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"When it's gone, you'll know what a gift love was. You'll suffer like this. So go back and fight to keep it.

Ian mcewan





They say that you fall in love three times in your lifetime.
First love.
Our first love happens when we are young. Usually in high school. Its what we want love to be. What we’ve seen in movies as a child. We believe that this will be our only love.  Even if you start to question it, you will change to make it work. This love looks right.
Second love.
The second is supposed to be our hard love.  It teaches us lessons. We find out who we are and what we want. This love hurts. Whether its from pain, lies, or manipulation. But you will find yourself coming back time and time again.         This love is usually unhealthy. 
Third love.
This is the love that lasts. That comes out of nowhere. That hits us when we least expect it. It comes easy. The connection you have can’t be explained. It knocks you off your feet. This love feels right.
What if your first love is a combination of the first and second love. Is that even possible? Yes. Yes, it is.
Then there are those rare times. When all three types belong to one person. This person will love you like no other. Then they will rip your heart out and give it back on a silver platter. The pain you feel is real. It hurts. You can’t breathe. You think that you will never find love again because you still love them. But after some time, you find your self drifting back to them. Forgiving that pain that they caused you, and that’s when you find it.
And it’s just so happens to be the same person. Yes, you can go through all three with one person.
Just remember that it’s going to hurt along the way.




CHAPTER 1



REBECCA
I didn’t mean for it to happen. But it did. I fell hard and fast. He was the bad boy. He was off limits. That only made me want him more.
I was twenty years old and the oldest of five siblings. I still lived at home. I was working two jobs, trying to save for my first apartment. There’s not much to do in this small town. But it was home. Nestled in the White Mountains of Arizona is my hometown, Iron Ridge.
This small town doesn’t have much to do. Everyone knows everyone. Hell, they know things about you before you do. If you want to know something just go Rosie’s, the local diner. You’ll get the latest news from Rosie herself.
I worked in my family owned bakery since I was born. Technically I was raised in the bakery. I was allowed to do the baking alone when I was about thirteen.
Once I graduated high school, I took a year off. You know a gap year. I wanted a break. Well that didn’t sit well with my parents. My parents and I don’t have the best relationship to begin with. You would think that I would want to go to school to get out of the house. You aren’t wrong. I did. I wanted out. But I also wanted to do things my way. On my time. My whole life I haven been told what to do, what to wear. I needed this to regain my independence.
“Rebecca, when are you going to take things seriously and go to school?” My wonderful mother asks. It’s only 5am and she already starting this. “Mom, I already told you, the classes I wanted to take are full. I have to wait till next year.” I answer looking up at her from my bowl of cereal. “Well, if you hadn’t wasted your time hanging out with your friends all summer then you could have gotten a spot. But of course, It’s always about a boy. If you ended up pregnant, I wouldn’t have been shocked.” Oh, here we go. Just for the record there wasn’t any boys. Not for me anyways. Can’t say the same for everyone else.
Little does she know that I went all through high school a virgin. The only one of my friends to do so. I’m not judging them in anyway. Sometimes I wish I would have just gotten it over with. But there is no one in this town that I even considered. “Mom I got to go. I’ll be late for my shift at Rosie’s. She asked me to come in early today.” I get up and rinse my bowl out and place it in the dishwasher. I give her a kiss on the cheek “Love you, I should be off at 2.”
Rosie’s is your typical small-town restaurant. Its right in the middle of town. One the corner of Main and Flower. There are these big large windows that take up most of the front. Colorful flowers in planters line the sidewalk. Giving it a welcoming feel.             
I can already smell the bacon and I’m still a block away. Walking inside, the first thing you will see is a long counter that can hold twenty people and most the stools are already taken. The booth’s cushions are worn but clean. Booths line the walls with tables down the middle. Around the corner there is a larger area for parties or when we get really busy. It’s normally blocked off by those folding Chinese privacy screens.
After parking my car in one of the very few available places, I get out and walk over. Opening the door and the smell of pancakes, and coffee hits me. I smile. I love this place. The tips are good, and the people are fun. “Becca you’re here! Hurry grab an apron and take section two. Old man Jankins is already in a mood. His coffee wasn’t coffee enough for him. Or whatever the hell he said. It’s too early in the morning for his shit.” Rosie says balancing a tray of food in her right hand. Tying the apron around my waist I grab a fresh cup of coffee and head to Mr. Jankins’ table.
He’s not that bad. I can handle his moods. I’m probably the only one who can. “Mr. Jankins, Good morning sir. I heard your coffee wasn’t up to par, so I brought you a new cup. I made this batch myself.” I lie. But he doesn’t know that. “About damn time. I’ve been sitting here alone for ten minutes. Are you going to take my order or not?” Hoo boy. He is extra grouchy today. “Now, Mr. Jankins what have I told you about being rude to the waitresses? We are people too you know. Not some animal for you to order around. If you insist on being rude you can go find your breakfast somewhere else. I heard the new fast food place in Flagstaff is good.” I stare down at him. I refuse to back off. I will not let some grouchy old fart ruin my day. “Sorry Rebecca. I’m having a bad day. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.” He takes a drink of the coffee I brought him. “This is good. You have a gift my dear. I’m shocked a nice young man hasn’t swept you off your feet yet.” I pat his shoulder and take his order to the cook. It too early for that type of conversation. And with what happened this morning. I wasn’t in the mood.
“Girl I don’t know how you do that. He isn’t nice to anyone but you.” Rosie tells me as I fill drink orders for another table. A group of tourists. It’s summertime and a lot of people come up here from the southern cities to get away from the heat. I would too if I were them. “I just treat him like I do anyone else. If you’re nice to me, I’ll be nice to you. He’s just a lonely old man.” I shrug my shoulders and walk away.
Five hours later, I sit down in the break room and prop my feet up. Boy do they hurt. I need to get some new shoes. The morning rush is over and I’m taking a ten-minute breather to eat something before the lunch rush comes in. I’m halfway through my cheese and bacon omelet when I get a text.


MOTHER DEAREST: REBECCA I NEED YOU TO BE AT THE BAKERY AT 215. THERE IS A NEW HIRE AND I WANT YOU TO SHOW HIM AROUND.
ME: OK MOM.
MOTHER DEAREST: ALSO, I NEED THE ORDER DONE BEFORE 4 AND I ALSO NEED YOU TO LOOK AT THE CAKES FOR NEXT WEEK.
ME: YES MOM.
MOTHER DEAREST: DINNER IS AT 6 DON’T BE LATE. BRING YOUR BROTHER HOME TOO.
ME: ANYTHING ELSE?
MOTHER DEAREST: DON’T USE THAT TONE WITH ME YOUNG LADY YOU STILL LIVE UNDER MY ROOF.


Ugh. I turn my phone off after that. There is no point in answering. It will only cause me to be in more trouble by the time I get home.
I made out like a bandit today, with school out and tourist season in high gear I made almost two hundred in tips. I asked to leave a little early. I wanted to stop by the bank before I head to the bakery. I don’t like having this much cash on me.
The bakery was started by my great grandmother Florence. She came to this country with nothing and made something of herself. When she married, she wanted to sell her cakes and pies. So, her husband, Philip, my great grandfather built her this bakery.  The building is beautiful. So much care went to making this just the way grandma wanted. It was since been updated to keep up the codes. But the craftmanship is still there. The ceiling is my favorite. It has those copper pressed tiles; you can’t find them anywhere. There is a company that comes in every six months and polish them.
I walk in through the back door and my brother is up the counter helping a customer. I get his attention and he nods his head at me. I leave the front and find the order form and make sure to check next weeks orders to see what we need and if we are going to need anything extra.
There is a cake for next Sunday for little baby Marcela’s baptism. We are usually closed on Sundays but if it’s for a church function then we make an exception. Four dozen cookies for the bingo ladies and two birthday cakes. Easy peasy. I get that done before I go find this new hire. My mother rarely hires outside of family so this guy must have had one heck of a recommendation.




CHAPTER 2



REBECCA
My eyes lock onto a pair of the most beautiful hazel eyes I have ever seen. He is sitting at one of the tables by the front window. Wearing a plain white t-shirt and dark wash jeans. His dark tan skin looks darker in contrast to his shirt. His hair is shaved close to his head. I have to force myself to move. I must be professional. I straighten my shirt and walk up to him. “Hi. I’m Rebecca Rios. My family owns this bakery. I was told to show you the ropes today.” I hold out my hand to shake his. He stands up and takes it. My skin instantly tingles. “Hi Rebecca. I’m Marcus Ybarra. Your mom told me to sit here and wait for you. So, here I am” he says. The sound of his voice makes me weak. I don’t realize I’m staring until he starts to talk again. “Hey, can I ask you something?” Marcus’ eyes twinkle. I nod “Can I have my hand back?”   I look down I am still holding his hand. Crap. I drop it immediately. I feel my cheeks start to warm up and I know I’m turning a bright shade of red.
“Yo Becky! Can you come in the back? I need your help.” My brother yells. Walking in the back there is flour everywhere. “Where are you Daniel and don’t call me Becky. You know I hate it.” I cringe every time someone calls me Becky and he knows it. I have my reasons, and they are personal.  “Oh shit.” I look over and Marcus is standing next to me. He’s only a few inches taller than I am. And I’m not very tall myself.  His arms are huge. Both my hands wouldn’t be able to wrap all the way around his muscles. The sleeves of his shirt are stretched to the max. I internally fan myself. Down girl. Breathe. He is just another guy.
“Well I guess there is no time like the present. Time to show you how we clean up a mess like this when my doofus brother tries to pick up a 50-pound bag of flour.” Marcus just smiles at me. I melt faster than chocolate on a summer day in Phoenix.
This is bad. Really, really bad.
We worked mainly in silence except when I need to tell Marcus where something goes, or my brother asks him another dumb question. “So, Marc, what are you doing this weekend?” Daniel asks him. “Probably nothing. Why? You got plans or something?” I’m putting the last of the dishes away when I look at the clock. “Frick on a stick! Danny, we have to go. Like now. Mom is going to kill me if we are late. Dinner is in ten minutes.” I had my brother close the drawer earlier while Marcus and I cleaned up his mess. I turn off the open sign and lock the front doors. “Do you need a ride?” I ask as we go out the back. “Nah I’m cool. I’m staying over at the Pine Trail. It’s not far. I can walk.” “Are you sure? I don’t mind.” I say. “I’m sure. Hey, can I tell you a secret?” He leans forward his lips right by my ear. “Red is my favorite color.” I pull back. My eyes wide. I don’t know what to say to that. “See ya tomorrow beautiful.” He says with a wink.
I watch him walk away. My cheeks are burning with embarrassment. I can’t believe he just said that. Was he flirting with me? He turns his head and looks over his shoulder. He has a lopsided grin on his stupidly handsome face. I glare at him and turn away. I can’t fall for this guy. With his sexy smile and muscles.
I pull up to our house with two minutes to spare. Our house is one of the bigger ones in town. A huge two story. My mother insisted that we needed to make sure the people in this town knew who we were. What ever that meant.
I’ve always hated the color. It’s yellow with white shutters. The grass must have been cut this afternoon. I can still smell it. The red rose bushes that line the walkway up to the front door are always kept meticulously pruned. You know, pretenses.
Our mother is waiting on the other side of the door when we walk in. “Rebecca Rochelle Florence Rios. I told you not to be late. And here you are waltzing in at 6 pm on the dot. Is this a joke to you? I’m getting tired of your attitude lately. I will not stand for it. Not in this house.” I rub my hands over my face. “I’m sorry mother. I did not mean to be late. There was a mess at the bakery, and it needed to be cleaned up. I lost track of time.” I keep my head down the entire time. “What kind of mess.?” I take a deep breath. “A bag of flour fell over and it went everywhere. Everything needed to be rewashed and wiped down.” My mother snorts. “Likely story. I’m taking the price of the flour out of your check. They aren’t cheap you know. Now, go change. Dinner is already cold, and you are keeping everyone from eating.”
I take the stairs two at time and run to my room. It has already been a long day and I’m done being yelled at. I need out of this house and fast. I change out of my clothes and put one a green top and some jeans. I run back downstairs and everyone else is sitting at the table eating. No one is talking and no one will look up at me. There isn’t even a place setting me. “Rebecca how nice of you to finally join us. I didn’t think you your coming down, so I put your plate away.” That’s it I’m done. “Fine. I wasn’t hungry anyways. I’m leaving”. I grab my keys and walk to the front door. Before I can even grab the door knob my mother is behind me yelling. “You, disrespectful little brat. How dare you leave in the middle of dinner. You will walk back upstairs and go to bed. Right now!” “No” I deadpan. “What did you just say to me?” she glares at me. Daring me to say it again. “I said no.” THWACK! My mother backhands me hard. “You will listen to me. I don’t care how old you are. Now get your butt upstairs. You are grounded.” Grounded? Whatever. I go back up stairs and slam the door. I throw open my closet and pull out my old soccer duffle bag. The same one I used when I played in high school it still has the school name and mascot printed one the side. My father had my name embroidered on the side so I wouldn’t lose it.
I grabbed as much clothes that I could fit in it and zip it up. I grab my backpack and put my favorite books and my tablet and chargers in there. Along with my makeup.  Grabbing them both I make a beeline for the door and I don’t stop. I make it to my car before my family is standing outside. “If you leave this house, you are no longer welcome here. And don’t even think about showing up at the bakery. You are fired!” I roll my eyes and get in the car. I’m pulling out as my father pulls up. Oh, now he’s here. Perfect timing as always dad.              




CHAPTER 3



REBECCA
The bed at the Pine Trail hotel squeaks every time I move, and the bed in the room next to me hasn’t stopped. I don’t even want to know. As I sit here listening to the creaking of the bed frame next door and the muffled cries of pleasure my mind starts to wander. I picture myself pinned to the bed. Marcus’ sweating body presses against mine. I moan as he kisses my neck and gently tugs on my earlobe with his teeth. My hands roam down my stomach as a picture it. I may be a virgin, but I know my body well and right now it is crying out for release.
My fingers slip under the waistband of my jeans and underwear. They brush the small patch of hair and find my core. I slowly start to circle my clit. The throbbing only starting to begin.  I begin to think of Marcus touching me and I move my fingers faster. The pressure building. I push in a finger as I see Marcus doing the same. In and out. He moves faster and faster. I bite my lower lip to keep myself from crying out when I come.
I get up and go to the bathroom to wash my hands and clean up. The AC in the room isn’t working and its stuffy in here. I look out the window and see the pool. The water is calling my name. I pull open my bag hoping I grabbed my swimsuit. Which I did. I get changed and walk to the pool. I put my feet in the water and just sit there, enjoying the way the water feels on my sore feet. There is a slight breeze and I can smell the ponderosa pine trees.
I sit there at the water’s edge watching how it reflects in the moon light. Water is calming to me. If there was a beach nearby, I would be there instead of here. But I live in a land locked state.
I’m busy staring at the water that I didn’t hear anyone come up behind me. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at home?” I jump. I thought I was alone out here. “Sorry I didn’t mean to scare you.” Marcus is standing over me wearing only a pair of red swimming trunks. His chest is well defined. I can’t help but stare. I need to look away, but I can’t. My mind went straight to what I just did in my room. And my mental picture of him did not do him justice. He smiles at me. He knows I was looking. “See anything you like?” he says with a smirk. I clear my throat and quickly look away. “No, and you didn’t scare me. Just startled. I was deep in thought and didn’t hear you walk up.” He chuckles. “What is so funny?” he looks at me before jumping the in the pool splashing me. “HEY!” I wipe the water off my face. “I didn’t want to get wet! Thanks a lot.” Marcus swims over to me. “Sorry. You looked hot, so I thought maybe you needed to cool off.” I was hot. Hot and bothered. “I’m fine thank you very much.” I don’t have time to react before he grabs my hands and pulls.
I break the surface gasping for air. “You jerk! What is your problem?” I brush my long red hair out of my face. “Great, now I have to straighten my hair in the morning. I’m going to have to get up and hour earlier than I planned.” Marcus swims over to me. Brushing some of the loose hairs out of my face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think you would get mad.” We are so close to each other that my chest brushes against his. My breathing quickens and my heart is pounding. I look down at his lips. I’ve never been kissed, and I would love to have his lips on mine right now.
“Red.” Marcus places one hand on my bare waist and another on my cheek. I can feel his breath mixing with my own. His lips brush against mine and all I want to do is lean in. To give in to the primal attraction to him. I pull back before my traitorous body gives me away. “I can’t right now Marcus. I’m sorry. I want to I really do but my mind is not in the right place right now.” I look up at him. I take his hands and pull them off my waist. I take a deep breath and let go.
I quickly get out of the pool and I can feel Marcus’ eyes on me. I don’t mind. I know I look good. Years of running and playing sports all through school did my body well. Even now I make sure to get in a run before work. My hips and butt have always been a bit round. Making my waist look smaller. My breasts are a nice size. Not too small and not too big. Enough to fill out a shirt or a dress.
I take my towel and wrap it around myself. “Good night Marcus. I’ll see you tomorrow. Oh wait. No, I won’t.” Without saying another word, I walk to my room and close the door. Marcus’ gaze burning a hole in my back.
I kick myself walking back in my room. I want to go back. I want to be in the pool with him. I want to feel his hands on me and maybe a little more than that.
◆◆◆
 
MARCUS
When I saw her sitting at the pool, in that barely there bikini, I couldn’t help myself. I had to be close to her. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her since we first met at her family’s bakery. So, I threw on my trunks and went out. She was sitting at the pool’s edge staring at the water. Not moving. She looked so sad. I wanted to see her smile. I wanted to see those blue eyes light up. So, I did what I thought would work. I pulled her in with me. She came to the surface madder than a wet cat.
I almost kissed her, and she almost let me. Her body felt so good in my hands. I didn’t want to let go. When she looked at me all I saw was the hurt and the pain behind those crystal blue eyes. She took my hands that were wrapped around her waist and pulled them off. Our foreheads touched and she leaned into me. “I can’t right now Marcus. I’m sorry. I want to I really to, but my head is not in the right space.” She is apologizing to me when it should be me saying sorry to her.
When she walked out of the pool dripping wet, my dick went hard. She was beautiful. Her hips swayed when she walked, and I couldn’t stop staring at her plump ass. She covered herself with a towel. “Good night Marcus. I’ll see you tomorrow. Oh wait. No, I won’t.” she turned and walked away.             
After she left, I swam a couple laps. Hoping the cold water would help with the predicament I was in. I didn’t want her to see me in this condition. It didn’t. All it did was make me want her back in the water with me. Enough of this. I was just torturing myself.
Stepping in the shower, I turn the water on. I stand under the cold water waiting for it to warm up.  My thoughts start to go to Rebecca. Her red hair, those freckles that kiss her nose and cheeks. Those blue eyes staring up at me. I grab my member and start to move my hand up and down. I picture her in the shower with me, her back pressed against the wall. My hands on her perfectly round ass holding her up as I pound into her. I move my hand faster. In my mind, Rebecca moans in my ear. I can feel the pressure building. With a grunt I find my release. I rinse myself off and turn the water off.
I can’t wait to see her again. That girl is so fucking beautiful and doesn’t know it. Oh, but she knew how to swing those hips of hers. I’m pretty sure that shit was done on purpose.  Especially when she looked back as she bent over to pick up her towel. When she bit her lower lip, I almost came right there in the pool.




