shook his hand. “Thank you.”

Pierre tapped his wrist where a watch might be, then pointed to the door. He said something to his wife and she nodded, then stood.

“Thank you so much for coming up and making us a great meal.” Mercedes gave her parents each a hug and kiss as they headed to the door.

Lisette gave Evan a hug and a peck on the cheek. The gesture was endearing and made him think about how Mercedes and his own mom hugged every time they saw each other.

Once her parents had left and driven off down the road, he and Mercedes plopped onto the couch. He was exhausted from attempting to follow the conversations back and forth for the past few hours. It was almost as bad as being back in school. Eating a meal with non-deaf people was tiring, and he could use a nap. He had to stop being so lazy.

“Your dad has great taste in baseball players, and your mom is super sweet. Kids must have loved coming to your house to play when you were younger.”

Her eyes darkened. “Lots of kids weren’t allowed to come to my house when I was growing up.”

“What? Why not?”

“Because my parents aren’t the same color.”

He scowled. “You mean skin color? What the heck does the color of your skin have to do with anything? It’s not like you can choose it. Like being deaf. Hardly my fault. And it doesn’t change who I am as a person.” Though it may have colored how he saw things in life.

Mercedes snuggled into his arm and smiled up at him. Man, that expression could make him do almost anything. “That’s why I love your family so much. They always accepted me for me and didn’t care who my parents were or what they looked like.”

“Because it’s a stupid reason. You cut me off in traffic, and I’m all about judging you. But hair, eyes, skin? Geez, that’s ridiculous.”

He felt her chest rise and fall as she sagged against him. He shouldn’t let her stay there, because he’d want it more and more. She could become an addiction, and he didn’t have any way to break the habit. Yet at some point, she’d find some guy who was as smart as she was, and they’d go off and read encyclopedias together. It wasn’t something he could do. 

But masochist that he was, he didn’t move. He allowed her to relax against him and rest. She’d done a ton of interpreting today, and it was probably as tiring as reading lips. That was a great excuse anyway. The truth was he enjoyed having her close a little too much.
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