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To every high school librarian and teacher who put this series in the hands of your students, and to my two oldest daughters, Annabelle and Ava, who are no longer in high school. The two of you inspired every one of my stories. Events in your lives and lessons you learned through your teen years gave me fuel for my imagination. Without the two of you, this series would have never been created.






FIVE YEARS LATER

ASA AND EZMITA


“You didn’t completely walk away from

Asa Griffith’s truck that day.”








CHAPTER ONE

ASA

I slid the last box into the back of my truck. I was leaving Mississippi with a hell of a lot more than I had arrived with five years ago. Choosing to redshirt my freshman year due to Covid had given me more than just one more year of eligibility to play. It had given me more time to build a life here. Glancing back toward the building that had been home for the past three years, I smiled thinking of all the memories that had been made here. Dex and Joe had been not only my roommates but my teammates as well. They were the first two friends I had made my first year at Ole Miss. Dex had been my roommate in the dorms freshman year. We had been together the longest.

Dex was already gone. He had been a top pick in the NFL draft and would be playing defense for the Patriots. Joe and I were the only ones left to move out today. He was going back to Texas to work on his family ranch. It was what he had always known he would do. Like me, football had been a way to pay for his education. I had known after my first year I wouldn’t be NFL-bound.

Deciding on a degree and what I wanted to do with my life hadn’t been easy. I had changed my mind a few times. In the end, I had chosen to major in Spanish. Teaching Spanish in high school while also coaching high school football was my goal. My advisor had suggested I major in history, since that was where my strengths were.

In the end, I had chosen Spanish because it made me feel closer to her. Over the past five years, I had spoken to Ezmita twice in person while we were both in Lawton for the holidays. It was never for as long as I wanted, but then she was never alone. Facing the fact she had moved on was one of the hardest things I’d done.

“Yo! Griffith! You want this toaster?” Joe called out from the door of our first-floor apartment.

I shook my head. “No.”

Joe held it in his massive hands, turning it over and looking at it a moment. “It’s beat to shit, ain’t it?” he then added.

I nodded in agreement. He shrugged and walked back inside with it. Knowing Joe, he would take it anyway. He rarely threw anything in the trash.

Unlike Joe, I wasn’t positive where I would be in the fall. I had two options, and I knew I was real damn lucky. Not everyone was leaving with two job offers. Choosing Spanish as my major had been one of the smartest things I’d done while I was in college. Seems that high schools are looking for Spanish teachers that can also coach football teams. Starting with Lawton High School. However, neither school was offering me a head coach position, and I didn’t expect one. Just because I had played for an SEC team didn’t mean I was ready to take on a high school team.

Lawton was offering me a special teams coaching position along with a Spanish 1 and 2 teaching position, which came with a very good salary. I would be coaching with Nash, and that would be awesome. However, as many good memories as I had at Lawton and on that field, there were bad ones too. As dark as you could fucking get.

Then there was a 5A high school just outside Atlanta offering me an offensive coaching position along with the Spanish 1 teaching position. The salary was higher, but so was the cost of living in that area. However, looking at it as an outsider, the Georgia offer seemed like the obvious choice, and I was leaning that way.

I still had two more weeks before I had to make a decision, and during those two weeks I would be able to find my closure in Lawton. The fear that I would choose it for the wrong reasons weighed on my mind. The timing of things was perfect. In two weeks, the field owned by the Lees would be named in memory of our former friend and teammate Hunter Maclay.

Maclay Field would no longer be a field in the woods where the teenagers went to party. Those days were over. They had been for the past few years. The parties ended with us. It was time to make the place that had played such a big part in our lives something important. Nash and Ryker Lee were doing just that. Maclay Field would host football camps all summer with former SEC players and NFL players as special coaches throughout the summer sessions. I was signed on to do two weeks in July.

Profit made from the camp would go into the Hunter Maclay Scholarship Fund to be awarded to one Lawton Lion senior every year. In addition, each youth who wanted to attend the camp but could not afford the cost would be eligible to receive a Hunter Maclay seal of approval that would pay all costs for that child.