CHAPTER 4



REBECCA
My alarm goes off at 430 am like it does every other morning. But instead of getting up, I roll over and turn it off. I don’t have to be at Rosie’s today. I called her last night and told her what happened. She told me to take the day off and find a place to live. She would give me more hours and extra shifts whenever I wanted.
I roll over and lay on my back. l stare at the ceiling. There was a water stain in the corner. Looks like it been there for a while. Maybe I could get a second job here cleaning rooms.
I can still feel Marcus’ hands on me. His body pressed up against mine. His breath on my skin. My skin still tingles where his hand were on my waist. I almost gave in. I almost did what I promise myself I would wait for. But my body reacting to him like that was not in the plans. So, I pushed him away.
Screw it.
I can’t keep doing this. I can’t keep thinking about him like this. I don’t even know the guy.
I get up. I’m used to being up this early anyways. No point wasting the day away. I put on my grey sports bra and matching leggings. Pull on my grey and teal running shoes and walk out the door. It’s a bit chilly this early. In the low 50s, but I love it. I run down past the parking lot and take a right. There isn’t anyone up at this hour. The shops are all still dark. The lone deputy on duty drives by and waves. A dog barks in the distance. The sun is already peaking over the mountain tops. The Morning Doves are cooing. I love running it clears my head, and after last night I really need it.
I don’t stop until I reach the end of the road. In this small town the roads actually end. Not like the cities where the roads seem to go on forever. I bend over placing my hands on my knees to catch my breath. I don’t remember turning down a residential street. My mind was clearly somewhere else.
The house I’m stopped in front of has a for rent sign in the front yard. The house is small. The blue paint is old and faded. The white shutters could use a few more nails and the flowers are all dead. Even the grass is overgrown and needs to be cut. But it also has a carport. Which is good. It will keep the snow off the car in the winter. I save the number on the sign in my phone and make my way back to the hotel.
After a quick shower and change of clothes, I call Rosie and place a to go order. I’m starving after that run. And coffee sounds good right now.  I throw on some jean shorts and a white t shirt. The temperate has already risen and its quite warm out.
 A quick ten-minute walk and I’m already at the restaurant. As soon as I walk in the door I’m attacked. The smell of burgers and bacon assault my senses. Rosie forces me into one of her famous bear hugs “Becca are you okay? I’m so sorry sweetie. Do you need a place to stay?” I hug her back. It felt good to have someone comfort me. She knew all about my relationship with my mother. She even witnessed a fight once.
My mother had come in during the morning rush and demanded that I stop what I was doing and get her order right away. She needed to be back at the bakery. Not like the bakery wasn’t next door.
I had told her that I will get to her when I could and that we were extremely busy and that next time she could call her order in. She went off. Calling me an ungrateful child and that she should come first before anyone else because she was my mother. If we were at home, she would have slapped me for talking back. If Rosie didn’t come to my rescue, I truly believe she would had hit me in front of everyone. She was told to leave and never come back.
My family was kinda well off. Okay, maybe a little more than kinda. You know those small towns were all the shops have the same name? Well, that is me. My last name is on most of them. There are other family owned places in town, but most are ran by my family. My dad and his two brothers inherited it all.
It didn’t help that my mother acted like the people in this town owed her something.  She wasn’t even from here. She grew up in some big city in Illinois. She met my father when she came to Arizona on a business trip. I was eight. Yup, you guessed it, I’m the stepchild. Go figure right. They were married a few months later and she took over the bakery. It was okay at first. But only after a few months, she started to treat me different. Especially when my dad was gone. Typical cinderella story here. But my brothers and sisters weren’t mean to me. They would try to stick up for me. It never worked but it was nice.
“I’ll be ok. I’m staying over at the Pine Trail Hotel. Plus, during my run, I saw this little house for rent. It was blue and it was in terrible need of some tender loving care. It looked old but a new coat of paint could fix that. I was going to get an apartment, but a house would be so much better. If I can afford it.” She smiles at me.  “You wouldn’t happen to be talking about the house on the end of Tiger, now would you?”
“What?” I look at her. “I own that house.  The little blue one. We bought it when Richard and I were first married. It was our first home together. As we got older and had more stuff, I wanted something bigger. So, we bought the house we are in now. I’m too old to keep maintaining it. After Richard passed, I gave up on it. Too many memories of him. But I will gladly give it to you. We were never blessed with children and I’ve always thought of you as a daughter.” Rosie wipes a tear from my face. “Don’t cry Rebecca. You deserve it. You come to work whenever I ask. You stay late. You got the short end of the stick when your father married that woman. And you never once defied her. You took her beatings and her tantrums. I wish I could do more for you. I should have taken you out of that home when you were younger, but your father didn’t believe a word anyone else said. I will have someone stop by later with the keys, and I’ll have the paperwork put together so it will be put into your name. You can have everything that is in it too or not. I have to go back to work before I start to cry. Now get! You have some shopping to do for your new house.” I grab my food and coffee of the counter and give her a kiss on the cheek before I run out the door. Today is going to be a good day.
I turn the corner and run right in a broad chest. My coffee spills everywhere. “Oh my goodness! I’m so sorry. Are you ok?” I look up and It’s Marcus. “Hey there Red. If you wanted me to take my shirt off, you could have just asked. No need to throw coffee at me.” He gives me a half smile. “I didn’t throw it at you. Oh, never mind I’m not going to let you ruin my day. What is with you and getting me wet.” Now I’m going to have to get another coffee and shower before I drive to the next town over.
“Where you going in such a hurry?” I roll my eyes. “Not that its any of your business but I’m going to Flagstaff to do some shopping for my new place.” Rosie told me that it was furnished but that I would probably need towels and sheets. And a new comforter for the bed. Something to make it my own. I also wanted to stop by the hardware store and get some paint. But I can do that here. “Shouldn’t you be at work? My mother hates it when people are late.” I say raising my eyebrow. “Nah, I quit. When Dan told me what had happened, I told her to shove it. She yelled and said I would never find a job in this town. blah blah blah. She said something else, but I walked out by then.” I laughed. I wish I could have seen that. “You want to come with me? I just need to change my shirt” looking down I realize that it had become see through and you could see the little yellow daisies on my bra. “CRAP!” I cross my arms over my chest and start to walk away. “I’d love to go with you. Don’t worry, I didn’t look.” Marcus yells back at me. “Liar!” I yell back at him. But I found myself smiling at the thought anyways.




CHAPTER 5



REBECCA
 Can someone shoot me now? Please. I can’t believe I just stood there with a see-through shirt. I bang my head against the hotel door. Why did I invite him to go with me? Flagstaff is over an hour away. That’s an hour in the car with a boy! My mother will kill me! No, she won’t. I am an adult. I’m twenty years old for crying out loud. I nod my head and walk over to the other bed where I have my duffle bag. I need something cute.  What has gotten into me! I grab the first thing I see. A baby blue tank top with the name of a rock band on it. This will work. I brush the tangles out of my hair and put on some makeup. I was going to take a shower, but I don’t want to waste any more time.
There’s a soft knock at the door.  I open it and Marcus is standing there. He is looking good too. His black shirt is tight across his chest and arms. and his jeans are not too baggy. He has this big grin on his face, making his hazel eyes shin. “I brought gifts.” He says and walks past me into the room. “You can’t just walk in here; this is my room.” I put my hands on my hips. “You’re cute when your mad. Must be from the fire in your hair.” He did not just say that. “I guess you don’t want this then.” He pulls out a cup of coffee from be hind his back. “I figured since the one you had went down your shirt that you would be in need of another. Rosie made it like you like.” I grab the cup and take a drink. “I love you. Thank you.” My eyes snap up when I realize what I just said. “I mean for the coffee. Not that I love love you. I don’t even know you. Maybe one day, but not right now.” Shut up Becca. He just shakes his head. “I knew what you meant. But you think you could love me in the near future?” I cover my face with my hands. I just told this guy that I plan in falling in love with him. “Red, its ok. I’m just messing with you.”  Marcus pulls my hands away. “You ready to go? I’ve never been this far north. So, I will be nice to see something other than desert.”
◆◆◆
 
MARCUS
After Rebecca walked, well, ran away. I went into Rosie’s looking for a job. I had to have one. It was a requirement of my release. That and to move away from everything that I knew. I was young and dumb and hung out with the wrong crowd.
I’ve spent the last five years behind bars for drugs and resisting arrest. Yeah, I sold the stuff. That’s how I made my money.  We ended up being raided and I ran. The cops caught me a few blocks away. When I got out, my              own mother wouldn’t let be go back home. My PO told me that if I wanted out of this life and wanted a change that he knew of a small town up north that would be perfect. His brother owned a bakery there and that he would get me a job. But I had to call him once a week and keep a steady job.  Or my ass would go right back to prison. As soon as I saw her, I knew I wasn’t going anywhere and that I had to know her.
When I showed up this morning for work. Her mother blamed me for everything. There was money missing and somehow it was my fault. I never touched the register. I told her to fuck off and walked out. That’s when Dan called me and told me what happened.  I was on my way to Rosie’s to see if I could get a job when she ran into me. I told her I didn’t look but those little daisies are going to be forever stuck in my mind. My new favorite flower.
Rosie gave me a job on the spot. I told her everything. I didn’t want her finding out from someone else. She told me that this is my second chance at life and I better not mess it up. She gave me another coffee for Rebecca after my impromptu interview. She had seen what happened, and said that if I broke her heart, they would never find the body. I believed her.
I ran back to my room to get change really quick. I was excited to spend the day with her. I’ve never felt this way before. There is something there, and I wanted to find out what it is.




CHAPTER 6



MARCUS
The first thirty minutes of the car ride was in silence. I couldn’t think of one thing to say to her. I keep trying to steal glances. When she would notice, I would look away. She would try to hide the smile, but I saw it every time.
“So, uh, Marc. Can I call you that?” I nod. “Where are you from?” she asks. “I grew up in Tucson, on the southside. Not the best side of the city.” She nods her head. “What about you? Have you lived in Iron Ridge your whole life?” I wanted, no, needed to know everything about this girl. “Yes, I have. It’s home to me. My family came here a long time ago. That bakery was my great grandmother’s. When my dad remarried, my stepmother took over. My dad never really cared for it. Said that there was more money in real estate. He works in Flagstaff, that’s why I never see him.” A tear rolls down her face. I reach over a brush it away. “You ok?” I ask her. “Not really, I moved out of my house last night. I ended up getting a room for the next couple days. That’s why I was at the pool. I needed a place to think. My dad hasn’t even called me. Not that I expected him too. I’m sure my stepmother made up some lie and made it all my fault.”  I really want to place my hand on her thigh and rub my thumb over the soft skin. Her skin tone is so creamy, so milky white. The opposite of me. I’m dark skinned. I slowly reach over and place my hand over hers. And give a slight squeeze. “If you ever need to vent or want to grab a beer, let me know.” She nods and squeezes my hand back.


◆◆◆
 
REBECCA
I’ve only known this guy for less than 24 hours and I think I’m already falling. He quit his job for me. He took time out of his day for me. I’ve never had anyone do this. Not once.
He is still holding on to my hand. And if I’m being honest, I don’t want him to let go. Ever.
When we finally make to the department store. Its only 10 am. So, the place is still pretty dead. I find a parking spot, park my car and get out. As we walk to the front doors Marc grabs my hand again. “Is this ok? He asks. “Sure.” He laces our fingers together and we walk in thought the sliding doors.  I’m trying to keep a straight face, and I know that my face is three shades of red.
“Hey Red, what about this set?” I look up from the towels I have in my hand and Marcus is holding up a grey towel with teal trim. “Those are perfect! Is there a matching shower curtain?” he holds one up that has a chevron design.
“Do you think grey for the room is too much? You know since I’m doing the bathroom in that color?” I ask him as we walk to the bedroom department. “I don’t think so. I like grey. You can have never overuse that color.” He answers me.
I pick a black and white set with teal roses. I’m a sucker for those colors. As we wait in line, we are laughing and having a good time when an older woman behind me interrupts. “I’m sorry to interrupt dear, but you two are so cute together. My husband and I were like you once. So, in love. I miss him so.” “I’m so sorry for your loss ma’am.” I answer her. “Oh, sweetie he isn’t dead, he is at home. I know it’s silly, but we’ve been together so long that when we are apart nothing feels right. And you two just reminded me of when I was younger. Don’t lose that feeling. Too many young people these days don’t want to put in the work that it takes to keep love strong.” She is so kind. “We are not…” Marcus interrupts me, “Thank you ma’am. I agree with you. I promise to stick by my girl’s side no matter what.” He wraps his arms around my waist pulling me closer to him. The smell of his aftershave overtakes my senses. We thank the sweet old lady again and walk back to the car. “Do you want to grab some lunch? My treat.” I ask as I start the car. “There is a lot of places here to choose from. Just pick one.” He looks at me and smiles, “I don’t know the area, but Italian sounds good.” I turn right at the light. “I know the perfect place.”
The little family owned Italian joint is one of my favorite places to eat. I’ve been coming here for years. I even dated the owner’s son for a little while. It didn’t last long; we were only 15 at the time. It wasn’t we could actually do anything. We live an hour away from each. My mother would have beat me if she knew. We would come here once a week to visit dad when he had to stay overnight. My mother was a stickler for family dinners. I didn’t mind. They have the best spaghetti that I have ever had. And don’t get me started on their meatballs. They were ginormous.
Walking in is like stepping into another world. The walls are painted a light cream color. There are family photos all on one wall. Smiling faces of those long gone. Pictures of the newest members held in their parent’s proud arms. A hand painted mural of Venice, Italy on another.
The tables all are draped in a red tablecloth each with a little vase with a single flower. The smell of fresh bakes bread lingers in the air. There are only a few tables open, so I grab the nearest one.
“Buongiorno!” Maria says to me. “Is that you Rebecca? La mia bellissima figlia!” I get up and give her a big hug. She had always called me her daughter. “Ciao Nonna.”  I ran away once at 16 and came here. I didn’t have anywhere else to go. She made me feel safe. From then on, she was my grandmother. Said she wouldn’t have it any other way and that she always has room for more grandchild. “Who is this handsome young man?” I turn to look at Marc and he has this look on his face. Half in awe and half questioning. I chuckled. Poor guy.  “Nonna this is Marcus Ybarra. A friend.” Maria looks at me the him and back at me. “E il tuo fidanzto Rebecca?” I roll my eyes. “No, he isn’t, just a friend.” She kisses my head, “Not yet anyway. I’ll bring you both something.” She says and walks away.
“What did she say? You never told me you speak Italian.” I grab my water glass and take a drink. The cold drink cooling me off. “You never asked. Plus, how would you know? We only met two days ago.” I say. “She asked if you were my boyfriend. I told her no. But you heard that part. She doesn’t believe me though.” He smiles at me, his hazel eyes glimmering. “You know if I had your number, we could hang out sometime, if you wanted too.” Smooth. Real smooth. “Sure, hand me your phone and I’ll put it in.”
I put my number in real quick and give it back to him. Maria comes out with our food on a tray. Two plates of pasta and her famous giant meatballs. “Mmm…. Thank you Nonna. My favorite.” She sets the plates down. Marcus’ eyes go wide. “Holy shit! I’ve never seen balls that big.” Maria slaps the back of his head. “Watch your language young man. I will not allow such words in my house.” I try to hide my laugh. Maria has always hated cursing. I’ve gotten a couple of those head slaps myself. But not from cursing. She gives him one last glare before returning to the kitchen.
I can’t hold it in any longer. I bust out laughing. “I’m sorry. I should have told you. She doesn’t like it when people cuss.” Taking my first bite of the pasta covered in the family secret sauce. She told me she would share it with me when I started my own family. I moan. It had been too long since I’ve been here. Just as good as I remember. I glace up at Marcus. He has his fork halfway between his plate and mouth. His eyes are full of hunger and I don’t mean for food.
The heat in his eyes is overwhelming. I have to look away before I jump over this table and give in to what we both are clearly fighting. Good thing there are other people her and I was also afraid of what I was feeling. Never in my life have I felt this way about someone. Yeah, I have had crushed throughout the years, but this was different. This was raw. This was primal. And it was getting harder and harder to ignore it.




