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Smoke hung over my head in the rafters over the bar in Jenni’s Spot like a bad memory. Never mind that indoor smoking had been illegal in Louisiana for nigh on forty years, it was there. Clinging on like regrets, bad dreams, and the smell of cheap beer. Everything made it clear, this was a place where nightmares belonged.

Jenni’s Spot was a truck stop in the middle of the swamps somewhere between New Orleans and Biloxi down south of I-90 tucked between the pearls.

That’d be the Pearl River and the Old Pearl River if you were a mapmaker. For everybody local it was a joke. And not the kind you’d tell in church.

Not that any of the varmints currently clogging the bar had been to church in recent memory. Not unless drinking on St. Paddy’s Day counted. We weren’t Irish down here, not outside the Irish Bayou at least, but we drank like the fishes in the bayou at Polecat Bend.

“Lainey Jane!” Jenni’s smoke-stained voice rang out from the gloom of her office. “Get these tables cleared out! There’s a wreck an’ all the traffic’s coming our way!”

“On it!” I hollered back over the strained music coming from aging speakers.

“Wish you was on me,” one of the regulars said, laugh-ing as he sloshed swamp hooch in a cup that probably hadn’t been truly clean in over a decade.

I was already turning to give him the dismissal he so desperately wanted when a large hand pulled me back against a warm wall.

“You lookin’ for a fight, Willard?” a deliciously deep voice that was pure Cajun asked as the scent of dark choc-olate and cold mornings on the river wrapped around me. “Miss Lainey Jane is mine.”

For a moment time seemed to freeze and I could picture myself turning, smiling, feeling warm and loved and wanted in a way I’d never been. Wanted for myself and not for the work I could do for someone else. Wanted because the man standing behind me actually meant what he said.

The vision snapped with Willard’s snicker.

“Miss Lainey Jane is her own damn woman,” I said, pushing the hand away and turned to glare at Marcus Dupre.

My glare bounced off an unsinkable Cajun man. Six four in bare feet, shoulders like a linebacker, muscles cut like he was posing for a magazine in the morning, choco-late brown eyes with flecks of ocean blue, sun-tanned skin, and rich brown hair every girl in the parish wanted to touch, Marcus “Mako” Dupre was one of the sprawling clan of Dupres who were spread up and down the rivers like they owned them. His grandma was called Queen and she lived up to it. The whole passel of them were nothing but trouble.

This one though, I thought we’d seen the back of him years ago but, like another round of bad news, he kept showing up. He wasn’t cruel, not like my father or bro-thers, but he was a Dupre. That meant he could go from flashing a killer smile to simply killing someone with the blink of an eye. The whole family was that way, you were either on their side, or you were an enemy. 

I’d never known what he saw me as, so I stayed safe and kept my distance. Even now, when the chill of the winter air wafting through the front door made me want to curl up in his warm arms. Perfect proof that I’d been working too long and had lost my ever-lovin’ mind. 

His smile was as slow and seductive as a swaying snake. “You wound me, cher. You could be mine.”

“Yours?” I pushed away from him, quietly looking for the nearest steak knife. A Dupre usually needed to be losing a lot of blood before they remembered to listen. “I’m surprised you even remember my name. Must be why you forgot I don’t like the idea of being owned. Or was it because the last time you saw me was seven years ago?” The last time I’d talked to him was the year we graduated, right before Marcus vanished in a wave of rumors. Maybe he went to college, more likely he went to prison. Wher-ever it’d been, he was back. 

Charming as he was, my future plans did not include getting entangled with another powerful, capricious fam-ily. The Mako could hunt all he wanted, I’d be the ornery octopus slapping him if he got to close.

“Last time I saw you was in my bed last night.” Stormy, ocean-flecked brown eyes looked me up and down, taking in the tiny cutoff denim shorts and too-small black t-shirt that were the Jenni’s official uniform for the ladies.

“In your dreams maybe.”

“And what good dreams dey were. You were singing me a siren song.”

“I hope it led you to a watery grave.” I grabbed an empty plate from Willard’s table and gave Marcus the cold shoulder as I headed for the kitchen. Let him look. It was the last eyeful of me he was ever going to get.

