
  
  
      
        
          Tomboy

          
		      
          C.L. Cruz

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2023 by C.L. Cruz 

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact C.L. Cruz at clcruzauthor@gmail.com.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        More to Love
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by C.L. Cruz
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About C.L. Cruz
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

Chapter One
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Chely





“Three steak tacos, one order of enchiladas verdes, one chicken sandwich.” Veda punches in the order on the register but calls it out at the same time—a habit left over from when we used handwritten tickets and an order wheel. That’s how long she’s been working at the Tacontento Grill with me. 

I portion out the meat, prep the plates, and grab a handful of tortillas from the griddle where my grandmother is working. She’s in her seventies and still makes them by hand, mixing the dough, flattening it on the press, and grilling each one to perfection. Most impressive is how she uses her bare fingers to do it.

“How else do you know?” she asked me when she caught me using tongs once as a kid.

I swear she’s probably burned her fingertips off by now.

But it’s worth it. It’s because of my grandmother—my abuelita—that we were featured on the Taco Tuesday segment of a national morning news show a few weeks ago—and why business is suddenly booming. The food is good not just because of the flavor, but because of the care and the heart that we put into everything we make.

“One pambazo and an order of choriqueso,” Veda calls out as the order appears on the screen in front of me. Then, to the customers, “Have a seat, I’ll bring out some chips.”

I wipe my forehead on my sleeve, turning to prep the sandwich and cheese dip.

“Where’s my to-go order?” Veda asks through the window.

“You already took your to-go order,” I tell her.

“No.” She reaches overhead and grabs a plastic bag. “It’s a different to-go order.” She finds the order, bags it, and bids the clients a pleasant goodnight while I can’t even muster up a smile at the idea of this day being over.

“Is it closing time yet?” I ask no one in particular.

“En tus sueños,” jokes Frankie, the dishwasher, from the back. He’s young, just out of high school, and fancies himself our comedic relief.

I toss a dish into the sink. “In your dreams,” I shoot back. “I’m sure you’re ready to get out of here for your hot date with your Nintendo.”

Frankie barks a laugh.

My grandmother peeks at me over her shoulder. “No, mi corazón, no one has a Nintendo anymore.”

“What do you know about it?” I ask her, garnishing the tacos and setting the plate up on the window between the kitchen and the front counter.

She leans on her tortilla press. “I’m saving up for the new PlayStation.”

“No shit!” Frankie chimes in.

“Language,” my grandmother snaps at him.

He laughs again and then turns on the overhead sprayer, drowning us both out.

Veda passes by then to dump another load of dirty dishes in the sink. “Nico is coming by for the shop’s order.”

I groan. “I haven’t even started on it.”

“You know those boys can eat.” She pats me on the shoulder as she returns to the front and the line of people waiting.

My grandmother tosses me a pack of tortillas and I get to work making two dozen tacos for the boys who work at Nico’s Body Shop.

This insanity has been constant ever since the special aired. Before, the grill did barely enough business to keep its doors open, just like pretty much every small business in Juniper Creek—the quiet, charming, slow-paced small town where I’ve lived with my grandmother since I was ten. It used to be just the local businesses calling in orders at lunch time, then the local families for dinner. Weekends would see some teenage kids from Fairview or maybe Oakwood City, and summers saw tourist traffic on the way to the coast.

Now though? We’re busy from open to close. We have tons of five-star reviews on Yelp. We were even trending on Twitter at one point—at least, that’s what Emmy, our local social media celebrity, tells me.

And I don’t know if I like it.

Don’t get me wrong. I love cooking, I love eating, and I love sharing my family’s traditions and food with others. But lately, it feels more like work than it ever has. I haven’t made it to a bowling night or a townie cookout in weeks, and the only time I see my best friend Nico is when he comes in to pick up lunch for the shop every now and then.

Veda’s just finished bagging the shop’s order when Nico strolls in, his coveralls tied around his waist, exposing his strong, tattooed arms beneath a tight tank top and a small pooch where firm abs used to be. Wiping my hands on my apron, I come around the counter and give him a peck on the cheek, ignoring the line of people behind him. Then, I poke his belly.

“Sympathy weight?” I tease. His wife, Emmy, is heavily pregnant with their first baby, a girl. I never thought Nico would be the first of our crowd to settle down.

He reaches up and pinches an inch around my own waist. “What’s your excuse?”

I swat him away. “Mi abuelita’s cooking.”

My grandmother smacks her teeth from behind me. “She’s healthy.”

Nico laughs, takes his bag, and is on his way out when he turns around like he forgot something. “That food truck we were looking at?”

I brighten. “Yeah?”

“Sold.”

My shoulders slump.

“But it was a piece of shit—sorry, abuelita—crap, anyway. I’ll keep looking.”

He leaves, and I don’t get another second to breathe until ten o’clock rolls around and I lock the front door behind our last customers. Frankie cranks up the music in the back to clean the kitchen, and Veda and my grandmother take their seats at a table to roll silverware for the next day.

“You got the salsas?” Veda asks me without looking up.

I collapse beside her. “I’ll do it in the morning.”

Abuelita smacks her teeth at me.

“What?” I protest. “I’m exhausted.”

“You might not have time in the morning,” Veda continues. “That new cook is starting.”

I sit up straighter, a weight seeming to lift off my shoulders. How had I forgotten? I’d been complaining so much over the weekend that Veda had found a guy on Gregslist looking for a kitchen job. He had experience in Mexican food and on a taco truck, which might come in handy if I can ever get one up and running. We talked over the phone and he’s supposed to come in tomorrow to start his trial period.

“What’s his name?” I ask. “Derrick? Damien?”

“Dexter?” Veda chimes in.

Shrugging, I stand and pat Veda on the shoulder. “Want anything to take home?”

She shakes her head. “I’m meeting Nacho at Fast Lane. I’ll grab something there.”

I nod and head to the back, where I start slicing tomatoes for tomorrow’s salsa and trying to remember the new cook’s name, not that it really matters.

I’ll call him whatever he wants as long as he knows his way around a kitchen.
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Noah





If you blink driving down the highway, you miss Juniper Creek. That’s how small this town is. 

This town with supposedly the best tacos in the state. Handmade tortillas. Locally sourced meat and vegetables. House made salsas.

And a prime investment opportunity.

Back-tracking down the highway, I turn in at a service station and find Main Street a couple blocks away. I pass a row of small shops with bright window dressings, a white clapboard church, and finally, the restaurant. There’s a handwritten sign at the street announcing that I’ve arrived at the Tacontento Grill. It’s in a separate brick building with its own parking lot, which is packed, with some cars double-parked.
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