CHAPTER 7



MARCUS
I stop midway through my first bite when Rebecca lets out a moan. I freeze. I can’t help but watch her as she slowly chews. She sucks in a long noodle into her mouth. My dick reacts. My mind goes to mush. What I really mean is the gutter. The things I want to do to her flash in my mind.
FUCK.
I hope I didn’t say that out loud. I don’t want her Italian grandmother to smack me again. My head still hurts.
“What? Is there something on my face?” she asks grabbing her napkin. “No there isn’t but if you keep making that noise, I might have to kiss you.” Her eyes go wide, her face turning red. She’s cute when she is embarrassed. She wipes her mouth, her tongue licking her bottom lip. I reach down and adjust myself. I should have worn looser pants. Looks like it’s another cold shower kind of day.
“So, Marc, do you like the food? This is my favorite place to come and eat when I’m in town.” She asks, looking up from under her long dark lashes. Her blue eyes staring into mine. Those deep red curls fanning her face, I want to reach out and brush them away. I want to see those freckles that kiss her nose and cheeks. The blue of her tank top makes her eyes look brighter. “Yeah I do. I’ve never had spaghetti this good before.” I take another bite to prove my point.
We leave a little while later both with our to go bags. Maria had insisted that we take some home. She even threw in some extra garlic bread. My favorite. As we got in the car, her phone beeped. She rolled her eyes and texted the person back. “We got to go back. I’m sorry. I wanted to show you more, but apparently my best friend is having some sort of mental crisis.” She sighs and starts her car. It suits her well. A little black Lexus ES 350. It’s new, it still has that new care smell. Damn is it loaded. Power everything. GPS, back up cameras, you name it, it has it. I’ve never been in a car this nice. I knew her family had money, but I didn’t realize how much.
The drive back was quiet. Again. I’m ok with the silence. If she doesn’t want to talk, I won’t push her. There is something clearly on her mind. But it is none of my business.
“Is it ok if I drop you off at the hotel? I told Gina that I would be there as soon as I could. She’s a bit of a diva.” She says as we get closer to town. “Yeah sure of course.” I answer back. The girl from this morning is gone. This one is broken and hurt. I can see it in her eyes. The blue is dimming and the sparkle they had earlier has retreated. I just want to hold her in my arms and tell her everything will be ok. I want to be the person that makes her smile. That makes her laugh. But I have to be careful, take things slow. There is an innocence behind those beautiful sad blues.
We pull up to the Pine Trail Hotel. It’s nothing much. The office is located next to the pool. It’s a two-story hotel with the rooms facing out. Big cement pots outline the security fence around the pool, filled with brightly colored flowers.
I get out of the car with my food and she just leaves. No goodbye. I shrugged my shoulders and go back to my room. I don’t want to read to much into it. I knew there was something on her mind. She hardly said two words to me on the way back. I’ll see her tomorrow. At work.


◆◆◆
 
REBECCA
DAD: YOU NEED TO CALL ME. I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU QUIT AND WALKED OUT OF THE HOUSE. I CAME HOME TO YOUR MOTHER CRYING. I THOUGHT I RAISED YOU BETTER THAN THAT.
ME: OF COURSE, YOU TAKE HER SIDE WITHOUT EVEN BOTHERING TO ASK ME WHAT HAPPENED. IT DOESN’T MATTER YOU WOULD HAVE BELIEVED ME ANYWAYS.
DAD: IM SORRY HONEY, BUT I CAN’T HAVE YOU DISRESPECTING HER. SHE IS YOUR MOTHER AND MY WIFE. YOU CAN COME BY ON SATURDAY AND GET THE REST OF YOUR THINGS.
DAD: I PAID FOR THAT CAR YOU NEED TO TURN YOUR KEYS IN AS WELL.
ME: FINE
I felt like a jerk, I just left him there. I didn’t say a word. I just drove away. I had too or he would have seen the tears that were starting to form. The text wasn’t from my friend. It was from my father. He took her side again. Like always. Once again it was my fault. I’d give anything to see my mom again.
My mom died when I was 5. But I can still remember her. She had the same blue eyes just like mine. Everyone always said I looked just like her but with red hair. I missed her so much, especially on days like today. When everything feels like it is falling around you. I feel like a bottle that is starting to crack. The pressure is building and I’m going to blow, and I didn’t want Marcus to see that. It’s not pretty.
I was diagnosis with anxiety and depression in high school. And today it was winning. Today I was falling. Last night was too much, that text pushed me over the edge.
I went to the only place where I can cry, and no one will say anything or feel sorry for me. The cemetery. I needed to talk to my mom.
CRYSTAL RAYNE RIOS. Her name is written in stone. Unmoving, never changing. MOTHER DAUGHTER FRIEND. I place her favorite flowers against the headstone. Pink Gerber daisies. So bright, so full of life. Their petals open wide just like her arms were. Always there for you with a warm hug and a smile.
No one had an ill word to say about her, even 15 years later. She was the light of this town. The day she died, so did a part of this place.
I’ll never forget the day it happened. I was at school, kindergarten. I was playing in the classroom when the principal came. She whispered to Mrs. Allen. The look in her eye when she looked at, has been forever ingrained into my memory.
My father was in the office along with two police officers. My mother was killed by a drunk driver and her way back from a job. She made custom wedding cakes. It was the middle of the day and this man took my mother from me. From us. My father was never the same after that. When he met and married Sheila I was shocked. When I was 10, she forced me to call her mom. It was that or ma’am. I didn’t want to fight. I never did. I was the good kid. Plus, I was happy to have siblings. She had her own kids. Three to be exact. Daniel, Samantha, and Amanda. Then they had one of their own, Alonso Junior. Also known as AJ. I became the oldest of 5 in less than a year. It was a big adjustment.
Sitting the soft grass, I pull at a few blades. “Hey mom. I don’t know where to start. I’ve been having such a hard time lately. I wish you were here mom. Things would be so much different.” I wipe the tear that had escaped. “I left mom, I grabbed my stuff and walked out the door. I couldn’t take it anymore. I was a good daughter. I never fought back. I did what she said no questions asked. Even if I didn’t agree with it I did it anyways. I followed her stupid rules. I played her games. I let her call me names and make me feel like nothing. I took it all mom. But last night was the last straw.” I take a deep breath. “I already found a place to live. Rosie is letting me rent out her old place down on Tiger. Oh, and I met someone. I think I really like him.” I smile just thinking about him. “There is something about him. I can’t figure it out yet though. The way he looks at me. It makes my stomach go into knots. In a good way.” Butterflies instantly take over. “I don’t know that much about him. But mom, he quit when he found out. He quit for me. He was going to be working at the bakery, he hadn’t even officially started working when all H E double hockey sticks let loose.” I don’t curse. I don’t mind if others do it. I just choose not to.
Thunder rolls above me as the sky darkens. “Guess I should go. Same time next week?” I let out a loud sigh. What I wouldn’t give to just hear her voice one more time. “Bye mom, I love you.” I place a kiss on the headstone and turn to leave. The sky opened up and it started to rain. Hard. Just my luck. It’s the cherry on top of this wonderful day.




CHAPTER 8



REBECCA
The alarm wakes me from a dead sleep. The events of the past two days have taken its toll. My body hurts. It feels like I’ve been hit by a truck. Stress can do that to you.
I needed to hit up the community college. I was officially done with summer courses. Which meant I has enough credits for my associates degree. Nobody knew that I was taking night classes. I have been since I graduated. I said I took the year off just so I could work more. I wanted out of my house. But I didn’t want to have to lean on my parents for help. So, I saved.
I wanted to go to college, but what I didn’t want was the party scene that came with it. So, I took extra courses online and in high school I took the advanced classes. Most came with college credits. So, what was normally a two-year degree, took me only one. 
My friends were shocked when I didn’t rebel. When I didn’t go off and sleep with the first guy I met. But in reality, even though my parents were strict and wouldn’t allow me to do a lot of things. I never wanted to sleep around or drink or smoke. It’s just who I am.
 A knock on my hotel room door makes me jump. I look out the peep hole and it’s my best friend Gina Morales. My sister from another mister. In this small town there is only one school. Growing up I didn’t know if people wanted to be my friend because they wanted too, or they were just trying to get close to me because my family has money.
Gina was never like that. She never commented on my clothes or shoes. Or made me feel bad for having name brand everything.  Plus, we were the same size and I let her borrow my clothes all the time. Win win.
I wanted to shop at the same stores everyone else did, but my lovely stepmother wouldn’t hear of it. We have an image to uphold or some nonsense.  All it did was alienate us kids.
“GIRL OPEN UP THIS DAMN DOOR BEFORE I BUST IT DOWN!” I roll me eyes. She would too. I pull the door open and she pushes past me.  “Rebecca” uh oh. She never uses my full name. “Why the hell did I just hear that you moved out and quit your job at the bakery from the town gossip and not you? Did you really hit her?” Great. That means everyone knows. Not that I didn’t think they wouldn’t. “No, I didn’t hit her. I packed my stuff and walked out the house. She fired me from the bakery as I got in my car. I got a room here, while I was looking for a place to rent. When I went for a run yesterday, I found the perfect place. It belongs to Rosie, so she is going to let me stay there. After I talked to her, Marcus and I went to Flagstaff…” Gina grabs my face making me stop talking. “First you should have hit her. That bitch has it coming and second who is Marcus and why am I just now hearing about him? Did you sleep when him yet?”
This girl always has sex on her brain. I shook my head. “Gina you know that answer to that question. And he was someone my mother hired to work at the bakery. I met him three days ago. I don’t know anything about him really. And I invited him to go with me to be polite, I didn’t think he would say yes. Afterwards we went to Maria’s.”
She is just staring at me. its like she is trying to find the lie in what I just said. But it was all the truth. Gina pushes her eyebrows together. Then squints at me.  I raise my eyebrow in response.
The quiet stare off continues for five more minutes before I can’t take it anymore. “What do you want Gina? You are seriously cutting into my run time. now I can’t go. If you are just going to sit there and stare at me, you can leave. I told you the truth.” She may be my best friend, but she sure can be annoying. Before I can say anything else, there is another knock on the door.
I pull open the door. “WHAT!”  Marcus is standing there in a navy-blue shirt and khaki dickeys. “Bad time? I got you coffee, and a danish. You looked like you were having a hard time when you dropped me off. And you didn’t return any of my texts. So, I figured I stop by on my way to work and see if you were ok. But it looks like someone else got here first.” He looks over my shoulder to see Gina, mouth agape. Staring at him.              
“Come in. I’m sorry. Yes, it is bad timing. Gina, Marcus. Marcus, Gina.” Marcus nods his head at her. “Alright well, here is the stuff. I gotta run. Later.” He turns and walks out the door.
Okay then.
I turn around and Gina is glaring at me. Her big brown eyes are squinted. “What?”
“Don’t you play coy with me.”
“I’m not.”
“How long were you going to hide him from me? How long have you two been dating and does he have a brother?” I roll my eyes.
“We aren’t dating, and I don’t know if he has a brother. You can ask him if you want to. I have no claim to him. I wasn’t hiding him. I just told you that we met three days ago at the bakery.” This girl doesn’t listen. Doesn’t help that I’m really not in the mood for her drama.
“I need to go. I have to work the early shift at Rosie’s. Stay if you want. I don’t care. I love you, but I just can’t right now. Too much has happened in the past 72 hours. And I don’t need your judgement right now.” I grab the coffee and the danish and open the door. “Becks.” I paused but don’t turn around. She sighs but doesn’t say anything else. So, I walk out leaving my best friend in my crappy hotel room.




CHAPTER 9



REBECCA
I’m 10 mins late to work. I hate being late. It seriously is one of my biggest pet peeves. If Gina would just learn to mind her own business or even just come to me first before believing everything that she hears it would make my life that much easier.
Luckily for me the diner hasn’t opened yet. We still have 20 more minutes to set up. My mind is so preoccupied that I don’t see anyone in front of me before its too late. The tray of coffee cups that I was carrying crashes to the floor. Shattering everywhere.
“I’m so sorry, I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going. Are you…. Marcus?” I look up to see him smile. “Hey Red.” My jaw drops. He is standing there with an apron wrapped around his waist. “We need to quit meeting like this.” I know he was joking, but I don’t respond, I just turn and go straight to Rosie’s office.
Rosie is busy looking over the order that just arrived. “Excuse me Rosie?” I say quietly. “Hmm…make it quick dear. Lots to do today.”  “I broke a tray of coffee cups, I’m sorry.” I look at my black non slip shoes. The ones that all the waitresses wear. These things are ugly. “Those ugly brown ones?” she asks. “Yes ma’am.” That got her attention. She looks up from her order from and walks over to me. My eyes are glued to the ugly black shoes. “Rebecca look at me.” she states firmly. I slowly raise my head and look into her wise filled green eyes. I brace myself for a tongue slashing. “It’s ok. I hated those cups. I already have a case in the back of the new ones I’ve been meaning to switch out.” Tears fill my eyes. “Oh baby, it’s ok, it’s just cups. They break all the time.” I nod my head. “What’s wrong sweetheart?” “My dad finally texted me. Told me it was my fault and I’m no longer allowed at the house. And I need to return the car as well.” Pure rage flashed in her eyes. “You have to be kidding me!? How dear he! That woman has gone too far. Don’t worry. I’ll fix this.” She wraps my in her arms and I let the tears fall.
The morning shift went by in a blur. I don’t even remember working. But by the huge wad of cash in my pocket says otherwise. 
“I have enough money in the bank that could be used as a nice down payment on a used car. I don’t need anything fancy.” I say to myself. If I walked to work every day and only used the car to go to the grocery store, I could save money on gas. I could get a second job. Maybe even a third. I don’t mind working. Work got me out of the house and away from HER.
“If you keep talking to yourself, people might start to think you are crazy.”
“I could eat here to save even more. Or maybe I’ll just live off ramen for a while.”
“Or just keep talking to yourself and ignore me. That works too.”
“I have tons of designer clothes and shoes. I can sell those to make a money.”
“Do you have my size?”
I looked up. “What?” “Do you have my size? I don’t know if I could rock some heels or not. What do you think?” Marcus is sitting across from me. “What are you talking about?” he laughs. “You have been talking yourself for the past 10 minutes. And I have been answering you. You were saying that you were going to sell your shoes, so I asked if you have my size.”
I groan and set my head on the table. Great. Just great. Can this day get any worse? Now he thinks I’m crazy. “No, I don’t.” I lift my head and raise my eyebrow. “You said that out loud. I don’t think you are crazy.”
I stand up. “I have to bus my tables. Talk to you later.” I’m about to walk away when he grabs my hand. “Already done.” I look up, my entire section is clean. Complete with all new silverware and paper place mats.
The dam breaks and I fall to my knees. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t pretend I’m ok when I’m not.
Strong arms wrap me, and I cry harder. Marcus says nothing. He just holds me and lets me cry into his chest. He pulls me closer and hugs me tighter as the sobs grow louder.
I don’t know when I crawled into his lap, but I don’t want to leave it. Ever. Someone had moved the Chinese privacy screen to block my section off.
Rosie. I loved that woman.
I’m handed a napkin and I wipe my nose and dry my tears.  Marcus is looking down at me. Those beautiful hazel eyes zeroing in on my own. He cups my chin, forcing my head up. When his lips touch mine, I freeze. I’ve never been kissed before. My body reacts before I do. I grab his head and kiss him back. I moan as his tongue swipes across my bottom lip.
Someone coughs beside us and we break apart. I blush when I look up and see Rosie standing over us. “Break time is over Mr. Ybarra,” Oh snap. We are in trouble now. We both stand. Marcus kisses my forehead before walking away.
“Would you care to explain yourself young lady?” I drop my head down in shame. That was so very unlike me.  “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. I broke down and he held me while I cried. I don’t know what came over me.” She just smiles at me. “I was young once too you know. If I was a few years younger I would be all over that. That is one fine specimen.” I gasp. “Rosie!” “What? I’m old, not dead.” She laughs, then puts on her serious face. “Be careful. That boy might be nice to look at, but he’ll break your heart. You need to talk to him before things go any further.” I just stare at her. “Don’t look at me like that.  I’m just looking out for you.”
A middle-aged man comes out from behind the divider. “Rebecca this is Nathaniel Samson. My nephew. He is a big shot lawyer over in Prescott. He was in town visiting and I told him about what happened. He believes that he can help you.”
He is tall with dark blonde hair combed back. He has the same green eyes as Rosie. Must be a family thing. He is dressed in a very nice black suit with a red tie and matching pocket square. The looks like he belongs on the cover of GQ not the courtroom.
“Good afternoon Miss Rios. Please take a seat and we can get started.” I go to the nearest table and sit. He puts his brief case on the table and opens it. pulling out some papers and neatly putting them on the table.
“My Aunt tells me that your parents kicked you out of the house. Is that correct?” I glance at Rosie. She nods. “Yes and no. I walked out on my own, but they told me to never come back.” He nods and writes on hid yellow notepad. “Okay. Now for the matter of the car. Is this your car?” he hands me a copy of the title. “Yes.”  “And this is your full legal name?” He points to the name on the title. “Yes.” “And this is the bill of sale?” He shows me a copy of the paperwork I signed the day my father took me car shopping. It has both our signatures on it. “Yes sir.”  He writes something else down. “Okay, it seems to me that the car was a gift from your father. The title is in your name. So, by law it is legally yours. Your parents could take you to court, but they would lose, and the judge would probably throw the case out anyways.” I don’t know what to say. “When are you supposed to return the car?” “On Saturday.” He writes the date down. “Auntie Rose can Miss Rios have the day off that day so we can deal with this matter? And also, can you get ahold of the sheriff?” She gives him a big smile. “Of course, Nate. And the sheriff is here. Let me go get him.”
I’m just staring at him. this man just saved my life. It was just a car but still. It is one less stress that I don’t have to deal with. “Thank you. You have no idea what you just did for me. How much do I owe you?” He chuckles. “Not a thing. I love doing this. I love putting rich people in their place. They act like they are above everyone else just because they have money.”
Sheriff Brown comes to the table and the two of them talk. They both agree to be there on Saturday when I go and pick up my stuff. This is happening all so fast.