I made Wyatt take the swamp prince’s table. The tips would be good either way. Marcus liked anything with nipples, everyone said so. It was the only reason he’d never been caught wrestling gator for anything more than a roadside sport.

It sounded mean, but it was true. On our sixth grade field trip to the wildlife center he’d been caught staring at a manatee and all he said was, “I like her curves.”

In school he’d been my Designated Crush.​[1] Not that I was alone in that. Everyone had liked him, boys, girls, and anyone in between. Marcus Dupre had a smile that could melt ice off a nun and a voice smoother than the finest Kentucky bourbon. He was hot, but he was the kind of weird you’d have to be crazy to love. And I wasn’t crazy.

Nobody had time for that, least of all me.

Not anymore.

Four hours later the dinner rush was closing to a crawl, Willard was on cheap beer number nine and singing tunelessly with a buddy who’d stumbled in already drunk an hour ago, and I found myself reaching for my apron strings.

This was it. I was really doing it.

“Lainey Jane!” Cook hollered. “Order up for table five!”

“On it.”

Willard gave me a look he probably thought was flirtatious.

I dropped fried catfish and okra at table five in front of some truckers complaining about the wrecks on the high-way and headed for the back room next to Jenni’s main office.

“Whatchya doing, Lainey Jane?” the boss asked as I took my apron off and dropped it in the washing bin for the closing crew to handle.

“Clocking out, boss.” My shoulders tensed at what I knew was coming. “It’s after midnight.”

“Clocking out?” Jenni scoffed, her usually bored voice turning mean. “You think you can clock out now?”

“I’ve been here over ten hours,” I said, eyes on the dirty, boot-scuffed, mud-stained brown floor. “I pulled doubles yesterday, the day before, and all last week.”

“Is this about tips?” Jenni demanded. “It’s only fair we divvy ‘em up like that. Everybody ‘oughts to get paid.”

I should have let it go, it wouldn’t matter in the morning, but I couldn’t. Keeping my voice calm I said, “Wyatt and I are the ones waiting tables on minimum wage. Cookie gets double what I make even with my tips!” My ears burned in humiliation and rage I couldn’t contain.

Jenni stood up. She actually moved out of her rolling chair and away from whatever online game she was addicted to this week. “You listen here, Li’l Miss Too-Big-For-Her-Britches, there’s a wreck westbound on the ninety. All them truckers are goin’ to be comin’ in here. We’re ‘bout to be busier than a cook at a crawfish boil. If you want this job tomorrow, you’re going to stay to close.”

I turned, eyes snapping up meet her gaze. “Then cut me my pay.”

“What?” Jenni blinked. “What did you say?”

“I said pay me what you owe me. ‘cause I’m going home.” There was no air left in the room, only smoke and the smell of rancid grease from the kitchen. My heart raced with fear. And hope.

I could do this.

I had to do this.

Jenni’s penciled-in eyebrows climbed up to her bottle-blonde bangs. “Lainey Jane I thought you were better than that. Better than those good for nothing brothers of yours. If you don’t have a job tomorrow, who’s going to pay the bills at your house? Heaven knows your daddy ain’t kept a job in his life. How’re they going to eat if you storm off like this?”

The bar outside had gone quiet, all ears on us.

Licking my lips nervously I stepped closer so I could whisper to Jenni, “Please? My period started. I already bled through my panties. I need to get home to get changed.”

Jenni’s lips puckered in a scowl. She looked me up and down.

“I paid all the bills today. I need my paycheck so I can go get pads. Lady stuff. You know?” I looked to her for sympathy.

“Uh, fine.” She rolled her eyes and stalked back into her office.

The noise of the bar resumed as Jenni popped the cash drawer open and she counted out my week’s pay. Nine hundred dollars, all mine.

She put three hundred back. “For the tips you’re miss-ing,” she said, holding out the cash. “And you best be here ten ay-em for opening and plan to stay to lock up. Or I really will go hire someone else. I’m taking a risk, letting someone like you work here.”

“Yes, ma’am, I know.” I took the cash, glanced over it to make sure it was really there, and nodded. “Thank you so much. I’ll never forget this.”