Ryker and Nash had spent the past year working on the program and turning the field into a field for young kids to learn the game of football. The Maclays had also put a lot of money behind the project and worked with the Lees to make this something to benefit Lawton and leave a legacy for Hunter.

The official opening ceremony would be open to all of Lawton, and the high school band was going to play. There would be food vendors, fireworks, and special speakers. However, the night before it would be a smaller gathering. Those of us who grew up on that field would be going one more time to spend a night remembering the moments that changed us forever.

The sound of the apartment door swinging open and banging loudly against the side of the building broke into my thoughts, and my head snapped up to see Joe once again standing at the door. He was so big, he filled the doorway, and the sight made me smile. I would miss him.

“You not gonna take the damn hair dryer either?” he asked, holding up a pink hair dryer.

“Joe, when did I ever own a pink hair dryer?”

He looked at it as if he was just now realizing its color. Then he shrugged. “I like pink,” he finally said.

“Then you keep it. I think one of Dex’s Exes left it here a year or so ago,” I explained.

Joe smirked. He loved referring to the list of women Dex had dated as Dex’s Exes. It didn’t take much to amuse Joe. He was always so damn happy and ready for a laugh. That was an energy I would miss being around every day.

“I’ll take it to Gerti,” he said before going back inside.

Gerti was his younger sister. He had five younger siblings, but Gerti was the only girl. His entire family always came for the home games. I had gone out to dinner with them more than once over the years. They reminded me of families I had watched on sitcoms growing up. The kind I hadn’t believed existed.

One day I wanted a family like Joe’s. A wife who loved me and a shit ton of kids being loud as hell. Smiling, I walked back to the apartment to say good-bye before heading back to Lawton.






CHAPTER TWO

EZMITA

As I stepped inside my parents’ store, the smell of cinnamon rolls engulfed me, and I smiled. Home. It had been months since I’d smelled Momma’s famous cinnamon rolls. I didn’t realize how badly I needed to be here until this moment. When my mother’s small body came rushing from the back door to greet the customer and her eyes locked on mine, my chest tightened. A lump formed in my throat, and unshed tears stung my eyes.

“Hey, Momma,” I said, sounding as emotional as I felt.

“Ezmita!” Momma cried out with joy and opened her arms wide as I hurried into them.

“I missed you,” I whispered as she hugged me tightly.

“You stayed away too long this time. But you are here now. Let me feed you. You’re too thin,” she said, pulling back and looking at me. I said nothing as she studied me. It only took a moment, and then she nodded. “I see,” she said. “Come, then. I will send your sister to watch the front and you can tell me how you broke things off with Malecon. It was time.”

I wasn’t surprised my mother knew without my having to tell her that I had finally ended my four-year relationship. She always knew. It was her gift in life. She read the minds of her children, or at least it felt that way most of the time. “Can I have a cinnamon roll?” I asked her, craving the familiar taste.

“I have conchas in the house kitchen. Chocolate ones, just like you love,” she told me. “I woke this morning, and my spirit, it knew you were coming.”

Perhaps it was God or one of the many saints that talked to Momma, and she didn’t read our minds after all. Whatever the reason, I was thankful. At least today. Conchas, my momma, and home were exactly what I needed right now.

“You eat many because you have lost too much weight,” she told me. “TERESA!” Momma yelled for my eighteen-year-old sister. She was the only daughter they had at home now. Rosa attended Saint Mary’s in San Antonio, Texas, and lived with Momma’s older sister and her family in the summers there. They owned a restaurant that had become well-known in Texas, so it stayed busy. Rosa worked as a waitress, and she enjoyed living in Texas. I missed her terribly.

Teresa came from behind a new shipment of boxes that hadn’t been opened and stocked yet. “What, Momma?” she asked, then her eyes met mine and she squealed with delight before running toward me. I barely had time to catch her in my arms when she threw herself against me.

