I needed to be true to myself; I wanted Eric to stay.  It will come, give it time.  Father’s cruel words unearthed one-night stands. Did he do that intentionally? To punish me?  The acrid memories piled up, threatening to asphyxiate me beneath the ashes of my past.  
I told Eric I wanted to love him.  I meant it.
We were not at that point.  I chose celibacy out of a need to control my own body.  It was not easy to release my desires.
My thoughts moved to Sunday morning’s hike through South Mountain Park followed by brunch, more carefree than our previous two dates.  My time with Eric helped rebuild the confidence taken from me by my father.
I know Eric desires me. He honors my boundaries. When I close my eyes, I see him. Here.  Now.
Eric lying next to me in his boxer shorts, warm, muscular.  The image stirred a quiet ache, a longing to be held.  That longing flowed through myr body, guiding my right hand unconsciously as water toward a shore.  
I reached under the covers, traced my breast with my fingertips, continued along the curve of my body before I touched myself for a moment. Startled by the rush of sensations and the fear that followed, I quickly drew my hand back above the cover. 
When it is right it will happen.
For now, I need safety more than satisfaction.   
As I sat up, I pulled myself back into the here and now.  Today, I have a shift and a thesis to work on.  Tomorrow morning, I’ll be with Eric.  It will all come together, soon enough.
Saturday night, sleep offered no escape. Father’s voice clung, poison I could not purge. Longing for Eric bled into the dark. Shadows crept up the walls, conjuring ashen memories. Darkness sealed me in a nightmarish tomb. 
`The nightmare began.
The cold weight of a tiara dug into my scalp.
My feet throbbed in gold heels; marigold tulle and satin dress, and moon-white petticoat glimmered in the dark.
An infinite number of steps on the staircase, each stride growing longer.
Daddy won’t let go. 	
He says “Oh mija, you are growing so fast.”
What a fluid dancer. Que Bonita.
Time to change.  You don’t want to spoil your dress.
The zipper rolled open its length with the cold rattle of a coiled snake.
Let me go. 
Why can’t I run? 
The roses and baby’s breath wilted around the tiara.
Transformed to a crown of thorns. 
Daddy, I’ve trusted you all my life.  Jaw clenched.  Mouth mute.
How did I get on the bed?
Why are you on top of me?
You weigh too much.
Daddy, you are hurting me.
 The dreamscape flashed against my closed eyelids.
I wanted to wake up.
I cannot cry.  I opened my mouth to silence. 
His voice in slow motion, a phonograph record played at 16 RPM.  Your Papi will always be your first lover.
I woke up.
Screamed.
One bloodcurdling cry.
Noise stopped.
Clock read 1:52 AM.
I clenched the blankets, pulled them tight; a shield from bad dreams.
The room rocked, a silent sea, waves gently rocking my bed from side-to-side. 
Heart pounded. 
Fingers did not dare escape the blanket’s clutch. 
Motion subsided.  
Calm slowly replaced terror.
I clicked on a harsh light. 
Am I here? 
Am I alive?
Did that really happen? 
To me?
A silent darkness poured into the bedroom. 
I sat upright in bed; my chest pounded like a fist on a locked door.  I brushed the sweat from my upper lip with the back of my left hand, my right tight on the blanket. The horror clung to my skin—the marigold gown, the moon white petticoat, father’s fingernails digging into my thigh, the zipper, the endless stairs.
I survived then. I will survive now. 
My boyfriend entered my mind. 
Yes, he is my boyfriend. 
Eric, I’m so scared.  I’m trapped by my mind as I try to sleep.
Hold me, baby.
Rock me back to safety.
I quashed the impulse to phone Eric, my confidante and protector.  Could I tell him what happened?  Would he press for details?  I will handle this alone—for now.
I remained in the limbo between dreaming and sleeping for several hours.
  ***
It happened again, a week later. 
I couldn’t tell Eric, not yet. 
The nightmares returned whenever we were together.  I avoided my father's calls.  The third nightmare came on a Sunday night after a beautiful hike. 
We held hands, ate chilaquiles for brunch, and lounged by the pool during the afternoon.  The evening we danced barefoot in our swimsuits in Eric’s living room. The nightmare left me so weary that I called in sick and did not attend classes. 
We went to the movies the next Saturday; drank Oaxacan cocoa on the sofa.  Chloe rubbed against our legs.  I rested my head on Eric’s chest. 
That night, the fourth hit, I picked up the receiver.  I can’t give him the details, but I hope he can comfort me.
His voice was groggy.  “Hello, Dolores, is that you?”
Terror fled from my body as I heard his voice.
“Yes, I’m sorry to bother you so late, but I can’t sleep.”  Cold beads of sweat broke out on my forehead.  I believe I can trust him. 
“What happened?” Eric asked.
“I had a bad dream,” I answered.  I don’t want to go into detail, but it frightened me.  I don’t want to be alone.  Can you stay on the line for a minute?”