Ever.

That was a threat, not a promise.  

In the tiny employee bathroom I changed into black sweat pants and a faded t-shirt with a yellow water dra-gon swimming past a mermaid’s underwater palace, a gift from a customer years ago. The denim shorts and work shirt were Jenni’s technically so I dropped those in the laundry bin with my apron. I wasn’t letting her charge me with theft.

No one noticed as I slipped out the back door. There’d been street lamps out here years ago when Jenni’s Spot was new. They were overgrown by kudzu vines now.

If it weren’t for the flickering neon sign at the front of the building anyone driving past the gravel lot would think this place was abandoned most days. Tonight there was the sound of trucks parking on the far side of the building, hollers combined with the sound of air brakes. An owl soared silently overhead.

Down the way someone screamed along with a coun-try song about lost love and starting over.

“Lainey Jane.” The sexiest Cajun accent ever to exist wound its way out of the shadows like a cottonmouth hunting for dinner.

Marcus stood there in the shadows between the dumpster and his bright yellow pickup with the vanity license plate that read YumYum.​[2]

It hit me, all over again, this was the best I was ever expected to have. Some feral Cajun boy flirting with me between the grease pit and the trash pile because I was the prettiest thing with two legs nearby.

“What do you want?”

“Is there something wrong with a neighborly hello?” he asked as he strolled toward me.

“You get close enough to touch me again, I’m going to find a rock big enough to knock some sense into you.” My voice was flat. Not with fear, with rage. I was angry at Marcus, and the owl, and my family, and the whole world who dealt me the worst hand every day and expected me to be grateful for the crumbs.

“You driving home?” Marcus stopped a safe distance away. I would still like a few thousand more miles be-tween us, but that wasn’t going to happen today.

I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Maybe. Maybe not. Don’t see how it’s any of your business either way.”

“Was just being neighborly. Figured I’d drive behind you so I can tow that ol’ thing once it finally dies on you.” He nodded to the powder blue POS that was older than I was by a decade.

“She gets me where I need to go.”

“I could get you there too.” If innuendo was a subtle hint, this was whatever the opposite of innuendo was. “Make all your dreams come true.”

I rolled my eyes in the dark. “Sure thing. Next time I see you, you can buy me a drink.”

“Promise?”

“Scout’s honor.” I’d never been a scout of any kind, but that didn’t matter. Marcus, like the rest of this armpit of a town were all going to be a bad nightmare in twenty-four hours. “See you around, Marcus.”

I locked my car doors as soon as I got in and drove down to the gas station at the edge of the highway. I lived one exit to the west. I drove that way along the side road until I was out of range of the gas station cameras, pulled off road into a clump of trees, and walked to the trunk of my car, heart racing.

This was it. Today was the day. I was finally, finally doing it.

In the trunk was everything I owned. My bright yellow suitcase, my college diploma that I’d earned from six years of online classes, my new SIM card for my phone. I popped out the old SIM card, the one I’d had since I got my first phone as a hand-me-down at age nine, and put the new one in place.

When I hit the entrance to the highway, I went east.

Next stop: Atlanta.
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My phone buzzed in my hip pocket as I finished folding my laundry on the tiny bunk bed I called home eleven months of the year. Rocking as the floor of the cruise ship swayed with the tides I pulled my phone out for a look, the cheer-ful yellow case with me in my full Moonlight Mermaid regalia from last year’s show brought a smile to my face as I checked the caller ID.

A 0239 number, which meant Wagga Wagga and prob-ably a spam call. I hit the block button. There was another notification on my phone, this one from my memories.

With a tap I opened it and saw pictures from two years ago when I’d first moved to Australia. My chestnut brown hair with coppery red highlights was in curls, I wore a red Atlanta Dream​[3] t-shirt, and the look of someone who hadn’t slept in thirty-six hours because I hadn’t.

But I was smiling.

I was so proud of that smile.

I’d earned it. I’d fought for it. I’d spent the seven​[4] years after high school working in hell so I could pay my family’s bills and afford the occasional college credit. All those long shifts and extra gig work had bought me a degree in the hospitality industry and opened the door to a better job in Atlanta.