CHAPTER 10



REBECCA
I’m awake long before my alarm went off. It’s Saturday. I have been dreading this day all week. My stepmother is going to lose it. My dad probably won’t say much if anything at all. Nathaniel has ensured me that everything will work out.
After a quick shower I throw on some jeans, and a t shirt. Nothing fancy since I’m going to be packing and cleaning all day. I just want to get this day over with already.
I arrive at my parents’ house ten minutes later. The sheriff is already there and is arguing with my mother. My father is in handcuffs sitting on the ground in front of the patrol car.
“YOU HAVE NO RIGHT TO ARREST MY HUSBAND!” She screams. She turns to look at me when I close my car door. “Rebecca how could you do this to your own family? How could you let your own father be arrested just so you can get your way? Typical of you. You never think of anyone else but yourself. It has been like this since you were eight. You’re just an ungrateful child.”
Strong arms wrap around my waist before I can answer. “Don’t. Don’t say a word. She is trying to get a reaction out of you.” Marcus whispers in my ear. I nod, too afraid to answer. I know that once I open my mouth, I won’t be able to stop. So, instead I lean back. Resting my head on his shoulder. “That’s my girl. They have this covered. I’ll go with you to your room if you want me too.”
“Get your hands off my daughter!” My father yells across the yard. “Before I cut them off!”
“Mr. Rios. I suggest you keep your mouth shut. Anything you say from here on out will be added to your charges. You’re already in a heap of trouble for punching Mr. Samson. You want to add threatening and harassment to that?” He shakes his head and sits back down.
“Now, Miss Rebecca, if you like, you can go get your belongings. No one and I mean no one will go in after you.” He looks straight at my stepmother when he said that. She just crosses her arms over her chest. “That is my house and if I want to go in I will. No one can stop me. Not even some washed up, fat, wanna be sheriff.” She scoffs.
“Mrs. Rios if you so much as step on the stairs, I will arrest you. Do you understand me?” he deadpans.
My poor twin sisters and younger brother are huddled next to Rosie. She is talking to them to try to keep them calm. Watching your dad be arrested no matter if he is blood related or not his hard. Daniel is probably at his girlfriend’s house since he can drive. I wouldn’t want to be here for this either.
This is not how this was supposed to go down. I just wanted to get my belongings and leave. Not this circus. Now my dad is looking at assault charges and my stepmother is pushing it.
“Sheriff, I’m sorry. I just wanted to get my things. I didn’t think it would go this far.” I don’t know what to do. “Maybe we can come back later. When no one is home. I can give them the car. I don’t care. I can get another one.”
“Absolutely not Rebecca. We are here now. Go and get your things. Mr. Ybarra, please take her inside while I handle this. Young lady that car is rightfully yours. The way I see it, it was a graduation gift. Was is not Sheila?”
My stepmother glares at him. “The Sheriff ask you a question Mrs. Rios. I suggest you answer him.” Nathaniel says, holding an ice pack to his right eye.
“Yes.”
“That’s what I thought. Now Becca, go on and get your stuff sweetheart.” I nod and walk towards my family home. I keep my head down as I walk by my stepmother. “You will not get away with this. I don’t know how you were able to afford a lawyer, but I will get that car back one way or another. You’re just like your mother. Money hungry little bitch.” I snap. How dare she talk about my mother like that. She never even met her.
I lunge. We land in her precious flower beds. “How dare you speak of my mother like that! You are nothing compared to her. You are mean and evil and have everyone believing I’m the bad person here, when in reality it is you!” I stand up and brush the dirt off my knees. I have blood running down my face from the rose bushes, but I don’t care.
“Dad the day I left she slapped me. Did she tell you that? Did she?” He shakes his head. “Did she tell you that I got home right at six and told me to get change for dinner and when I came back down not even five minutes later she had my place setting removed and told me that she didn’t think I was going to eat? Did she tell you that she fired me from MY grandmother’s bakery? Or did she say I quit?” He looks down “She said you yelled at her and called her a bitch and that she wasn’t your mother, so you didn’t have to listen her and threw your dinner away and then left.”
I start to laugh. I knew it. “Al, you seriously thought your daughter would say that. Seriously? Are you that stupid? Come on man. Even I know she doesn’t curse.” The sheriff says. He is shaking his head in disbelief.
“Alfonso. Who are you going to believe? Me or her. I’ve been with you for 12 years. She is clearly lying. I mean look at who she is hanging out with. A convicted felon.”
Rosie steps in her face. “Sheila that is enough. You have never treated that girl right there like a daughter. You came into this town like you owned it. That we were nothing but small-town simpletons. Dirt on your shoe. That girl has had to deal with so much more than most people do in their lifetime. I was the one that was there to comfort her on the days you called her names and abused her. Too many times did I see the bruises you left. You called it discipline, I called it a beating. She has always done what you ask when you asked. Never once did she complain. All she wanted was a mother. Someone to love her. But she got you instead.”
Tears run down my face. “And you.” She walks up to my father. “You piece of shit. I wish Crystal was here to see the man that you have become. Someone that puts money before his children.  We told you not to marry that women. That all she wanted was your name. But you didn’t listen. Now look. Look at your daughter. LOOK AT HER DAMMIT. She is broken. Your wife did that.”
She walks over to the kids. “I’m taking these babies with me, and there is nothing you can do to stop me.”
Sheriff James Brown, with his belly hanging over his belt, and balding head, has never shown so much authority than he does right now. “Sheila you are under arrest for assault. We will also be interviewing the children to see if they were abused as well. I’m putting the children in the temporary custody of Rosie Samson until the proper authorities can be contacted. Dave, come read Mrs. Rios her rights and get both of them out of my face.” David Lopez the Deputy Sheriff pulls out a pair of handcuffs. “You got it boss.”
Sheila is screaming. “YOU CAN’T DO THIS TO ME. I WILL HAVE YOUR BADGE, I WILL HAVE EVERYONES BADGES. Get your filthy hands off of me!” Dave is dragging her to his patrol car. “I want her arrested! She attacked me. You all saw it.”
“I saw nothing ma’am. Now if you don’t stop fighting me, I will add resisting arrest to your charges. Now get your ass in the car.”
“May I speak to my father before you take him please?” I ask Dave. “Of course, honey, take your time.” Dave is in his late 40s. Tall and lanky. Probably was a swimmer in high school back in the day. His brown eyes are kind. He was like an uncle growing up. He went to school with my parents. Dave and my father were best friends at one point.
“I’m sorry Dad. I just wanted to get my things. I didn’t want this to happened.” “Dave can you take these things off me so I can give my daughter a proper hug.” My head shoots up. Once the cuffs are off, he wraps he arms around me. He hasn’t hug me in years. “I’m the one that should be sorry. When your mom died, I was lost. My heart was shattered. She was my world. I never planned on getting remarried. But then I met Sheila is was like my heart was starting to heal. She was so kind and so sweet. She has just gone through a nasty divorce and her husband left her alone with three kids. I’m so sorry Becky. I never knew she did any of that. When she would say that you were being an awful child, I believed her. She was the one with you all day. I was gone all the time.  I should have listened to you and the other kids when they said that she was lying. I’m sorry. I failed you baby girl. I failed your mother. I promised her I would always take care of you. Not that I don’t believe you, but I need to hear it from you. Did she beat you?”
My face has been buried in his chest this whole time. I miss this. I missed breathing in his cologne. I missed feeling his warmth. “Yes, she did. Rosie wasn’t lying. I would go to school covered in bruises. I would just say they were from the soccer game. Most people believed me. Even my teachers. But not Rosie. She knew. She has always known.” He sighs. “I’m sorry. I will fix this. I promise.” He kisses my forehead and walks away. Dave has the car door open and he gets in.  As they drive away, I let the tears fall again.
I officially hate Saturdays.




CHAPTER 11



MARCUS
Holy shit. When Rosie told me that I needed to go to Rebecca’s house with her this morning I figured there would be some yelling, but not this. This is a shit show.
I try not to laugh as Red’s stepmom is being dragged to the cop car. I wish I had my phone with me. This would go viral. HA! Now she is yelling at the cops. Smart move lady. Keep it up. they are going to keep adding up the charges. As someone has been on the other side of the law, I know what not to do.
After they throw her in the squad car, Rebecca talks to her dad. I walk away to give them some privacy. “I’m glad you came. She is going to need you after this is done. That best friend of hers is a nice girl, but she lacks compassion. That girl is special, when her mom was killed it left a huge hole in this town. Crystal was the sweetest person. She would give you the shirt off her back if needed. Every Sunday, she would open the bakery and give all the kids free cookies after church. On Saturdays, she held baking classes. She was loved by everyone. Rebecca was her pride and joy. She wasn’t supposed to be able to have children. Rebecca was her life.”
“The day she died; Rebecca was at school. Drunk driver. She was on her way home from Flagstaff. She was doing a wedding the day before, so she stayed the night. It was the first time she was away from her daughter. They had to life flight her to back to flagstaff. When Al got there, she was on life support. The machines were keeping her alive. She was brain dead. They keep them on so he could say goodbye. I kept Rebecca with me. The poor thing, she was only 5. He didn’t want for to see her mother like that. So, when he went to pick her up at school that day, he has told her she has already passed. He knew she was already gone. I don’t blame the guy. But that’s when work became his life. He started taking more and more jobs in the city. Rebecca was with me more than she was home. Three years later he met and married Sheila. She already had three kids. She was a vulture from the start. We could see it, but he refused. The abuse started almost immediately. She was nine and she dropped her fork during dinner. Sheila hit her so hard it left a handprint on her face. She had a black eye. Sheila told Al that the kids were playing outside and she fell. I told him that she had caused his daughter’s injury, but he told me to mind my own business.”
“Now ‘I’m telling you this, so can understand her more. Why she is so withdrawn at times and will put her head down when you talk to her. If you hurt her, I will run you out of town. Do you understand me young man? That girl is a daughter to me.” I nod. “Yes ma’am.” “okay good. Now let’s go get her stuff. I need the kids to pack a bag too.”
It didn’t take long for Rebecca to get her stuff. Afterward we both went to her new place. It really needed some paint and landscaping. But other than that, it was pretty nice. It smelled dusty when we walked inside. The furniture was covered in plastic to keep it clean.
“Hey, I can start in here if you want to take a break and relax.” She is just standing in the kitchen. Black garbage bags full of her clothes still in her hands. “Is it true?” She asks. “Is what true?” She turns around. “Don’t play dumb. You know what I’m talking about. I can’t take anymore lies today. I’m spent. My anxiety is at an all-time high. I need someone to tell me the truth for once.”
I take a deep breath. I knew this would happen sooner or later, but I was hoping it would be more on my terms. “Yes, it’s true.”
“What happened?” I roll my neck before answering. “It was years ago but I used to sell drugs. I was busted and sent to prison for 5 years. It should have been longer since I fought with the cops and ran, but the judge was in a good mood that day. That’s what saved me. I should still be in there. My PO told me that the only way I was going to turn my life around was to get out of Tucson and move. So, he got me a job at your family’s bakery. Your uncle is my PO.”
“I was 22 when it happened. I was young and dumb. I have to keep a steady job and check in once a week or I will be sent back. I also have to drop at the police station at Tuesdays.” I’m not sure if she is mad or not. She is just looking at me.
“Thank you for letting me know. And sure, you can start in here. Just throw the plastic in the driveway. Can I ask you question?” she says putting her head down. I walk to her and lift her chin. “You can ask whatever you like.”  “What does drop mean?” I chuckle. Poor sheltered girl. Not that there is anything wrong with being sheltered, she just has a lot to learn. “It means I have to pee in a cup. They check it for drugs. If I drop dirty, which means they found drugs, I will be arrested and sent back to prison for violation of probation. I will be on probation for 5 years. It’s been a month.”
“Okay, well. I’m going to put these bags in the room and go get the rest of my things.” With that, she walks away. She clearly needs to process this. If it was me, I would have had a couple joints, some beers and who knows what else. Actually, I could use one right now.