“EZMITA! You’re home!” she cried out and held on to me so tightly it was difficult to breathe. I was sure this affection was due to the fact she missed me but she also missed Rosa. I knew Rosa hadn’t been home since Christmas. I spoke to her often on the phone.

“Missed you too,” I replied. The smile on my face was genuine and needed. Just coming back here made all the hard stuff fade away.

“Are you staying all summer? Can we go shopping? Will you stay in Nashville? Can I come visit? Will you be here for my graduation this Friday?” She began drilling me with questions as she leaned back to look at me but didn’t release me just yet. It was as if she were afraid I would disappear.

“Not sure. Yes. Not sure. Yes, wherever I end up. Of course,” I replied. “Did you honestly think I would miss the first Ramos to walk across the Lawton Lion field and get a diploma?” I asked her. Both Rosa and I had been homeschooled. I was thankful Teresa had been able to experience high school.

She grinned brightly. “I am a first, aren’t I?” She was proud of that.

“Yes, you are. Momma and Papa are getting lax in their old age,” I teased and winked at Momma.

She scowled at me, but I could see the twinkle in her eyes. Having almost all of her kids home made it difficult for her to be angry. “That is enough chatty chat for now. Teresa, you go watch the store. I need to feed Ezmita,” Momma said and continued on walking toward the house entrance.

I gave Teresa’s hand a squeeze. “We will talk tonight after work is over,” I promised her. “I want to know all about the hallways of Lawton High.”

She nodded happily, then hurried on to the front of the store.

“Your father will be back from the bank soon. He knows you’re coming. He will hurry,” Momma told me as we walked into the house.

“How did he know I was coming?” I asked.

She glanced back at me over her shoulder. “I told you, I made the chocolate conchas this morning,” she replied as if I were daft.

“Oh, right,” I said and bit back my smile. It is so odd now to think there was a time only a few years ago I’d wanted nothing more than to get away from my parents and this place. Now, as I walked into the door of our home, my heart was healed. I felt whole again. It was as if Momma’s arms and these walls held magical powers to fix me.

“Momma,” I said, stopping as I closed the door behind me and inhaled the smell of home. Tears stung my eyes once more, and I struggled to keep from crying.

“What is it?” she asked me.

“It’s good to be home. I missed you and Papa,” I said, unable to find the words to express all the emotion in my chest.

“Oh, Ezmita. It will always feel that way when you return. It’s okay to cry. Happy tears are those that built these walls,” she said and reached up to gently pat my cheek. “Now come eat.”

Laughter bubbled from my chest as tears fell onto my cheeks. “Okay, Momma,” I replied.

Walking through the hallway and into the kitchen, I saw our memories hung on the walls. Family portraits taken every year along with baby pictures of all the Ramos kids. I couldn’t remember the last time this wallpaper had been anything different than the blue flowers. That once annoyed me, but now I cherished it. I found comfort in it.

“Sit,” Momma instructed as I walked into the kitchen.

I did so, and she began making me a plate of food. It would be far too much food, but I would eat it all to make her happy. Seeing her had made me happy. How odd growing up was. You went from wanting your momma as a child, to wanting to get away from her as a teen, to wanting her yet again as an adult.

“What thoughts have that smile on your face?” Momma asked as she put a plate of chocolate conchas and a serving of mixed berries sprinkled in sugar as if I were still five in front of me.

I looked up at her. “The truth?” I asked.

She nodded her head.

“You,” I told her.






CHAPTER THREE

ASA

Nash had offered to let me stay at his place while I was in town, but I had needed somewhere I could escape to in the evenings. I had decisions to make, and being back here in Lawton was enough to mess with my head. I wasn’t the same kid who left here five years ago, and I had a decision to make that would impact the rest of my life.

Besides, Nash had his own house now, and there were several people coming into town that might need a room. I’d leave his three-bedroom house available to them. It was more house than Nash required, but he’d finished college in three years by taking summer classes, gotten his teaching degree in physical education, then gotten hired full-time by Lawton High as not only an offensive coach but a phys ed teacher. He made a nice salary for a single guy.

