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PART ONE







  
  
  Prologue

  
  




“I’m done, Rowan!” Mary yelled. “Done!” She slammed the passenger door shut.

She didn’t hesitate to turn around and walk back home. She’d liked Rowan. However, there were a few things Mary couldn’t stand. Initially, she was just as foolish as him, being a typical stoner and ditching class with him to smoke and make out in the janitor’s closet. What else was there to do in this small town in Pittsburgh? But after a while, Mary began to think about her future, knowing she didn’t want to end up stuck in this boring town for the rest of her life. So, she started going back to class again and putting more effort into her academics. She’d admired the accounting program, and her teachers were impressed by how well she was excelling again.

Rowan was happy for Mary initially, but then he began to feel jealous as she focused more on her studies than their relationship. When she wasn’t focused on her schoolwork, Mary would attempt to help Rowan get on the right path, ending their arguments.

Mary should’ve considered ending things with Rowan when he first dropped her off at home. Now she had to walk back in the rain. She then looked up, and the clouds started to get darker. It started to pour and Mary began to shiver. Beautiful weather during spring break, she thought. She was debating on turning around and returning to the diner when suddenly she saw headlights. She turned around, and she was right. She stuck her thumb out, hoping the car would stop. The vehicle almost sped away but then came to a complete stop. Mary ran to the passenger seat and sprang in, relieved to escape this weather.

“Thank you so much,” Mary said, “I thought I had to walk the whole way home in this weather. I’m Mary, by the way—Marion Becker.” Mary knew the driver wasn’t in the mood for conversation immediately, so she kept quiet for a while. She thought, You got a ride; don’t make them kick you out.

The driver asked where Mary was headed, and she almost gave them her address. But Mary was more intelligent than that. She could hear her mother’s voice now: Marion Becker, don’t you know how stupid it is to give a stranger your address? So she told the driver to drop her off at Dippin’s Diner, where she had previously been.

She saw the diner just beyond the downpour. Its neon lights were shining as bright as ever. Mary was about to get out when the driver sped away. She was confused at first but then later realized the situation she was in. She remained calm and looked at the driver, who had never shown their face. Mary couldn’t tell if they were male or female as the bug-yellow raincoat blocked their face.

She tried to look up in the rearview mirror, but Mary only saw her own reflection.








  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




The diner was packed, which was no surprise. Spring break was upon the many college students sitting in the booths and counters. Dippin’s Diner had been the talk of this small town in Pennsylvania since the early seventies. It was previously owned by Pete ‘Dippin’ Hitchcock. He owned the diner for a long time before retiring and handing it over to the Loomis family. Hector-Joaquin and his wife, Lucia-Gabriella, were the current owners and would soon pass it down to their only child and son, Derek-Antonio. However, that was not what Derek himself had in mind.

Derek went to the jukebox to put on Living on a Prayer by Bon Jovi.

The bell rang. “Order up!” his father called.

“Got it.” Derek yelled his response. He then reviewed tables 6, 8, and 9 and handed them their orders.

“Two Dots and a Dash, a Cowboy with Spurs, and an Adam and Eve on a Raft,” Derek said.

“And I would like a million dollars, a record deal, and a Grammy,” Issac said.

Derek chuckled. “Sorry, sir, but we’re fresh out of those.”

“Oh, then how ‘bout my best pal sit down and take a load off.” Issac said.

Derek chuckled and sat down in the booth. He and Issac had been friends since middle school in band class. Derek still played the electric guitar, while Issac played the drums.

Along with band members who had come and gone over the years, the current band members were Freddy, who played bass; Michael, who played electric guitar; and Jason, who played rhythmic guitar. Their band, RazorHands, was named after Derek’s favorite horror film, A Nightmare on Elm Street. Since Freddy, Michael, and Jason all went home for spring break, it was only Derek and Issac, along with their girlfriends Kalani and Soraia, all having made plans for a weekend at a cabin that Kalani was house-sitting from an ad she’d found on a bulletin board at the University of Pittsburgh Greensburg campus, her college.

“Boys,” Kalani arrived at their table, “I hope you’re behaving yourselves.”

“When are they ever, Kalani.” Soraia sighed with a smile.

Derek kissed Kalani as he got up from the booth, allowing her to slide into the seat and reminding himself to go clock out. When he returned to the booth, the gang discussed their weekend plans.

“I don’t know, guys,” Kalani said, “I feel like this is a bad idea.”

“Come on, Kalani.” Issac said.

“I’m serious,” Kalani said, “what if the elderly couple I’m house-sitting for comes home unannounced in the middle of our spring break party?”

“Well,” Soraia said, “we’ll do what we always do. Stash and dash.” she winked.

“Soraia!” Kalani exclaimed. The group laughed.

“Kalani, come on.” Issac said. “Relax. I highly doubt that old couple would come home unannounced.”

“Issac’s right, Kalani.” Soraia said. “It’s spring break. Loosen up. Divirta-se!” she exclaimed, meaning have fun in Portuguese.

Kalani sighed and looked at Derek, “Why do I have to be the mature one?”

Derek smiled. “Because no one is a better Girl Scout from Hawai’i than you.”

Kalani smiled in response, kissed Derek again, and placed her head lovingly on Derek’s shoulder. When Derek’s mom walked over to the booth, everyone went quiet.

“Derek.” Mrs. Loomis said. “Can we speak with you for a moment, please?”

Derek looked back at his friends, confused. His mom was usually a chatterbird, so everyone looked like deer in headlights as she stood there silently. “Sure.” he said. As he got up, he told his friends he’d be right back. He kind of knew what was about to happen. This was not his mother’s doing, not really. This was more of his father’s. When they reached the kitchen door, they entered the office where Derek’s father was now sitting. Mr. Loomis was a kind man who could light up a room with a smile and also a strict man who believed in his beliefs.

“Hey, papa,” Derek said, “¿Qué está sucediendo?”

“Derek, mi hijo,” Mr. Loomis said, “Your mother and I have been talking, and we know you’re growing up so fast. We know you won’t graduate college until next spring. However, it would be a good time for you to become a manager. Then, when you graduate and become manager, soon we’ll pass it all down to you.”

“Papa, stop,” Derek said firmly. He knew this discussion would come sooner or later. “I love this diner more than you know. But this isn’t what I want to do with my life. I have my dreams waiting for me—”

“—Stop.” Mr. Loomis said. “If this is about you becoming some rockstar, that is out of the question.” He said the word rockstar as if it were a terrible disease.

“Papa.” Derek said. “I have been practicing and putting in the work since day one; I feel that my band has a real shot at this.”

“Derek,” Mr. Loomis said, “You have to be realistic now. They don’t just hand out record deals and millions of dollars to anyone with talent. You better screw your head on straight and give up on those dreams. Dreams don’t pay the bills!”

Derek shot up from the chair. “Enough, Papa!”

“Derek!” Mrs. Loomis shouted. “Hector.”

“No!” Mr. Loomis yelled. “This has gone on for long enough! I will not allow it anymore! No son of mine will become one of those stoneheads getting high and causing trouble!”

The office grew silent. No one said a word. Derek was breathing heavily. He trembled in anger but feared what he would do next.

“Then I’m not your son,” Derek said, “and you are no father of mine.”

“Derek!” Mrs. Loomis cried out.

There was nothing left to say, so Derek stormed out of the office and the kitchen. His mother was calling for him to come back. She ran up to him and tugged his arm, begging him to stay. But Derek pushed her away and headed out of the diner, his friends getting up and following him.
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