CHAPTER 12



REBECCA
I throw the bags on the bed and sit on the edge. There is two ways I can handle this. I could break down, fall into myself and push everyone in my life away. I could shut down. Or I can put my big girl panties on and take it for what it was. A turning point. I’m finally free of that woman. The truth is out. I have my own place and I almost have my degree. There is a man in the other room that just told me that he has a record. Some people do. Should I judge him on his past? No. He made some bad choices when he was younger and paid the price. He is trying to turn his life around. If he can why can’t I?
I get to the tedious task of folding and hanging up my clothes. I need to go through them, I have way too much. I don’t realize that its been a few hours until Marc comes in.
“Hey beautiful, hungry? My treat.” He is standing in my doorway, covered in dust. I smile at him. “Yeah sure. I could eat.” I grab my sweater and we head out.
Living in a small town has it perks. The food. All the restaurants are family own. None of the corporate stuff. He takes me to the one and only pizza place in town. Wicked Pie. Its owned by the Young family. They have the best crust and their sauce. Mmmm. My mouth waters just thinking about it.
Mary Young greats us at the door. She is short, about 5’ 1” and has blonde hair and blue eyes. “Becca!! Are you ok? I heard what happened.” She gives me a big hug. “Hey Mary, yeah I’m fine. Its been a crazy day.”
“Everything is on the house tonight, don’t argue with me either. Dad signed this place over to me last week. So, it’s mine and as owner I make my own rules.” Mary graduated three years before me and went to college for business. She can run this place in her sleep. “Okay, okay, if you insist.” She walks us over to a booth. It still has the same red checkered tables cloths as it did when it first open 25 years ago. The entire place is covered in wood paneling and has those typical tiffany light fixtures over each table. There is an L shaped bar along the wall.
“I’ll bring out some bread sticks to start and some wings. Oh, and I added grilled sandwiches to the menu. I’ll bring you guys a couple of those too. When I come back, I’ll take your pizza order.” She skips away to the kitchen. Literally skipped.
“Sorry, she is a little much at first, but you’ll get used to her.” I tell him. “Nah, it’s ok. She doesn’t bother me. Did you want a beer? I’m going to go to the bar.” I shake my head. “I’m only 20. I can’t drink. I stay far away from the stuff anyways. My mom was killed by a drunk driver 15 years ago. I vowed to never drink.”
He sits back down. “It doesn’t bother me when others drink. Plus, I know that you won’t be driving since I brought us both here. Go, get one. Get two.” Marc raises his left brow. “It’s ok really. Don’t stop doing what you would normally because of me.” He laughs.
“I don’t want to go back to prison. What I would be doing right now is getting high and probably sleeping with whatever girl happened to stop by. Damn, its been 5 years since I’ve gotten high and laid.” He runs his hand over his head. His hair is slowly getting longer.
I don’t know what to say to that, so I say nothing. I’ve never tried weed and I’m a 20-year-old virgin.
Mary brought our food and we ordered a large peperoni and black olive pizza. My phone dings and it’s Gina.
GINA: GIRL, WHERE YOU AT?
ME: AT WICKED PIE
GINA: WTH! THANKS FOR THE INVITE! ILL BE THERE IN 5.
The more the merrier right? Not two minutes later Gina saunters in. I shake my head. She is wearing skintight jeans and a crop top. I just shake my head. She always has to make an entrance.
“BECKS! There you are. Girl, why didn’t you tell me you were coming here? You know this is where all the hot guys hang out. And mama is in need of some sausage pizza minus the pizza if you know what I mean.” I roll my eyes. “Don’t look at me like that. Maybe if you would unlock that chastity belt of yours you might actually relax a bit.” I sigh. I’m not in the mood to argue. There has been enough of that today to last me the rest of the year.
Saved by the pizza. Our food arrives before can say anything back to her. “Hey Mary. Can I get a Sex on the Beach?” Mary rolls her eyes.  “Um no. You and I both know you aren’t old enough. Don’t try me. I won’t lose my liquor license because of you.”
Gina puts her hands up in surrender. “Calm down, I was kidding. Maybe you should have one for me. Hell, have three.” Anger flashes across her face. “Gina I will kick your slutty ass out of here. Next time you better have a shirt on. Not whatever that is.” She motions with her hand over Gina’s chest.  “This is a family place, no one wants a side show with dinner. This isn’t The Golden slipper. Aren’t you late for your shift anyways?” I get up and stand between them. There is bad blood there. Mary’s fiancé cheated on her with Gina a week before their wedding.
“Come on guys. This has been going on long enough that was two years ago. Brad was a cheating on you more than just with Gina and you know it. He had girls in every town. What she did was wrong. But he’s gone. You are dating a great guy now. Don’t let her get to you.” Mary nods. I turn around and face my friend. “Gina just stop. Every time we come here you have to run your mouth. Grow up.”
“I’m leaving. Today has already been stressful enough and I just wanted to go out with Marcus and enjoy ourselves. But no. That was too much to ask. I just want one day. One day without the drama. One flipping day. Can you give that too me? Can you? you are supposed to be my best friend. I haven’t heard from you in days. Do you even know what happened today? My dad was arrested for assault. Sheila was arrested for child abuse and the kids are in temporary custody. Where were you? Huh? WHERE WERE YOU!” I scream at her.
“May I have this is into go boxes?” I ask Mary. She nods and walks away. The whole place is staring at me. “Can I help you?” I ask no one in particular. They all turn back around. Yeah, that’s what I thought. Nosey town.
Boxes in hand I head to my car, Marcus in tow. He hasn’t said a word. He just sat there quietly and watched. “Rebecca, I’m sorry I didn’t know what had happened.” Gina had followed me out. “Not now Gina. I’m going home. You can come if you want. I don’t really want to be alone right now. But I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to eat my pizza and binge watch some tv.”
Four hours later and multiple episodes of The Office later Gina and Marcus get up to leave. “I can give you a ride.” Gina says to Marcus. “Sure, sounds good. Is that ok Red?” I wave my hand. “Of course. Go. I’m just going take a shower and go to bed. I have the early shift in the morning. Sundays are crazy. Plus, I told Rosie I would show her how to make mother’s caramel apple cinnamon rolls.”




CHAPTER 13



REBECCA
“These are going to be a huge hit!” Rosie says taking a huge bite out the freshly bakes cinnamon rolls. “This is amazing! Why weren’t these sold at the bakery?”
“They were, but mom was the only one that made them. We would make them together. When she died, I guess dad didn’t want them made anymore. Reminded him too much of her. But I found the recipe when I was cleaning out my room a while back. In was hidden in the pages of the book mom used to read to me before bed. It was like it was put there for me to find it.” I had read that book multiple times since her death.
A huge hit was an understatement. I had already made 10 dozen by lunch.  People loved them. They wanted me to make them at the bakery. I would just smile and nod.
“Did you save one for me?”
“Dad.”
“Hi sweetie, I can smell them two blocks away. Look at this place. Your mother would be so proud of you.”
“What are you doing here? I mean here in the kitchen. How did you know I was back here?”
“I would recognize that smell anywhere. And I know of only two people that knew how to make them. Plus, Rosie told me you were back here.”
He walks over and wipes flour from my cheek. “Baby girl I’m so sorry. I don’t know what else to say. Nathaniel dropped the charges and said it was just an accident. The girls were interviewed and so was Daniel. AJ is too little, but it seems that they are all ok. She took her anger out on you, and I let it happen. I never once believed you. I saw the marks. I saw the bruises. And I turned a blind eye, all because I thought that you needed a mother.” His eyes fill with tears. The guilt written all over his face. “I should have been home more. Maybe it would have made things better. No matter how much I made it was never enough. She wanted the finer things in life. She hated living in this small town. She threatened to leave me more than once. So, I thought if I could make more money she would stay. And it worked. But it also kept me away from you and the other kids. I failed my children. I left you in the hands of that woman. I’m so sorry. Nothing I do will ever make up for the things that happened to you. But I’m sure as hell will try.
I give him a hug. “It’s ok. I’m ok. It’s over, the truth came out. Now it up to you. You need to figure out what you are going to do. I already have a new place to live. I won’t go back. I’m sorry Dad but I can’t. The kids need you. Their mom is in jail. Looking at some serious charges.  Nathaniel told me that the abuse I endured as a child probably won’t stick since it was so long ago, but with the urgent care visits that Rosie took me too as proof it might work. Statute of limitations and all that. Plus, I’m no longer a minor. But I not getting my hopes up. I just wanted out of that house. I’m happy here.”
“When did my baby grow up? I understand. I just wanted to come sees you and let you know what was going on. I filed for divorce too. She won’t get a dime. I’m also filing for emergency custody of the twins and Daniel. They will stay with Rosie until it’s approved. I’m proud of you. Call me when you get a chance.” He turns to leave. “Hey dad wait.” I grab a box and hand it to him.  “I was going stop and give these to you.” He takes it. “Thanks Becky. I haven’t had these in years. I think I’ll go visit your mom and share with her.”


◆◆◆
 
MARCUS
The whole town smells like a spice truck exploded. The over whelming smell of cinnamon lingers in the air. It’s like the damn fall fairy flew in, got drunk and went a little crazy.
As I get closer to the diner, there is a line wrapped around the building. I’ve seen it busy before and sometimes there is a line before the doors opened, but not like this. This is beyond busy.
I walked to the front of the line and grab the door. “Excuse me young man, the line is down there.” The older man points to the end of the line. “I work here.” I go to pull the door open. “You’re that boy that has been hanging out with Rebecca Rios aren’t you. That poor girl. Her daddy went to jail and that stepmother of hers is a mean one.” I nod. “What is your name?” He asks me.  “Marcus Ybarra sir.” I may have been a punk ass kid back in the day, but my mom taught me manners. “Well Mr. Ybarra, we have eyes everywhere. So, don’t you go breaking that girl’s heart. We aren’t that far from the Grand Canyon. People fall over the edge quite a bit.” He narrows his eyes at me. “I understand. Have a good day, I have to get to the kitchen.”
Pulling the door open to Rosie’s diner I look around. There isn’t an empty table anywhere. Even the counter is full.
“Marcus!!! Grab an apron and take this food out to table 10.”  Rosie yells as soon as I walk in.  “Where is table 10?” I ask tying the apron strings. “Boy don’t be stupid. The tables are numbered. See the one with the big one and the big zero? That’s a 10. Here.” She shoves two plates with cinnamon rolls on them. They are huge. And smothered in caramel sauce. She tops them with a dusting of powdered sugar. “Each time one of these pops up make sure you put the sugar on top. Now deliver those and then grab the coffee and see if anyone need refills.”
Two hours later I had the tables memorized and I know what is what by just looking at it. My feet hurt, my arms are burned, and I’m pretty sure I have syrup on my back. Don’t ask how that happened.
I’m clearing the last of my tables when Sandy, one of the older waitresses walks up to me. “You did pretty good today kid. Here, you forgot this.” She hands me some cash. “What is this?”  “Your tips of course. You left them on the tables, so I picked them up. You deserve it. You worked your cute butt off today.” Damn the women here sure are horny. Not that I blame them. I’ve taken a cold shower every day this week.
I take the dishes to the back. They are piled up. I was supposed to be the dish washer today, but since it was so busy, I helped out on the floor instead. A loud crash takes my attention away from the mess in front of me. “Gosh dang it!”
I walk around the corner and bust out laughing. Rebecca is sitting on the flour completely covered in flour. There are metal trays scattered around her. She looks up at me. “Shut up. Don’t say a word. Help me up please. I keep slipping.” I reach down and grab her hand. I keep my lips presses together, so I don’t laugh. She is too cute right now.
Have of her face is completely cover in flour. When she stands, I brush her cheek, removing a small patch. I leave my hand there for a second and run my thumb across her bottom lip. She leans into my touch. “Red.” I lean in to kiss her. My lips brush hers right before the door flies open. “Oh, my lord is everything okay!?” Rosie looks around before noticing us standing there. She looks Rebecca up and down, “Girl what in the world happened to you?”
Rebecca immediately puts her head down. “I’m so sorry. I’ll clean up the mess right away. I understand that you’ll have to take the cost of the flour out of my check.” I shake my head. “Oh sweetie. No. It was an accident. Yes, it needs to be cleaned up, but there are people here that will help. You don’t have to do it on your own.” Rosie walks closer to her and she flinches.  “I’m not going to hurt you. But I need you to look at me.” She doesn’t budge. “Red, look at me.” I put my hands on her shoulders and lean in until our foreheads touch. “It’s ok. I will help you clean this up. Nothing a little water fix. Ok maybe a lot of water.” She smiles. “That’s my girl.” I brush a strand of curly red hair out of her face. She finally looks up at me. Unshed tears fill her beautiful blue eyes. “I’m sorry. This is just what happened the day I left. Remember? My brother had dropped a bag of flour and we cleaned it up. Then I went home everything happened.”
Rosie comes over and gives her a big hug. “It’s ok. We’ll just clean this up then you can go home. You’ve been here all morning baking. Marc, do you mind staying later? I could use the help.” I nod.
We get cleaned up and Rebecca is getting ready to leave. “Hey, do you have a sec?” I ask. “Yeah, what do you need?” Always wanting to help. “I was wondering if you had any plans on Friday?” She squints her eyes at me. “No, I don’t. Why?” I take a deep breath. “You want to go to dinner with me? Nothing fancy, I could just get something a bring it to your place or we can meet somewhere. I don’t have a car, so it’s not like I can pick you up.” Shit. I’m rambling. She knows I don’t have car. “Yes, I loved too. It will be my last free weekend anyways. I worked at the afterschool program at the elementary school. So, I changed my schedule to work mornings and weekends at Rosie’s every school year.” “Okay cool. Can I call you later? When I get off?” She smiles and nods her head. Turns and walks out. I can’t help checking out her ass. It’s perfect. Definitely more than a handful.




CHAPTER 14



MARCUS
It’s Friday. The week went by faster than I thought. I’ve called her every day after I got off. I was pulling doubles. I didn’t mind. I had nothing to do. It was either work or sit in this room and watch tv. One of the apartments finally opened up and my applications was approved. I move in tomorrow.
One last glance in the full-length mirror. I didn’t have much with me when I moved here but I was able to buy a few new things at the local clothing store. Black jeans, and a white polo shirt. With my white sneakers. I looked damn good. I’m letting my hair grow out a little on the top, but I recently had the sides shaved close.
 There is a soft knock on the door. I open it. The most beautiful girl that I have ever laid eyes on is standing in front of me. Rebecca is standing there in the tightest pair of blue jeans I have ever seen and a blue tank top with lace on the straps. Her red hair is pull back into a high ponytail. Not a smidgen of makeup is on her face. She doesn’t need it. It would just cover those cute freckles. A hint of cleavage is showing. I can’t help but look. The girl is fucking perfect.
“Hey,” she looks up at me through her long lashes. I’m done for. All I want is to throw her up against the wall and have my way with her. “Hi, come in. I have the food set up on the table. I hope you like Juan’s Tacos. It was the closet place to me.” I have the takeout boxes and the drinks set out. I wanted to pick her up. Take her out. A proper date. But to be honest I’ve never done this. I’ve had girlfriends, but they were really just for one thing. Yeah, I know I’m a pig. But I had needs and they didn’t seem to care.
“I do like Juan’s. That’s Gina’s parent’s restaurant. The flautas are the best. And the green sauce? To die for. She refuses to give me the recipe.” I already knew that. When Gina drove me home, we stopped there. She told me all about her family. I also may have done something I shouldn’t have. We aren’t together, so it wasn’t cheating. Right? Then why do I feel so guilty? Oh, right.
We are lying on the bed, her head resting on my chest. Her arm laying over my stomach. I’m thinking about leaning over and kissing her when there is a loud commotion outside me door. “Ma’am you can’t do that. You aren’t a patron here.” Please do be who I think it is. My door flies open. “Mijo! There you are!” My mother. I didn’t think that she would come all this way. I call her once a week like she asked. She sees Rebecca and glares. “What is this? A white girl. Marcus really? I don’t want any mixed grandbabies.” “MOM! It’s not like that. We are just friends.” Rebecca looks at me and nods her head. Shit. She stands and walks to up to my mother. “Hi, I’m Rebecca Rios. It’s nice to met you. Don’t worry. I’m not sleeping with your son. Like he said, we are just friends.” She doesn’t say anything else. She just leaves.
FUCK.
“What the hell mom?!” I ask. Sitting back down on the bed, I rub my hands over my head. “She’s never going to talk to me again.” She sighs. “I did you a favor. Those white girls are crazy.” I shake my head. “It’s good to see you ma. Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” She pats my head.
“I can’t come visit my only son?”
“Mom you have three other sons.”
“Yes, I know but you are the only one that calls me. Such a good boy. Now come home and leave this nonsense behind.”
“I can’t. It was part of my probation, I had to leave Tucson. To get away from my old crew. I actually like it out here. It’s quiet and the view is nice.”
She scoffs. “The view. Pinche pendejo. Yeah and she has red hair.”



◆◆◆
 
REBECCA
I will not cry. I will not cry. I tell myself as I walk back to my car after leaving Marcus with his mother. I see where is got his eyes from. I rest my head against the steering wheel.
“I don’t want any mix grandbabies.” Plays over and over in my head. That was a first. Yeah, I have light skin and red hair, but I’m not white. I mean I’m half. My great grandmother was Greek. My great grandfather Spanish. My mother was Irish, she had the accent and everything. So that’s where the red hair comes from. Just no one on her side of the family had it. She had the most beautiful head of shiny black hair. And her eyes, blue as the ocean.
Shrugging my shoulders, I drive home. no point in dwelling on something I can’t change. What hurt the most was “we are just friends” comment. I don’t kiss my friends. I thought there was something between us. I was wrong.
My house is a quick five-minute drive from the Pine Trail hotel. The lights are on when I pull up. I swore I turned them off. But then I see my dad’s car.
‘Hey, Becky. I thought we could have family dinners on Saturday at your place.” My dad says as I walk into my kitchen. He has the table set and it smells amazing in here. “Um. Sure. Sounds good. I’m going to go change into some pjs. I’ll be right back.”
“Okie dokie”
I smile as I walk away. My dad looks happy. He doesn’t look worn out or stressed. It has been a long time since I’ve seen him like that. I quickly change into a tank top and some shorts. It’s my house. I will wear what I want to dinner.
“SISSY!” AJ yells as I walk back into the kitchen. “Hey buddy! When did you get here?” AJ is my baby brother. He is only five and a spitting image of my dad. Right down to the one dimple. I give him I big hug. “Where is Daniel and the twins?” Samantha and Amanda. My twin stepsisters. They were only two years old when they got married.
“I was only granted custody of AJ. Daniel and the girls are with their mother. I’m sorry honey I tired. But since they aren’t biologically mine, the judge said no.”  I sigh. “It’s ok.” I take a seat next to my little brother. “Sheila is moving to Prescott. A truck came to the house yesterday and took all their stuff. She told me this was all your fault and that I was worthless. The kids are furious. The twins are taking her side. They wouldn’t talk to me. Daniel didn’t care either way. He only has to deal with her for one more year then he is off to college.”
Well that would explain the texts I got from them yesterday.
SAM: THX FOR RUINING THE FAMILY
MANDY: ALL 4 A CAR
DAN: HEY SIS IM SORRY TTYL
“So how was your day? You looked nice when you came home. Were you on a date?” I cringe. “I thought it was, but I was wrong. I don’t really want to talk about it.” I just go back to eating.  “Did he say it was a date?” My dad asks. He looks so concerned. So much for the not talking about it. “He did. He went and got food before I showed up. Had it set up really nice on the table. We laughed and talked. Had a good time. Until his mom showed up.” His eyebrows shot up. “His mother showed up to your date?  How did she know where you were?” I shake my head. “I honestly don’t know. But you could tell he wasn’t happy when she just burst through his hotel room.”
My dad jumps to his feet “What were you doing in some guy’s hotel room?” I roll my eyes. “First of all, dad I’m 20 years old. Second, that’s were Marcus is staying. He doesn’t have a place to stay yet.”  Wipe my mouth with my napkin. “Honestly dad. It’s not a big deal. I read more into it than I thought was going on. When he told his mom we were just friends, I got up and left. If that’s all he wants that’s fine with me. I don’t need any more stress in my life. I’m not going to beg a guy to be with me if they don’t want too. I have better things to do than to cry over nothing. So, if you will excuse me, I’m tired and I would like to go to bed. I have to be at Rosie’s early in the morning to make the cinnamon rolls.” I stand up and give my brother a kiss and the head and do the same to my dad. “Stay or leave, I don’t care. Love you both.”