I winced at the idea of Nash single. I hadn’t been back to Lawton since he and Tallulah broke things off a year ago. I didn’t know all the details, but she had been offered a great opportunity in Chicago as an intern. They had done the long-distance thing until she had hooked up with her new boss or something like that. I wasn’t sure.

Putting my duffel bag on the white king-size bed, I walked over to the window. This was a new hotel. It had been built three years ago. There was nothing fancy about it, but it was clean with big rooms. It also sat diagonally across the street from the Ramoses’ store. Moving the curtains back, I saw what I had expected when I walked into my room and realized which way it was facing.

My view was the Ramos Stop and Shop. Great. Just what I wanted to look at every day I was here. Shaking my head, I walked over to the minifridge to take out a water that the guy at the front desk had said would be inside it. Along with the water were three chocolate bars, a bag of trail mix, and two apples. I grabbed an apple and bottle of water, then went to sit down on the chair beside the window.

Might as well look at the damn place and get it over with. Once I got my mind off Ezmita, I could focus on my future. She wasn’t a part of that. I used to measure every girl I dated up against her, and they failed. It took me until my third year in college to stop doing that. I still didn’t have any serious relationships, but at least I could date a girl more than once.

Damn if Ezmita Ramos wasn’t gonna be my girl that got away for the rest of my life. I took a bite of the apple and stared at the store. I recognized a few faces as they filled up their cars with gas or went inside to get groceries. Being back here was weird. It didn’t feel like home. Not with my mom buried in the cemetery. I hadn’t spoken to my dad in five years. Last I heard from Ryker, my dad was living in Little Rock. His momma was real informed by the gossip mill in town. It was believed that my father was also remarried.

I was the reason we hadn’t spoken. He had tried to call me a few times over the years, but I never answered. He had sent me a handful of letters that I never opened. Eventually he stopped. It was how I wanted it. I preferred a world where my father did not exist.

My thoughts didn’t get much further about him. Standing up, I walked closer to the window. My eyes locked on the girl I hadn’t thought I would see. But there she was walking outside carrying a bag of groceries for Gran Lee, Ryker and Asa’s grandmother. Even from here I could see that damn smile that still haunted me in my dreams. Hell, it haunted me in the daytime, too. When I least expected it, Ezmita would always show up in my thoughts.

Last time I had asked, which had only been a few months ago, Nash said she was still in Nashville after graduating college. He hadn’t known much more than that, but I didn’t expect him to. Her hair was shorter, but it looked good on her. She looked older, like a woman. Not the young girl who had broken my heart.

It had taken me a while to accept that she had been right. That day in my truck, she had chosen what was best for her and in the long run best for me. I’d been ready to do anything to get her to come with me. To choose me. In the end, Ezmita had chosen herself. She had been more mature at eighteen than any girl I had dated.

The last time I had seen her, she had been holding hands with a tall guy who was speaking Spanish because he was talking about the night before when they had been making out in the stockroom of her parents’ store and her younger brother caught them. The guy had tossed Ezmita’s bra over the boxes to hide it from her brother and they still hadn’t found it.

Ezmita had been laughing up at him so hard that she was wiping tears from her eyes. Until she had turned and our eyes met. Her laugh faded, and then she had just smiled. She had greeted me and asked how I had been. Small talk that people who once knew each other did before going their own way again. She hadn’t known I was fluent in Spanish and I’d understood every word of their conversation. Nor did she know that my chest had felt as if someone had fucking kicked it. I drank a six-pack of beer by myself at the field that night.

There was no sign of the guy with her now. I had returned to this town for closure. Ezmita was the biggest part of that closure. I needed to be able to put my past firmly behind me in this town so that I could decide which job to take with a clear head. Reaching for my wallet and the key card to the room, I headed for the door.

Once I was outside the front of the hotel, I scanned the parking lot for Gran Lee’s Buick and found it pulling out onto the road. I turned my attention back to the parking area and found Ezmita just as she was about to walk back inside the grocery store side of the Stop and Shop. Someone called her name, and she paused and looked back to wave. It was then her gaze moved and she saw me walking across the road and in her direction.