But that had only been a stepping stone. A place to give me an address so I could get a passport without taking a beating for “wasting money” or “being selfish”. Then I put over eight thousand miles between me and my nightmare -inducing childhood.

Three years after fleeing the backwater swamps of Louisiana I was stable, healthy, and feeling like a whole human being. Part of that probably had to do with the fact that I was getting four weeks off from work, paid.

Checking one last time to make sure everything I owned was squeezed into my yellow backpack I headed out of my cabin and to the main deck where Amelia was waiting to give me a ride out of Sydney harbor. We’d been in port for four hours, but the promenade was already crowded with new faces of eager explorers off to adven-ture for the summer holidays.

Or hols if you were an Aussie.

The Merry Mermaid was one of five ships belonging to Alonnah Cruise Lines, and she was the largest. Capable of circumnavigating Oceania, the Mermaid regularly sailed as far south as Auckland and as far north as Okinawa.​[5]

Neither were places I could have found on a map four years ago. Now I could recite fun facts about them and identify which sea we were in by the shells on sale at the Mermaid Trinket kiosk by the mermaid show where I worked.

Right now the promenade featured miniature Sydney Opera Houses and cowry shells commonly found in the waters of Sydney, Australia.

“LJ!” Kilee Moyle waved at me from the center of a crowd of googly-eyed tourists that smelled of sunscreen and forgotten deodorant. Kilee was dressed for work in the same green wig with a clamshell crown and a glitter-ing green dress that I often wore. In front of her was an array of sparkling cards, the kind that left you contam-inated with glitter for a fortnight.​[6]

Swallowing a put-upon sigh, I walked over. “Hello, Magnificent Minerva!” I said in my best Aussie deckhand voice.

“Everyone,” Kilee said, “this is LJ, one of our happy helpers here on The Merry Mermaid. She does everything to make your day extra awesome! She’s about to go for some shore leave, should we see her future for her?”

“Yes!” several small children squealed in delight.

Across the table with the Marvelous Minerva Seas All​[7] sign Kilee grinned at me.

Brett must have been busy because it was his day to have his fortune told to make all the suckers - excuse me - tourists pay good money to have a fake magician read their future in the cards.​[8]

Reminding myself that my employers were very kindly paying for me to have a four-week holiday on land I put on my bright Happy Helper smile.​[9] “All right,” I tapped three of the cards fanned out in front of me at random. “What’s my future hold, oh Marvelous Minerva?”

Kilee did her act, waving her hands over the cards and pulling them out with mysterious looks. “Ooo! Your future is bright!”

She flipped over the sun card for everyone to ogle.

Drawing the second card her eyes widened drama-tically and she pronounced. “You will find magic and mer-maids!” She showed us the second card, the mermaid, which was usually the third and led to a spiel about the mermaid shows all guests were encouraged to attend.

“True love is waiting for you!” Kilee assured as she flipped over the final card.

The Lovers card stared back at me, with a black-haired man who reminded me far too much of a man I hadn’t seen in three years. I’d never see Marcus Dupre again in person, but he seemed determined to haunt me all the same. 

Blame it on the last nights’ late conversation with my friends, we’d been talking about who we’d left behind, and I’d spun a tale of an ex-boyfriend who was almost some-thing more. Of course Kilee would remember that. She was the only one besides me who’d stayed sober.

My cheeks burned and I’d bet money they were bright red.

“Enjoy your vacation!” Kilee’s smile was all-seeing, all-knowing, and all-teasing. Of course she’d set me up like that. “It looks there’s someone waiting for you on land.”

I was never going to live down the rumors of my early crush. But I kept my Happy Helper smile firmly in place for the crowd.

“Thanks!” I waved at the tourists. “Enjoy your sweet sail!”

Working my way through the crowd I found Amelia by the back stairs that only crew were allowed to use. My bunkmate and fellow mermaid had naturally blonde hair and dazzling blue eyes. She was outgoing, friendly, and flirtatious. It was easy to get along with her.

We’d bonded over a love of the TV show All These Broken Seasons and happily spent our working hours together tempting tourists to their financial doom​[10].
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