CHAPTER 15



REBECCA
My alarm goes off at 230am. I grab my phone and turn off the annoying music. I have four missed calls and twice as many texts. All from Marcus. I’m not ignoring him; I just have nothing to say. Maybe I am, just a little.
I jump in the shower, letting the hot water run down my back. I groan as the streams of pressure massage my sore muscles. I haven’t been running in weeks. Running has always been my stress relief, and these past few weeks have been horrible for my mental health. I should go, I should get out of this shower, put on my running shoes and go, but the tension in my neck and shoulders are keeping me rooted to this spot. The hot water feels so go. I turn it up even hotter as I lean my head on the wall. Hoping the water will wash away everything that I have felt in the past month. The pain, the heartache, the guilt.  I know my family breaking apart wasn’t my fault, but I was the catalyst.
I get dressed and run a brush through my red hair. I would usually straighten it, but I have to be there early, so I just throw it up in a messy bun. A loose curl hangs over my eye.
I get to the diner and head to the back door. I grab my keys an unlock the door. I’m the only one here.  The sun is still behind the mountains and there is a crispness to the air. It may technically still be summer, but this far north, fall comes early.
Flipping the lights on I throw my stuff in the office and turn the ovens on. I open my favorite music streaming app on my phone and turn the volume up. I pull up my favorite genre of music 90s and early 2000s and get to work.
Two hours and 5 dozen later, I’m dancing around the kitchen to one of my favorite groups when I see Marcus standing in the doorway. “AHHH!” I scream and drop my wooden spoon that is doubling as my microphone on the floor. He has a huge smile on his face. “Green Day? Aren’t you a little young to know who they are?
“I’ll have you know that Green Day is just as popular today, as it was years ago. I just prefer their earlier stuff.” I say with confidence. “Plus, you aren’t that much older than me anyways.” I scoff. “Is that right? I pegged you more a Justin girl.” I grab my chest with a dramatic gasp. “You wound me sir. I would never!” I say in my best southern belle voice.
“I texted you.” He says. “I know. I got them. I wasn’t ignoring you; I just didn’t have anything to say. I needed a break from all the craziness for a day.” The timer goes off and I take the two hot pans out of the oven. I replace them with two more. I put them on the counter to cool. And start the caramel sauce. “I’m sorry for what my mother said. It doesn’t bother me. I want you to know that.” I turn and look at him. “I don’t care what she said. It happens. People get judge by the color of their skin all the time. What bothered me was when you said that we were just friends. I thought we were more than that, or at least heading in that direction. But if that’s what you want, that is fine with me. Please let me know. I’m good either way.” I go back to the stove and turn the burners on.
 Marcus wraps his arms around my waist. His hot breath against my neck. Goosebumps cover my body. I close my eyes and lean into him. “I don’t want to be your friend Red; I want to be more. So much more. I dream of you every night. I think about you all day long. I imagine undressing you like a fucking present. The things I could do you.” My knees go week. He kisses my neck, right where it meets the shoulder. I let out a moan.
“Boy is it hot in here and I don’t mean from the ovens.” 
CRAP!!! Rosie.
I try to pull away from Marcus, but he just holds me tighter. “I’m taking these.” She grabs a tray of the rolls. “Doors open in 20 minutes. Carry on.” she laughs as she walks out. I’m so embarrassed. “You are so adorable when you are embarrassed. You are redder than your hair.” I playfully slap his arm. “I have to get this done. The sauce has to be watched so it doesn’t burn.” He grabs my face. Starting straight into my eyes. “Be my girlfriend.” He wasn’t asking.
“Okay.”
His lip crash against mine. Claiming me. I grab his shirt, needing something to anchor myself with. His hands find my hips. Digging his fingers in as he pulls me closer.  His tongue brushes my lips and I instinctively open my mouth slightly, giving him permission. As his tongue plays with mine, I forget where we are. My hands begin to roam over his back, slipping under his shirt. I run my fingernails over the corded muscles. He groans into my mouth. Suddenly he pulls away. “Sorry, if I don’t stop, I won’t stop. And I don’t want our first time in the kitchen at work.” Especially when people could walk in at any moment.
“I’m a virgin.” I blurt out. I cover my mouth when I realize what I just said. I pour the finished sauce in the bottle and close the lid. I think I broke him. He’s just standing there. “Um. Yeah ok. I’ll see you later. I have to work the floor today.”
◆◆◆
 
MARCUS
Did I hear her right? A virgin? I lost my v card when I was fourteen. I can’t believe it. A beautiful girl like that. Not that looks have anything to do with it, I’m just shocked.
The rest of the day is a blur. It’s just as busy as last week if not more. I’m finishing up with the last of the dishes when she walks in. “Hey, I’m done for the day. I have to go home and get change. I start at the school today. I just wanted to let you know.” There is this awkwardness between us. “Okay, have fun. I’ll call you later.” She nods and leaves. Dammit. I fucked up again. I shouldn’t have froze up like that.
Her being a virgin shouldn’t change things, but it does. I’ll just have to take things slower. Much slower. Fuck me. I don’t know how long I can wait. But I will. She is worth it. Every second of it. It will be torture but I can do it. That’s what my hand is for. That and cold showers
I walk back to the hotel after my shift and my phone rings. “Yeah.” I answer. “Hi, I just want to apologize. That’s not how I wanted to tell you. I mean I didn’t really know how to tell you, but it’s out. I didn’t want to leave things how they were. It was really awkward.” She pauses. I can hear yelling in the background. “I gotta go, the kids a fighting over a basketball. And its only the first day of school. It’s going to be a long day. Love you.” before I can respond the line goes dead.
She loves me.
No one has ever said that to me. I smile spreads across my face. I have to do better for her. I can’t let my past dictate my life. I need to get my shit together or she will never want to stay with me. A girl like that has goals and dreams and I don’t want to be the person that holds her back.
I call the apartments to check on my apartment. I can move in tomorrow if I want. I just need to come by and pick up the keys.
Things are looking up.
Finally.




CHAPTER 16



MARCUS
It’s been five months. And I’ve never been happier. I get to work with my girlfriend every day. Well, not every day. The elementary school gets out early on Wednesdays, so she doesn’t work at the diner.
We talk on the phone every night. On the weekends I either go to her place or she goes mine. We usually will make dinner together, then cuddle on the couch. I like spending time with her, but I end up with a bad case of blue balls.
Just like this tonight. We are on the couch covered by one of her many fuzzy blankets. I won’t tell her, but I love these things. So soft. Her head is resting on my shoulder and we are watching tv. I have no idea what is one. My mind is going to places that it shouldn’t.
“Marcus.” she quietly says. I look down. Bad idea. She is looking up at me through those long lashes of hers. I can get lost in those blue eyes. Her cheeks are slightly pink from how warm it is in here. “Hmm,” I answer. “Kiss me. I need you to kiss me.” 
I cup her chin and lean down. Molding my lips to hers. She reaches around placing her hand on the nap of my neck and pulls me down. Throwing the blanket off of us I follow her down on the couch. My body is aligned with hers. Deepening our kiss, she lets out a small moan and arches into me. Her breasts pushing against my chest.
I sit up and jump off the couch. I run my hands over my face. “I can’t do this. It’s killing me. I want you so bad that it physically hurts Red.” I turn away to adjust myself. My cock is throbbing and pushing at my jeans.
Small hands grab my own. She is standing in front of me. “I can’t do this anymore either.” She looks down. “What?” Are we really going to break up right now? “I’m sorry I can wait. Rebecca you are worth waiting for. I shouldn’t have reacted like that. Please don’t leave me.” I beg her. “I can’t wait any longer.” Is she saying what I think she saying? “When I told you on the phone, I loved you. I meant it. Yes, I admit that it was a slip up, but the more I think about it, the more it becomes true. You have saved me in more ways than I can ever repay you for. I fell for you the moment I saw you sitting in the bakery in that white t-shirt. I want you to be my first Marcus.”
I should her no. I should tell her this is a bad idea. That this isn’t want she really wants. I should, but I don’t. “Are you sure?” She nods. She pulls me down the hallway into her room.
I’ve been in here before, but it was just to help her move her bed.  “We don’t have to do this.” I tell her. “I know. But I want too Marc. If you don’t want too that’s okay. It won’t hurt my feelings.” I laugh. “Oh, I want too. You have no idea.”
I turn her around and wrap my arms around her small waist. “I’m going to make you feel so good. But if you want to stop, just tell me and I will.” Placing my lip on her neck, I slowly kiss my way up to her jaw and back down. Grabbing the hem of her tank top I pull it over her head and toss it on the floor. I continue to kiss her neck, then shoulders. When I get between her shoulder blades she trembles. “Too much?” I ask her. “No, it feels good. Please don’t stop.”
I rub my hands down the curve of her body and stop at her sweatpants. Hooking my thumbs in the waist band I pull them down. They pool at her feet and kicks them off. Her ass looks amazing in her blue boy cut panties.
“You are so beautiful. So, fucking beautiful.” 


◆◆◆
 
REBECCA
I have been staring at the tv for the past two hours and I have no idea what is on.  My heart and my head have been fighting with each other. I told myself that I wanted to wait till I got married, but my body is reacting to every touch, to every circle he makes on my arm, with every breath he takes. I can hear his heart beating in his chest. With every beat, it gives me strength to do what I’m about to do. “Kiss me. I need you to kiss me.” I tell him, and he does. I love his kisses. I love his voice. I love the way he looks at me. I even love the way he smells after he has been doing yard work and I can’t take it anymore. I want him. I need him. I love him.
I pull him down on top of me. Our kiss becomes deeper, desperate. I can feel the hunger and need coming off of him. I moan when his tongue grazes over my bottom lip. He jumps up and darts across the room. Putting as much distance between us as the room allows.
“I can’t do this. It’s killing me. I want you so bad that it physically hurts Red.” He tells me, rubbing his hands over his face.
Shaking my head, I walk over to him. I take his hands in mine. The color contrast between our skin tones is obvious. I don’t care. I want this man. “I can’t do this anymore either.” Fear takes over his face. Those hazel eyes boring into mine. “What?  I’m sorry I can wait. Rebecca you are worth waiting for. I shouldn’t have reacted like that. please don’t leave me.”
I smile. He misunderstood me. I tell him how much he means to me. That I meant what I said on the phone. I love him and I want him to be my first. I take him down the hallway into my bedroom. I’m so nervous.
When he starts to kiss my neck, I forget how nervous I am. He takes my shirt off and throws it on the floor. He kisses a particular sensitive spot between my shoulder blades, and I shudder. It felt so good. My sweatpants are next. I’m not standing in front of him in nothing but my underwear. I take a deep breath and turn around.
“You are beautiful. So, fucking beautiful.” At that moment, I believe him. There is only me and him right now. Nothing else matters. I take a step closer and pull his shirt off. I’ve seen him shirtless once before, but I wasn’t paying attention. That much. I set my hands on his pecs and work my way down tracing my fingers over every muscle.
He does have a tattoo on his arm. It’s a bull skull with a bed of red roses behind it. He unbuttons his pants and takes them off, adding them to the piles of clothes already on the floor. “If you want me to stop. Just let me know. I am going to make you feel so good baby.” He whispers in my ear.
He reaches around and unhooks my bra. I let it slide off my arms. I take my panties off next. We are both bare. Standing there. Not moving. Not waiting to break the trance.
He takes my face with both hands and kisses me. At the same time, he pushes me back until my legs hit the edge of the bed. “Get on the bed.” he commands. But is gentle at the same time. I sit down and slide backwards.
I can see his body now. His cock is standing at attention. I’ve never seen one before, and now I’m nervous again. The way he crawls over to me is almost predatory.
Marcus takes my right breast in his hands and lightly squeezes. Drawing my nipple into his mouth, sensations I’ve never felt before take over my body. Noises I’ve never made come out of my mouth. He releases me with a pop and smiles. “You like that?” I nod. “Well then you are going to love this.” I pull my eyebrows together. What is he talking about? He moves down my body. Kisses random places. As he settles between my knees, he pulls them apart. “What are you doing?” I ask. “Oh, you’ll see.”
His hands begin to rub the inside of my thighs. When he takes a finger and slides it across my slit, I about come undone. He pushes between the folds and finds my clit. The slow circular motions become faster and harder. Pressure is building and I don’t know what to do. I arch into him as pleasure burst through me. “OMG MARCUS!” I scream. He removes his fingers and kisses me.
I grab his face and kiss his hard. I give everything I have into that kiss. I can feel him at my entrance. He pulls away and I nod my head, giving him permission to keep going. There is no coming back from this.
As he pushes in, a sharp pain causes me to gasp. He stops. “No, please don’t stop. It’s ok. I promise.” It hurts. It knew it would. My stepmother like to make a point of how much your first time is going to hurt. Going as far as to say that they will just shove it in.
He pushes himself in all the way. I’m stretched as far as I can go. He stays like that for a minute or two before he starts to move.
With every thrust the pain subsides and replace with nothing but ecstasy. “You feel amazing Red.” He moans in my ear. “But I can’t last much longer.” I nod. I can’t talk. Too much is going on.  The faster he moves the faster the pressure builds. “I can feel it Red.” Me too. with one last push, he stills. Pulsating his release inside me. Warmth floods my body.
He pulls out and lays next to me. Wrapping me in his arms. “I love you Red.”
My heart and my body are filled with so much happiness. Nothing can bring me down from this high.




CHAPTER 17



REBECCA
It’s been two days. Two days and it still feel like I’m floating. Marcus spent the night that night and, in the morning, we went for round two. I never felt this way. It’s like and all-consuming feeling. The love I have for him only gets stronger each time we are together. And let just say that if anyone notices I’m walking funny, I’m going to have to lie and say I went horseback riding this weekend.
“Girl your head has been up in the clouds all day long. Spill.” Rosie says following me into the kitchen. “Nothing happened. I just had a good weekend.” She squints her eyes at me. “Uh huh. I don’t buy it. We were slammed this weekend. Especially on Sunday. With your family’s bakery being closed, people are coming here to get your sweet treats.” She isn’t wrong. People come in every day asking when its going to open back up.
“About that, I have an idea. I already ran it by my dad and now I’m going to ask you.” I say. She says nothing, waiting for me to continue. “Okay. So, you know how the bakery is next door right?  And the only thing separating them is a wall.” Rosie take a deep breath. “Child if you don’t get to the point, we are going back to the first thing I asked you about. Say it already.” I put my hands up. “Okay, okay. Relax. I was thinking that we should knock the wall down. Make it one big diner that has a bakery connected to it. My dad is willing you work with you. He has already talked to Nathaniel and they are having a contract made up. He would get a percentage of the sales from the pastries, but they would be made next door. I don’t want to be taking over your kitchen anymore and the bakery is made for this.”
“We can make pies, and the rolls. Oh! And cookies, I make this amazing chocolate cake. And it wouldn’t be limited to only one day. The town would get their bakery back and you some extra money in your pocket. And I can still work here and there.” Rosie puts her hand up. “Stop. It’s a great idea, and I already know. Your dad came on in Friday. I already have someone come look at the structures to see if it can be done. And it can. We just have to put a few supports here and there.”
“I would have told you already if someone would have answered their phone yesterday. You never not return my calls. Everything alright?” Rosie’s voice is full of concern. “Yes, I’m fine. It’s just, I was sort of…how do I say this.” Right at that moment Marcus walks in the back carrying a tub full of dirty dishes. He gives me a wink before heading back to the dish washing area. I turn my head to hide my flushed cheeks. “Wait a minute. You two didn’t. You did! You have to tell me, how was it?” “Shhhh!!! Don’t tell anyone, you know how this town works. I don’t need the whole restaurant knowing about my love life.” She presses her lips together. Miming locking her lips with a key and throwing it.
“It was amazing. I never felt so alive. Just thinking about takes me back there.” I wrap my arms around myself and close my eyes. “He was so kind and gentle. It made waiting so long worth it.”
“Oh baby, I’m so happy for you. I’m only saying this because I love you and think of you as the daughter I never had. Boys like him, are nice to look at. Hell, I’ve even found myself staring. But they also leave a trail of broken hearts in their wake. Be careful.” She is right, and I know it. But right now, in this moment I don’t want to believe it. “I love him. I’ve never felt this way before. He makes me so happy. When we are together, I can forget all the abuse I endured. I sometimes still hear Sheila’s voice in my head telling me that no one will ever love me, that I’m nothing. And will never make something of myself. But I’m learning to lock that part of me away. There will be days when I lose control, when my mind starts to play tricks with me. But I know that Marcus will be there, and he won’t judge me for it. He has already seen me at me worst. He was there when I broke.  He saw the aftermath, he held me and let me cry. Not once did he make me feel weak. He is helping me piece myself back together. For right now he is my glue. I know that this may not last forever. He may not be the one. But right here right now. He is the one that I need. And I will hang on to that for as long as I can.”
Rosie grabbed my face with both hands and kissed my forehead. “For what it’s worth, I hope he is. Everyone deserves a second chance. But if he does you wrong, I still got my .22 in the office.” Always the protector, but it makes me laugh. “Oh, I know. And I’ve seen you use it time or two.” I have. A few years back some idiot tried to rob her. It was early in the morning and she was in her office. The kid asked me where the restrooms were. He went towards the back and straight into her office. He pointed a gun at her and demanded that she open the safe. Little did he know that the safe was not in the office. All that was back there was her desk and some filing cabinets. The safe, was in the broom closet. Well that’s what it said on the door. it was always locked. When she reached under the desk, he thought it was for the safe, instead she pulled out her shot gun. He ran and she followed. She fired that thing and missed him by a hair. the hole in the wall is still there. right by the right door. she put a frame around it, with a sign that read “this is what happens when try to take my money.” You don’t mess with Rosie.
Later we found out that the gun he used, was nothing more than a pellet gun. He got prison time for attempted armed robbery and resisting arrest. They threw on some other charges, but I don’t remember what they were.
Later that night after I was relaxing at home. It been awhile since I went anywhere with my friend so I to texted her.
ME: GINA YOU UP?
She normally replies right away. She is probably busy. An hour passes by with no response. Weird. So, I text her again.
ME: HEY YOU OK?
Still nothing. I figured she is asleep and decide to call it a night. I’ll just call her in the morning.