The bright sun made it difficult to see her expression so I could gauge how this was about to go, but I knew Ezmita well enough to know she’d wait for me to reach her. I saw her move toward me then, and as I walked under the shade of the awning I was able to see her smile. That damn smile still did things to me.

“Asa Griffith,” she said, looking happy to see me. “I didn’t expect you to be in town, but then again, I didn’t know about the field dedication. Mrs. Lee just told me about it. She’s so proud of it and what the boys are doing. It sounds amazing.”

Her voice was the same. She was the same. Just older and more appealing. Which wasn’t fair. God could have helped me out and let her age badly. Although my feelings for Ezmita went far beyond her appearance. It had been much deeper than that.

“Yeah, it’s gonna be great,” I said realizing how much of an understatement that was. “I’m here for the dedication, and I’m doing two of the camps in July,” I added then.

She still had to tilt her head back to look up at me. I always loved the way she did that. “You were the first one I thought of when Mrs. Lee told me who would be doing the coaching. I was hoping I would run into you. It’s been a couple years.”

“Two,” I replied too quickly.

Her smile, however, widened. “Yeah, I guess it has been. Time goes so fast now, doesn’t it? I mean compared to when we were younger. I feel like I blinked and college was over.”

I nodded once. “Yeah, I know the feeling. Are you back here for a while, or do you live in Nashville now?”

Her smile fell a little, and she didn’t have a quick response. I wondered if there was something important I was supposed to know. Had someone died and Nash not told me? Damn, I hope I didn’t ask the wrong thing.

“Right now, I honestly don’t know,” she finally said.

I let out a small relieved laugh. “You sound like me,” I replied.

For a moment, five years hadn’t passed. We were still the same two people we had been that summer before college began. We had the world before us and so many plans, so many dreams. Then the door to the store opened and Mrs. Ramos called out, “Ezmita! I need you to get back to the register.”

She glanced back at her mother and nodded. “Yes, Momma. Coming.” Then she turned back to me. “I better get back in there. It was good seeing you, Asa. Take care,” and she walked inside with one last wave. The illusion was gone.






CHAPTER FOUR

EZMITA

Weren’t people supposed to stop growing when they hit puberty? Wasn’t that how it worked? Because holy crap, Asa was massive. He had not looked like that the last time I saw him. Just two years ago, he had been broader, maybe taller, but he had not been the huge brick wall that he was now. The very wide, muscular, towering, gorgeous, brick wall… ugh! I shook my head at my thoughts.

I had told myself I would not think about Asa that way. Although it was hard not to think about him being gorgeous when he was absolutely just that. He was this big, huge man now, and crawling up that brick wall sounded way too appealing. STOP IT! I scolded myself.

Asa was a former SEC football player. I had been surprised when he didn’t go into the NFL draft, as had been my brothers. Everyone in town had expected him to. He had settled on a career instead. I wondered if he had been hurt or if it was because of a girl. There had to be a female. A guy did not look like that and remain single.

Tall, leggy models with long flowing hair and tiny waists that turned heads everywhere they went were what you found on the arms of a guy like Asa Griffith. There had to be one somewhere around here that belonged to him.

I had made the right decision five years ago. I was not the kind of female that dated guys like Asa. Nothing about me was supermodel material. We were grown now, and the teenage years were over. All just fond memories to cherish.

I shoved all thoughts of Asa aside and focused on talking to the customers as I rang up their groceries and bagged them. There were very few new faces. Most I had known all my life. They had been coming in here as long as I could remember. By the time we closed the doors that evening, I knew all the town gossip and updates. More information than I wanted to know.

Taking off my apron, I tossed it into the dirty bin, then picked up the bin to take back to the laundry room.

“What did the Griffith boy have to say?” my mother asked me as I walked into the house with the dirty basket from the store.

“Just to say hello,” I replied with a shrug.

“He is a big man now.”

I laughed then. “Yes, Momma, he is rather large,” I replied.

When she said nothing more I started toward the laundry room with the basket.

