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  Even after disembarking, it still felt like Mary was aboard ship. The other passengers milled around, flitting from shop to shop, checking out the stalls that were set up all along the dock, buying everything from maracas to blankets to giant bottles of Dos Equis. Everywhere she looked, she saw somebody that she recognized from the ship.




  Mary set her sights on the far end of the dock and started walking fast. It was her first time in Mexico and she was eager to see some of the real country, not just the shops that lay in the shadow of the cruise liner. She also wanted to put some distance between her and the other passengers, if only for the afternoon. Not that they were all bad, of course; as Mary walked, she saw the Perfect Couple, both of them impossibly blonde, tall and with brilliantly white teeth, each of them trying on oversize sombreros. Mary had been seated with them for dinner on the first night, and they had seemed very nice while struggling to find something to say to her.




  At the next shop, Jim and Jamie waved to her through the glass as she walked by; Mary waved in return although the couple’s relentlessly chipper mood was, frankly, a real downer. Or perhaps it was the way they had been trying to fix her up with every—any—member of the ship’s crew ever since they had left port.




  Mary snorted. Like I can’t go on a cruise by myself, she thought as she stopped to look at herself in a storefront. There, among the reflections of the brightly colored piñatas hanging above her, she looked somewhat pale and very much alone.




  Well, maybe they have a point. It is a couple’s cruise, after all. As a single woman, I must stick out like a sore thumb. She turned and kept walking, trying to put the towering cruise ship far behind her. But then it’s not like I planned it this way.




  In fact, she had planned just the opposite: when she had booked and paid for the cruise, her life had been very different. But three months and one cheating, no good son-of-a-bitch fiancé later, she had found herself suddenly single in the middle of an icy Minnesota winter. The thought of a cruise, even one that had been planned in happier times, seemed like the perfect antidote to the short days and long nights; ever since she’d decided to go, she’d been dreaming about the golden sun, warm breezes and washtub-sized margaritas.




  Though she’d had all of that, the cruise had still turned out to be less fun than she’d hoped. It was impossible to pretend that she wasn’t a third wheel; every activity on board had been designed for couples, and at times it seemed that her sole purpose was to make life difficult for the ship’s activity counselors by ruining their evenly-numbered plans. By the time they’d arrived in Acapulco, getting off the ship for a while had sounded like the best idea she’d ever heard.




  She looked up at the large sign that loomed above the final shops at the end of the pier. A huge arrow led away from the ocean, toward the cobblestone streets, polished from years of use, that led into town; the arrow bore the words “Zona Dorada”.




  Zona Dorada. The Gold Zone. If she remembered right from the guidebook in her cabin, this was where the “real” Acapulco began—at least, it was more authentic than what she’d find if she hung around the dockside shops with her fellow passengers. Mary half-turned and caught one last glance at the pasty Americans milling around, then followed the arrow into the Gold Zone.




  Within only a few blocks, the entire atmosphere seemed to change. Gone were the sombreros, shot glasses and t-shirts; the entire tacky, cheap vibe of the pier had dissipated and been replaced with weathered brick storefronts and towering palm trees that lined the broad avenues. The signs in the windows stopped shouting English slogans and instead quietly advertised in Spanish; the passers-by no longer called out to her trying to sell something and instead only smiled and murmured “Buenos días” as she passed. Mary’s mood rose the further she walked, and shortly she could have forgotten all about the mess that her life had turned into back home. Beneath the swaying palm trees that lined the sidewalk, she let herself become submerged in the sights and sounds of this foreign street.




  As she passed an art gallery, a painting on display caught her eye, and she stopped to look more closely. The artist had painted the face of a young woman with clear dark eyes and cascading waves of brunette hair. It’s like looking in a mirror, she thought as she stared, then let her eyes refocus on her own reflection in the glass. Well, ten years ago, anyway.




  She turned to look around. The street was lined with similar shops and galleries, all of which looked pretty much alike. Guess this one’s as good as any. She pushed the door open and stepped inside.
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