CHAPTER 18



REBECCA
I haven’t heard from Gina in three weeks. I’ve called, I’ve texted and nothing. I called her parents to see of she was alright. They said she was fine. It was Wednesday and I only had to work at the after-school program. School got out early and I had to be there at noon.
I pulled my hair into a ponytail. Put on my required t-shirt that said STAFF on the back and my jeans. It cold during the day, so I had to bring my jacket with me. I threw my whistle over my head grabbed my keys and headed to work.
I loved working there. It never felt like a job. There may have been over 50 kids at any given time, but it was a blast. I was in the middle of dodge ball with the older kids when Gina walked in.
I ran over to her. Letting the kids play still. I liked to leave them nice and exhausted for their parents when they picked them up.
“Hey, I’ve been trying to reach you for weeks are you ok?” She has her hands in the back pockets of her jeans and is balancing on the heels of her shoes. I know that stance. Something is wrong. “Yeah I’m fine. Sorry I was dealing with some school stuff. Listen, we need to talk. I hate to be the one to tell you this. But you need to get to the diner, like right now.” I cock my head and look at her. I was going to be off in 30 mins anyways, so I asked to leave early. There weren’t many kids left so they said ok.
“What is going on Gina?” I asked as we walked to my car. “Okay don’t kill me alright?” I nod. “It happened months ago. You guys weren’t official yet. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I honestly thought it was just a crush.” My blood was beginning to heat up. I could feel my cheeks warming up. “SPIT. IT. OUT”
“I fucked Marcus.”
“When?” She shouldn’t even look at me. “WHEN GINA?” I yelled at her.
“The night I took him back to the hotel. It didn’t mean anything I swear. We both just needed the release.”
I knew exactly what day she was talking about. It was the day I went to go get my things from my parent’s house. The same day that Marcus helped me unpack my things. The same day that I fell for him.
“Why do I need to go to the diner? Marcus isn’t there he is in Tucson visiting his family. Isn’t he?” He left a week ago. Since it was the holiday season, I encourage him to go. “No, he isn’t he came back last night. I only know this because he called me. He told me that he needed some time before he saw you. said he messed up bad when he went home, and he didn’t know what to do.”
My mind is going a thousand miles a minute. “Let’s go.” When I get there, I parked in the back so he wouldn’t see my car. When I walk in, I don’t see him right away. I go over to the counter that over looks into the kitchen. You can see your food being made from there. A lot of the older clientele like to sit there, reading their newspapers and harassing whomever walks by.
His back was to me. When he turned his head, I saw it. A hickey. Dark and purple taking up half his neck.  I didn’t say a word I just wait for him to turn around. And when he saw me the look of shock that come over him was apparent.
He immediately covered it with his hand. Acting like he was rubbing his neck. But it was too late. The damage was done. And I did something that I never thought I would. I cursed. “You asshole.” I turned and walked out. He didn’t follow. He didn’t call after me. He didn’t do anything, and that said more to me than that thing on his neck.
I just left. I left Gina there too. I couldn’t look at either of them. At this point they could have each other. She knew that I liked him. She knew. And she still went after him.
I was in a daze on the drive home. I don’t even remember driving. Walking in the house when it all came crushing down. My boyfriend. The man that I loved. The man that I gave my virginity to, cheated on me. I fell to my knees and screamed. The pain the wracked through my body was fierce. It hurt. There was no physical pain, but it felt like my heart was ripped from my body. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t feel. I was numb. Then the tears came. And I let them.


◆◆◆
 
MARCUS
What have I done? I went to Tucson to see my family and ended up at a party. I knew I shouldn’t have gone, but I missed my friends and wanted to hang out.               Six beers later I was feeling good. I was relaxed. Antonio busted out the good shit and I was now high as a kite. It felt so good.
I woke up the next day with a blonde wrapped around my body. Monica. We were both naked. FUCK. I knew what had happened. The used condoms were a huge indication.
I sat up and pushed her off of me. “Hey! If you wanted it rough just let me know.” She says. I roll my eyes. “That was one hell of a welcome home. I’ve missed you baby.” She kissed my shoulder. I shrug her off. “Don’t touch me.” I growl at her. “You didn’t seem to mind last night. You didn’t mind the second time either.” “Get your shit and get out.” “Fuck you Marcus.”
I get to the bathroom to clean myself and I see that I’m covered in hickeys. There is a large one on my neck. I’m never going to be able to hide it. Rebecca has the next few days off. It should be gone by the time I see her again. If I can just stay away it will be ok. She’ll never know. Who am I kidding? I know that in that small-town word gets around faster than I thought.
So, I did the only thing I can think of, I call Gina. “I did something bad.” I say as soon as she answers. “Marcus?”
“Yeah, I need you to come get me. I’ll pay for the gas. But can you get here as fast as you can? I’m in Tucson.”
“Yeah sure.”
Six hours later we are in her car. “You did what!?” Steepling my hands in front of my face I take a deep breath. “And I got high, when I have to drop next week it’s going to show up. I’m going to be going back to jail.” I don’t know what I’m more afraid of, Rebecca finding out or going back for three years. Minimum.”
“Okay I can help you with the urine. Don’t worry about that part. I work at the police station and I can just switch yours with mine. But I can’t help you with the other. She needs to know and if you don’t tell her tonight when we get back, I will tell her everything.”
The next day I get to work, and I knew she won’t be there because it’s a Wednesday. I didn’t tell her a thing last night; I didn’t know how. I didn’t even tell her I was back.
I can feel someone staring at me, so I turn around. It’s Rebecca. Gina is standing right next to her. I know she now knows. My heart falls. The pain in her eyes is enough to freeze me in my spot. 
“You asshole.”




CHAPTER 19



REBECCA
I didn’t sleep. I cried most of the night. But I had to go to work today. Did I want too? Hell no. Did I want to see him? Nope. But I had no choice. I had bills to pay. Plus, the construction was almost down. The diner and the bakery were about to be one.
I got up and washed my face. It was red and puffy. My stomach was in knots and it felt like I was going to puke. I was so nervous about seeing him.
I decided to take the side door. I wasn’t ready face the customers and I didn’t want to see him just yet. I needed to compose myself.
Soon as I walked in. He was there. Sitting at one of the tables. His head down. He looked up when he heard the door open. We looked at each other. Not saying a word. I’m glad I had my sunglasses on so he couldn’t see my eyes. But I could see his. It looked like he was crying. Good.
I walked past him without saying anything. No one here knew what had happened and I planned on keeping it that way. But I was in no mood to deal with people. I went straight to the office.
“Hey Rosie, can I work in the bakery today? I have a knew cookie recipe that I want to try.” She looks up at me. “Sure Hun. You ok?” I never wear sunglasses. “Yup never better. Just not feeling well. My stomach hurts and I have a nasty headache. I’m just not in the mood to deal with grouchy old men.” She stares at me for a little longer, she knows I’m lying but isn’t pushing it.  “You better save me one of those cookies.” I begin to walk out, “You got it.”
I almost made to the bakery side. “Red.” I hear him call me. I smooth my hair and take a deep breath before turning around. “Hey Marcus. What’s up?” I say as sweetly as I can. “Um…can we talk?” He is wringing his hands. “About what? I’m kinda busy and there is a new cookie recipe that is calling my name.” He doesn’t say anything. “What do you want? Look I’m trying to be nice here. I came back to work to work not to talk to you. Didn’t you get the hint when I turned my phone off? I’m not in the mood to hear any more of your lies or your excuses. My heart is broken. You broke it. You said you loved me. But I guess that was a lie. What I felt for you was real. I never pretended. I never lied. But apparently, I wasn’t enough for you. I should have known. How could I, some small town girl possibly be enough for a city boy. Now if you would please kindly lose my number and stay out of my life that would be great. We are done Marcus and you only have yourself to blame.”  Tears were starting to fill my eyes, my vision blurring. “I loved you. I still do. But I can’t. I can’t do this anymore. Dammit Marcus why? Why wasn’t I enough? Why did you do this to me? I gave you everything. You were my first. My first kiss, my first real boyfriend. And I loved you enough to give you my virginity. That was something special to me. And I gave it to you. I hope she was worth it. Was it worth it? Was it worth this?” I gesture between us.
I was livid. I pushed him hard, causing him to take a few steps back. “Was it? Answer me you piece of shit!” I couldn’t hold the tears any longer. They fell hard and fast and so did I.  I don’t cuss but I couldn’t stop it. The words just came out like vomit.
“Rebecca I’m sorry. I really am. Please. I’m begging you.  I love you.”
I laughed out loud when he said that. “Love? You love me? HA! No, you don’t, if you did that never would have happened. You never would have put yourself in that situation. Your little slut would have known about me. Did you even tell her or were you just so happy to get your dick wet and you jumped at the first chance you got? Huh? Did you? Were you thinking of me when you were balls deep in my best friend?” I had enough and I was feeling sick again. “You know what? I’m done.”
I walk away into the bakery and close the doors that separate the two. I lean up against the wall and slump to the ground. I honestly don’t care if anyone can see me. The whole town saw what just happened. Yeah, I noticed the crowd that had formed and the people that were pretending like they weren’t listening.
An arm wrapped around me. “Don’t you touch me.” The arm didn’t move, just held me tighter. “I’m here baby. I’m here.” It was my dad. “Daddy?” I looked up at the only man that will never break my heart and I cried harder. I heard the door chime, but I didn’t bother looking up. I knew who it was. I could smell his after shave. I loved how it smelled. Like sandalwood and leather.
“Marcus, I think you’ve done enough damage to my daughter for one day. I think you should go back to work now.” “Yeah ok. I’m sorry, and for what it’s worth I never meant to hurt her.” My dad stands up. Physically he is taller than Marcus. But right now, he is about ten feet tall and angry. “Listen son, I don’t care if you meant to hurt her or not. Right now, my daughter is on the floor. Her heart is broken. You did that. You. Now get it through your head. Leave or I will walk you out.  I love nothing more than to wring your neck. But I won’t.  Have a good day.” He turns away. I watch as Marcus goes back to the restaurant side. He looks back one last time before disappearing around the corner.
“Come on sweetie let’s go home.” My father offers me his hand and helps me stand. I wipe my eyes and nose with he back of my hand. “How did you know?” I ask him. “Rosie called me. She knew what was about to happen. I was over here waiting just in case you needed me. I’m glad I was.” 
He takes me to his car, and I get in. “I love him Daddy. I gave him everything.”
“Everything?”
“Everything.”
He just nods in understanding. No need to spell it out for him. I was a broken mess. There was no amount of glue that could piece me back together.




CHAPTER 20



MARCUS
She hasn’t been to work in two weeks. Rosie threated to fire me after she chopped my balls off. I told her to do it. I had the one thing I always wanted, and I fucked it up. She won’t answer my calls or return my texts. Why would she? I wouldn’t answer me either.
No body at work will talk to me. Not that I blame them. They all saw what happened. They saw her yelling at me. They saw her fall to the ground in a puddle of tears. I was hurting too. But it wasn’t the same and I know it. I did the one thing I promise her I would never do. Hurt her. And I did it in the worse way possible. I loved her. Why did I do it? Why did I go to that party? I knew there would be drugs and beer. I knew there would be easy women, but I went anyways. I fucking knew.
I knocked on Rosie’s open office door. “Hey Rosie, can I talk to you for a sec?” she nods. “Close the door.” I do and sit in the chair in front of her. “I fucked up Rosie. It was a stupid mistake and I own up to it. I was drunk and high. I don’t even remember sleeping with her. Hell, I don’t even know if I did, but she said we did and there were used condoms on the floor.” She doesn’t respond. “I loved her. I still do. How do I get her back? How do I fix this?” She looks at me for a while. “You don’t.” I put my head down. She is right. I don’t deserve her.
“A girl like that doesn’t give her heart to just anyone. She works hard for what she wants. Doesn’t take bullshit from anyone. You think there weren’t other guys before you? There were tons. Every guy in town wanted to date her. She is stunning. I know you know that.” I nod. She is the most beautiful girl I’ve seen. Her red hair and blue eyes. Those curves. That ass.
“I would watch her when she would work the floor. Teenage boys and men of all ages would shamelessly flirt with her. She would just smile and ignore their comments. If they got handsy, she put them in their place. My point is that she could have had anyone, but she choose you.”
“Love for her isn’t easy. Her mother died. Her father pretty much abandoned her. Her stepmother was a monster and filled her head with nothing but lies. I told her to stay away from you. I told her that you will just break her heart. She didn’t listen. And as you two got closer I was hoping I was wrong. I prayed I was wrong. That girl is like a daughter to me. I’ve never seen her so happy, so free. She hasn’t baked since her mother’s death. I know she worked at the bakery. But what I’m trying to say is that she never baked anything outside of that place. Not even cookies. If the school had a bake sale, she didn’t participate. Baking is a part of her. It comes so naturally. That’s why she worked here. It was just too hard to be there all the time. Yeah, I know she was only five when it happened, but it was something that they did together. When she made those cinnamon rolls and I found you two in kitchen. I was so happy. Thrilled. She had finally found someone that took her out of her shell. She was abused and manipulated her whole life. You been going behind her back from the start. First with Gina. Now this.  You don’t get a girl like that back. You beg for her back.”
I looked at her dumbfounded. “It can be done. But you have to give it time. Let her come to you and when she does, because she will. She loves you. You hold on this time and you don’t let go. Do you hear me? You don’t let go. Now get out of my office I have shit to do. Go wash a dish or something.”  I get up and open the door. “Oh, and Marcus. Keep it in your pants.” “Yes ma’am.”