“Is he staying in Lawton?” she asked me.

Stopping, I sighed and shrugged. “I don’t know. We didn’t talk that much. I dated him briefly five years ago. I don’t know him anymore.” And that sad fact was one I wished I hadn’t verbalized. Knowing something and stating it aloud were two different things. The latter hurt more.

I put the aprons and towels into the washer, then headed for the stairs. I knew dinner would be ready soon. I could smell the mole and knew we would be having chicken tonight. Teresa had been gone all afternoon to a senior picnic the school had hosted. She still wasn’t home, and I knew it had to do with either a boy or the fact she didn’t want to work in the store.

Either way, I knew she would be home soon, because missing family dinner was not acceptable.

I wanted a moment of peace in the room I was sharing with her before she returned and talked nonstop about her day. I would be happy to hear about it, but for just a few minutes I needed to talk myself back into a good mood. Somehow I had gotten into a funk, and I feared it was over Asa freaking Griffith.

The fact I could so easily be put in a funk over a guy I dated one summer five years ago when I hadn’t shed a tear over a relationship that ended after four years said a lot. Too much. More than I needed to know about how much time I had wasted with Malecon. The worst part was he had loved me. He still did. He had told me at least once a week that he loved me for the past three years, and not one time had I been able to say it back.

Yet he had stayed with me. He had stayed with me until he had given up on us. I had stayed with him because Malecon was my friend. He was comfortable and safe. I didn’t have to worry about a broken heart with him because I hadn’t given him mine to break. When I had first met him, I’d instantly disliked him.

He had been working at our store as a stock boy, and I had been fixated on Asa. I had overlooked him or just been annoyed by him when he made it impossible to ignore him. That had been our way up until the day I had walked away from Asa Griffith. I had decided letting him go was the safest and smartest thing to do for myself.

When I had walked into the store and gone directly to the back of the store to break apart and cry, it had been Malecon who came to sit beside me. For the first time he hadn’t talked and said stupid things. He had been quiet. He had let me cry, and when I was ready he had listened to me ramble on about all that had happened.

Over the next year, he became my best friend.

Then he became more than that. He had followed me to Nashville. We had just fallen into a relationship. It had seemed simple. Like it was expected. As if it had been what was supposed to happen. But deep down I had known I could never love him the way he wanted me to. I did try, though. I did.

His final words to me had been “You didn’t completely walk away from Asa Griffith’s truck that day. You left part of yourself behind. I can’t keep waiting on you to get it back.”

Until today I had thought those parting words were ridiculous. I had told myself Malecon had wanted to hurt me because my not being able to love him had hurt him. So he went after something in my past he remembered that had broken me, but I was over that. I was a grown woman now. I had even called him immature for bringing it up.

Now, I wasn’t so sure if there wasn’t some very tiny bit of truth to his words. I did not think I left a significant part of myself behind with Asa. That would be insane. I had moved on, gotten a degree, made new friends, found a new life. I rarely thought of him. Well, maybe once or twice a week. But that was normal. He had been my first love and sadly my only love.

The door swung open and banged against the wall as Teresa came rushing inside. “I need help! I need an excuse to get out of this house tonight. There is this guy…” She began to prattle on so quickly I only caught bits and pieces of what was said. My own problems continued to plague me while I tried to follow along with Teresa’s.

I wasn’t sure, but by the time we went down to dinner I thought I might be a part of a plan to leave the house after dinner to go to the drive-in movie with her, although she wouldn’t really be watching it with me. I doubted our parents believed this, but then she seemed certain they would. I decided I would go along with it. Besides, who doesn’t like to go to the drive-in and watch a movie alone?






CHAPTER FIVE

ASA

Trying to get my mind off Ezmita I spent the rest of my day visiting some friends. It was just before eleven when I pulled back into the parking lot of the hotel. Nash had ended up inviting over several people to his house, and we had ordered Chinese food and sat in wooden Adirondack chairs in his backyard around a metal firepit drinking beer like middle-aged men. It had been nice.
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