◆◆◆
 
REBECCA
It’s been two weeks. I need to get out of this house. I need to get back to work. The bakery is going to be opening this afternoon and I have so much to do. Time to put on my big girl panties and get to work.
The bakery has never looked so nice. The ceiling had been freshly polished and a new coat of paint on the walls. And the smell. I missed it. Oh, how I missed it.
There was a ribbon cutting ceremony where the wall was that separated the two businesses used to be. It was unnecessary in my opinion, and I didn’t want to go. I wasn’t good with larger crowds. I preferred to be in the back today. I just wanted to forget the last three months of my life. I turned on the music and went back to doing what made me happy.
There were people everywhere. The cookies I had baked all last night were flying off the shelves. People were ordering cakes left and right. The diner wasn’t doing too bad either. They now offer freshly made muffins and cakes. Pies were next.
I was doing ok all things considered. My dad and even Rosie had check on me throughout the day. The one person that I wanted to see wasn’t there. I don’t know why I keep looking for him.
“He’s not here.” Gina said to me as I scanned the crowd for the umpteenth time. “Who isn’t here?” I said coyly. She knew who I was looking for. “Oh please. Girl I know you. You have been looking the moment that ribbon was cut.” She wasn’t lying. I was. I still loved him. My heart hurt. And I still will randomly cry. But he is still the person I want to talk to at the end of the day. Some may call me stupid or naïve, but I don’t care.
Later that night, my phone rang. I was sitting on my couch watching the news. I knew who it was. It rang at the same time every night for the past two weeks. I stared at it. I shouldn’t answer it. But I did.
“Hello?”
“Oh, thank God you finally answered. I didn’t think you would. Please don’t hang up. I need to say this before you totally kick me out of your life. I’m sorry. I’m so so sorry. I know saying that, that will never be enough. What I did was unforgivable. God. Red. I’m so sorry. I don’t even remember it. I was drunk and high. It was a mistake. I love you so much. I just needed to hear your voice one last time. I wish you were in my arms right now.”
I’m going to regret this. “Then come over.” I hung up. I didn’t even put my phone down yet, when there was knock at the door. When I opened it, Marcus was standing there.  Phone still in his hand. He looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks. There was a sadness in his eyes that I never saw before. The man standing in front of me was broken. No matter what he looked like, my heart still sped up and my stomach was in knots. “After work I went for a walk. I was pissed off and needed to calm down. It’s hell at work without you there. Everyone treats me like shit. Not that I don’t deserve it. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going, when I looked up, I was on your street. I called you in hopes that you would answer. And if you didn’t, I would have stopped. I needed to see you one last time. I needed to hear your voice. If you want me to leave I will. I’ll leave you alone I promise.”
I believed him. I believed that he was sorry, and he didn’t mean to hurt me. I move out the way and motion for him to come in. “I know. I know you are sorry. So am I. I’m sorry I pushed you and called you names.”
“I deserved that and more.”
I looked at him. My tears threatening to fall at any second. “Marcus, I don’t want you to leave. I never did. You have no idea how much I am hurting. How many tears I have shed. This is the worse pain I have ever felt. I gave you my heart and in that spilt second you ripped it apart. I don’t know why, and I have questioned myself over and over. But the truth of the matter is I still love you.  I always will. You are my first love Marcus, and I don’t want anyone else but you.”
He slowly takes a step towards me. We are currently on other sides of my living room.  “You have no idea how happy it makes me to hear you say that.” Another step. “I was so afraid that I lost you.” Step. “There is no one in this world that I want more than you.” Step. “I love you so fucking much that it scares me.” He is now standing directly in front of me. Our eyes focused on each other. When his hand brushes my cheek, I almost loose it. It had been so long since I felt his touch. I didn’t realize how much I missed it.
“Marcus can you do me a favor? I ask him. “Anything for you.” he answers. “Will you kiss me? Please?” I didn’t have to ask him twice. When our lips collided, I felt whole again. I could feel my heart stitching itself back together.
I asked him to spend the night. I didn’t want to be alone. We layed there in bed wrapped in each other’s arms all night. I didn’t want to let go. I wanted him. I needed him. If we could get past this, we could do anything.
When I awoke the next morning, I was alone. The pain I felt was instant. He left in the middle of the night. I was wrong again. The tears were about to fall when my bedroom door opened. Marcus had a tray full of food. “Good morning beautiful. I made you breakfast. I hope that is ok.” and I cried. “Oh, baby what is wrong? Did I do something?” He walks over and sits next to me. Setting the food on the nightstand.
“When I woke up, I thought you had left. And it hurt. I thought you left me again.” He pulls me into a hug. “No baby, I won’t ever leave you again. I promise. I won’t ever hurt you again.” His lips press against my forehead. “I hope you are hungry. I learned a lot working at the diner and I wanted to show you my mad breakfast skills.” I look at him and smile. Before I can say anything, I ran to the bathroom. I barely make it to the toilet before I throw up.
“You ok?” Marcus asked through the closed door. “Yeah I’m fine. Every year I usually get sick from the school. There were a few kids out last week with the stomach bug, I’m sure I finally got it.”  Once the dry heaving stops, I brush my teeth. No one likes to have puke breath.
I call the school to let them know that I’m sick and will be out for a few days. Then I call Rosie. “I’m sick, I won’t be in today. I think I got some stomach bug from the kids at school.” She tells me to get better soon and we hang up. Marcus has to go in still, so after he leaves, I grab by favorite fuzzy blanket, lay on the couch and turn the tv on.
I’m yelling at the tv, when someone knocks on my door. I guess The Price is Right will have to wait. I get up and answer it. It’s Gina and Rosie. “Uh hi. What are you two doing here?” They walk right in. “Well I went in this morning looking for you, but then Rosie here told me you were sick, and you were going to be out for a few days. So, we are here to take care of you.” Aww, I have the best friends in the world. Rosie goes into the kitchen and see the mess. “No wonder you threw up. How much did you eat?” Crap. The food was still in the room. “I didn’t eat anything, Marcus did. When he brought the food in the room, I threw up.” They both shared a look. “What? Nothing happened. I asked him to come over last night. We talked and worked things out. He spent the night.”
They shake their heads. Gina comes and sits next to me. She has a brown paper bag in her hand. “When was your last period?” She asked. I had to think about. It had been a while. I open the period tracker app on my phone and gasp. I’m three weeks late. I look up at Gina. “Did you guys use protection? I know you weren’t on birth control.” “No, we didn’t. I didn’t even think about it. It happened so fast. I mean it wasn’t fast. It was nice and slow.” Gina hands me the bag. “Here, there is a pregnancy test in there. I don’t think it’s the stomach bug.”
I’m sitting on the toilet. Staring at the little white stick. I walk out and hand it to Rosie. I fall onto the couch. “I’m not sick.” Is all I can say.




CHAPTER 21



REBECCA
Two pink lines. My life will forever be changed. All it took was one night. A night I will never forget but none the less. I have to tell him, but I need to tell my dad first.
I find my dad at his new office in town. He is still doing real estate but on a smaller scale. I walk in and he looks up. “Hey Becks, what did I do to deserve a visit from my favorite daughter?” I laugh. “I need to talk to you. But you have to promise to not get mad and go on a killing spree.” He raises his eyebrow and slowly says okay. I sit in front of his desk hoping the distant will make it easier to make my escape if he gets mad. I take a deep breath and center myself. This is the hardest thing I have ever had to tell him. Even when I told him I started my period I wasn’t this nervous. “Dad. I’m pregnant.”
He blinks a couple time before standing up. Here it comes, I’m going to get yelled at. But the opposite happens. “Really? I’m going to be a grandfather?” I nod once before I’m engulfed in his arms. “Oh, my goodness Rebecca I’m so happy! I’ve always wanted grandchildren. Your mother and I would talk about this day. I know she is here right now. I can feel it.” And right at that moment a whiff of her favorite perfume could be smelled throughout the office. She was here. “Thanks mom I miss you.” I say quietly.
“You’re not mad?” I ask him as he lets me go. “No of course not. I was hoping to walk you down the aisle first, but it doesn’t make this any less of a happy occasion. Have you told him yet?” I shake my head. “No, I wanted you to know first, once this gets out its going to spread like wildfire. And I wanted you to hear it from me first.”
He ordered lunch and I ate what I could. Everything seemed to make me sick. “Your mother was like this. Smells bothered her so much. I couldn’t wear my cologne, or she would be sick.” After what seems like years of him refusing to say anything about my mother, it was nice to hear him speak of her.
“I should get going I have one more person tell, and I don’t know how he will take it. I’m keeping it no matter what.” He dad gives me one more hug. “You won’t be alone in this, you have me. And I will always be here for you.” I give him a tight smile and walk out.
I decide to walk to the diner. I needed to figure out what I was going to say to him and maybe clear my head a little. This could go one of two ways. He could either be happy or he could walk out of my life forever. If he chooses the latter, then what choice do I have? I am this child’s mother and I will never give him or her up. I want to able to give them what I was denied as a little girl. A mother.
I found him in the back of the kitchen washing a giant pot. “Hey.” I say and he turns around. “What are you doing here. You should be in bed resting. Let me finish this and I’ll ask to leave early and take you home.”
“Marcus.”
“Is there a pharmacy nearby? If not, I will drive to the next town. But I will have to borrow your car. Is that ok? I will get you something for your stomach and some crackers. Oh, and Vicks. That stuff helps with everything.”
“Marcus.”
“You know once I had a bad fever when I was younger, and my mom put Vicks on my feet and then socks and by morning I was better. Why did I think of getting that for you earlier?”
“Marcus, I’m pregnant.”
“Say that again?”
“I’m pregnant and I’m keeping it no matter what. It’s not the baby’s fault.” His lips crash into mine and he kisses me. When he pulls away, he is smiling. “Come with me.”  He takes my hand and drags me out into the dining room.
What he is doing? “May I have everyone’s attention? Okay cool. Hi, my name is Marcus Ybarra and I’m in love with Rebecca Rios. By now you have probably heard what had happened between us. Yes, I messed up. and I owned up to it, and right now I’m going to do something I should have a long time ago.
He gets down one knee and pulls a small box out if his pocket. “Red. I know that we haven’t known each other for very long. But that doesn’t matter to me. I want you to know that I have loved you from the moment I saw you. Your smile and red hair may have been what drew me in, but it was your resilience that made me stay. I have never met anyone so strong. You have been through so much and part of that is because of me. But if you will agree to become my wife, I promise of lifetime of making it up to you. Rebecca Rochelle Florence Rios, will you marry me?”
You could hear a pin drop. Everyone was waiting with bated breath waiting for me to answer. I looked around and my father was there. He nodded at me. I looked back at Marcus. “I never thought I was worthy of love, I was lost and broken. When I saw you sitting in that chair in the bakery that day, I knew that my life was about to change. I just didn’t know how much. Marcus, I love you and I want nothing more in this life than to be your wife. Yes, I will marry you.”
Marcus takes my left hand and slides the ring on. Its silver and has one diamond with two sapphires on either side. I don’t know how he knew. This is the ring I have always wanted. We never talked marriage or about having babies. But here we are, about to do both.




CHAPTER 22



THREE MONTHS LATER
“You look amazing. Are you ready for this?” I smile up at my dad. He looks so handsome in is suit. “Thank you, and yes I’m ready.”
It was my wedding day. We talked about waiting until the baby was born, but I figured this way was easiest. And frankly I didn’t want to wait that long.
The wedding was held at the same church my parents were married in. I was wearing her dress. It has a deep v neckline and long sleeves. It had to be taken out a little to fit my growing belly.
The train was long and there was lace covering the whole thing, buttons ran the entire length of the dress. I wore no veil. Forgoing that for simple flowers in my hair.
The doors opened and the wedding march played. All of our family and friends were here. And that meant pretty much the whole town. It took a while, but they finally warmed up to him.
My best friend Gina took it upon herself to find more information on what really happened that night. She found out that Marcus didn’t sleep with that girl. He fell asleep on the couch and his “friends” and I using that term loosely, thought it would be funny to undress him and put condoms around him. She did admit to giving him the hickeys after he was out. He never cheated on me. Gina may or may not left her with a busted lip and black eye.
When I looked down the aisle and saw him standing there, everyone disappeared. It was just him and I. I focused on his eyes. Those beautiful eyes. The same ones that drew me to him the first day we met. When he saw me for the first time, he was over come with emotion. This was the man that I loved. The father of our unborn child. With every step I got closer. I could see a single tear run down his cheek.
After we said out vows and promised to be there for each other no matter what. We were pronounced husband and wife. He grabbed me around the waist and dipped me. Our first kiss as husband and wife was better than all the ones before it. It took my breath away. Butterflies were to be released at the same time. But I didn’t see them. I was busy kissing my husband.
The reception was a blast. Of course, Rosie insisted that she cater the whole thing and my bakery made the desserts. Yup, it was mine. my dad couldn’t run his business and the bakery, so he turned her over to me. I was only 21 years old and business owner. A successful one at that.
“How are you feeling Mrs. Ybarra” Marcus asked me. We were the only ones on the dance floor. Truly, Madly, Deeply by Savage Garden was playing. “I’m fine. The baby like the cookies. I think she wants another one.” I laugh as he spins me around. “A girl huh? I would love to have a daughter. I hope she has your blue eyes and hair. She will beautiful just like her mother.” “I don’t know yet, it just a feeling.” We dance and laughed the night away
When we went home together that night, Marcus carried me over the threshold. “Rebecca, I love you so fucking much. I never thought that coming out here to this small ass town would change my life like it did. I figured I would end up in and out of prison. I never imagined this.” He turns me around and wraps his arms around me. Sorta. My belly has gotten big. His hands rest on my stomach and the baby kicks.
He slowly unbuttons the back of my dress. “Have I told you how beautiful you are?” I giggle as his stubble on his chin rubs over my exposed shoulder. “Not in the last five minutes.” I jokingly say.
When the last button had been unfastened, he pushes the dress off. It becomes a puddle of white material at me feet. “Well, I’m going to have to change that aren’t I?” I let out a moan when his kisses my neck right where the shoulder meets. “Marcus, can you do me a favor?” I ask him. “Anything for you. What it is?” I turn around in his arms. Facing him I place both hands on his chest, “Don’t stop. It has been way too long.” I run my hands over his chest and under the suit jacket. I push it off. “I want you. I need you.” I pull off his blue tie and start to unbutton the black shirt he has on.
He reaches behind me and grabs a fist full oh hair. Gently he tugs on it, making me turn my head and expose my neck to him. “As if I could say no to that.”




CHAPTER 23



MARCUS
Our wedding night was magical to say the least. I had to get creative, because of her belly, but it was worth it.
Its been two weeks since the wedding and we are at our gender reveal party. The only person that knows that we are having is Gina. I never heard of a party like this. but Gina insisted that it was what all the newly expectant parents were doing.
The party was being held in the backyard of our house. I did a complete overhaul to it. We added a paved patio with a pergola and a fire pit. There were already large trees and grass so all I had to do was some trimming here and there and cut the grass. I never had grass growing up. It was too hot in Tucson and many people didn’t want the extra expense that comes with watering. Landscaping there included gravel and dirt. Throw in a few Mesquite trees or Palo Verde and you were good.
Once again Rosie insisted on making all the food. And my Red wouldn’t have it any other way. She had to make the desserts. There were cupcakes in blue or pink frosting, cookies, a candy bar. Gina had decorated the place in pink and blue. Streamers and balloons were everywhere.
“If you all would please gather around, we will have Becca and Marc open the box.” Gina said out loud. She ushered out guests outside where a large box sat.
“OK! Becca and Marcus get your butts over here. Take this knife, be careful. And when you guys are ready cut the tape. Then either pink or blue confetti will be shot out of it.” Gina was having a blast. I think she found her calling, planning parties. She did our wedding as well, but I think she may have outdone herself with this one.              
“Are you ready?” My wife asks me. I give her a quick kiss on the lips. “Yes, I been waiting my whole life for this, for you.” She rolls her eyes. But smiles anyways.
“3…2…1” the crowd yells. We slice open the box. Pink confetti fly out, covering us in a sparkling waterfall of glitter. A girl. We are having a girl. I pick up Rebecca and spin her around. “I was hoping it was a girl.” I say as I kiss her. “Yeah me too and I think I have the perfect name.”




EPILOGUE



TWO YEARS LATER
My husband is outside building a new swing set for out daughter. I told him she is still too young, but he insisted. The past two years of my life has been crazy. I swear they could make it into a book. Or even a movie on that channel that plays nothing but cheesy Christmas movies.              
Our daughter Crystal Rayne Ybarra is perfection. She got my blue eyes but her daddy’s smile and his dark hair. It’s curly just like mine and in the sun, you can see her natural red highlights.
She outside with him helping. Which means she is running off with whatever tool he needs. I love watching him chase after her. The sound of her laughter when he catches her and swing her up in her arms is priceless.
We still lived in the same house that Rosie had given me. It was a wedding present. Our life couldn’t be better right now. I still worked at the bakery and Marcus was now the manger at the diner. Rosie said she was getting too old and wanted to take a step back.
Sheila married again and she is completely out of our lives. She signed over rights to AJ and left. The twins moved in with their dad. The accusations against him were false. He never abused her. She left and took the kids. Daniel got into Arizona State and moved to Phoenix.
“It looks good Marcus, who knew you could be so hands on.” I tease him. He hugs me from behind and whispers in my ear. “I’ll show you how hands on I can be.” I playfully slap his arm. “Don’t start something you don’t intend to end.” I challenge him. “Baby I can start and end this right now. Just let me clean this up and we can take a shower after Crystal takes a nap.”
I take her inside and lay her down for her afternoon nap. By the time she is asleep Marcus already has the water running. I quietly slip out of my clothes and join him.
“About time Red, I was getting worry I would be in here all alone.” He grabs my hips and pushes me against the wall. He goes straight for my neck, knowing what it does to me. His hand slowly slides down my stomach stopping at the most sensitive part of me. pushing past my folds he begins to make circular motions with his fingers.
I grab his member with my hand and start to stroke him. He lets out a soft growl. Moving his lips to mine, I kiss him hard. Our mouth part and our tongues dance together.
I can feel my pressure building. I let out a scream when I finally come. Marcus lifts me up, I wrap my legs around his waist. Using the wall as leverage he pushed inside me. I love that after all these years, I still respond to him like it was out first time.
As he pounds into me harder and harder, I feel another orgasm building. “I can feel it Marcus. Please don’t stop” I whisper in his ear. “Come for me baby. Look at me. Just like that. Good girl.” I love it when he takes control. With a final push we finish together. Our bodies soaking wet. I can never get enough of him.
Later that night we are at my dad’s for family dinner. It has become sort of become a tradition. Plus, my dad will take every opportunity to see his granddaughter.
I look around the table that had become the very thing that change my life two years ago. And now I’m here sitting at it with my own family. And there isn’t one thing that I would change. Because if I did, it wouldn’t have led to where I am today.             
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