My throat tightened, but I forced myself to stay calm.
Eric’s empathy flowed through his voice.  He was a rock, it was easy to forget his own abuse at the hands of his mother.
“Do you need me to come over?”
I stayed silent. 
No one had ever shown up for me before.
“If you can.”
“Of course,” he said.
I came to the door near midnight. I knocked gently. Dolores came to the door in her green terrycloth bathrobe covering her cotton pajamas. I looked at her feet and started to laugh. “What can I say? My toes get cold.”
“Are you coming in?”
I stepped into the entry. She leaned into me. “Thank you for coming over. That nightmare was so horrible. I didn't want to be alone in the house.”
She hesitated. “I get these often when I talk to my father.”
I nodded. I was there to listen, not to talk against her family.
“Are you okay now?”
She nodded. She took my hand with both of hers. This felt different than our intimate dinner, a different plane of sense.
“I believe I can trust you. Would you sit in the chair and read to me until I fall asleep? Your voice soothes me.”
I remembered seeing a volume of Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories in her library earlier that evening. I found How the Elephant Got His Trunk. That gave her time and privacy to remove her robe and get under the covers.
I sat next to the bed, softly reading to her about the great grey-green, greasy Limpopo River, all set about with fever trees, with a flashlight in my hand. I wanted her to fall asleep as soon as possible.
She fell asleep before I could say good night. I sat there a half an hour  after she drifted off, the book still open in my hands. My own traumatic past taught me how lonely that moment can be.
I took off my shoes and socks and lay on her sofa, comfortable in my shorts and short-sleeved sweatshirt. I still planned to take her on a hike in the morning. The mountain air and sage scent would do us both good.
Chloe curled up on top of the couch. I listened to her soft purr as I checked on Dolores periodically.Dolores was up early. 
She shook me on the couch gently. In my blurred eyes, I noticed she was already in her hiking shorts and khaki long-sleeved shirt. 
“Come on, Eric, get off the couch. We got a hike to do” 
She was taking charge of the situation, I thought, feeling safer myself. 
“Hey,” I said, ”I came over to your house last night, remember? My hiking stuff is at my place.”
She gave me a kiss on the cheek.  
“ Well, then we'd better get going. I'll fix you a cup of tea.”
I put on my socks and shoes.  She brought me steaming  tea.
“Do you want to take a shower before we leave?” 
I took that first sip.  When I sighed, all the bitterness from the previous evening escaped with that warm breath.
“No, I'll take a shower after we hike. And maybe you can bring a change of clothes. We're going to brunch and I don't want you in your stinky hiking gear.”. 
She laughed. 
A hike and brunch in the morning with Dolores. What more could I ask for?
She wore a wide-brimmed hat that shaded her face. When she took off her sunglasses to apply sunscreen, I noticed her bloodshot eyes. She caught my look.
“Thank you for being there.”
I caught her eyes, but said nothing.  Reliving last night would be the quickest way to ruin a morning hike.
She pulled a bottle of sunscreen from her backpack.
“Come here. Gotta protect your white skin from the Arizona sun.” Her eyes flickered with uncertainty as she gently rubbed lotion on my face and hands, and squirted some on my legs.
“What—you’re not going to rub it in?”
That earned me a glare—playful but firm.
I watched her apply her own lotion, admiring the quiet strength in her movements.
I stepped closer, gently pulled back the brim of her hat, and removed her sunglasses so I could see her eyes. I didn’t touch her.
“I thought about you all night. I’m really glad you are okay.”
“Me too,” she said. “C’mon, let’s hike. Watch your step—the rocks will be slick from the rain.”
“Oh shit, I had a horrible thought. What if it rains?”
“We’ll both get wet.” She adjusted her bandana. “I assume your shower works. I brought a change of clothes for brunch. Not getting seen in these dusty clothes.”
We started up the trail single-file—Dolores led. She knew the route. The desert smelled of rain, the aroma of sage rising with the heat. It was peaceful, except for the low groan of jets approaching Sky Harbor. Ocotillo stalks reached skyward, red blossoms opened their sacred hearts.
We didn’t talk much. I figured we’d reach the first rise and turn back. I briefly held her hand as we paused.
“Too tired to summit?” she asked, teasing me. She was a hardy hiker.
“No f*cking way.”
“Hey, watch your language. This ain’t no rap song.” She crossed her arms, amused.
At the summit, Dolores threw her hands skyward, embraced me, and kissed me. “For making the summit,” she said.
“Phoenix looks beautiful from up here.”
Dolores gazed out over the saguaro-studded ridges. “There’s beauty in the desert’s quiet voice. We’ll have to hike Tucson sometime.”
We held hands and took in the view. I pulled out a notepad and wrote:
Dolores, queen of the desert;
An ocotillo in bloom;
A saguaro standing
firm against the sun.
I handed it to her. She hugged me tightly, her eyes filling with tears.
“Oh, Eric. Your words mean so much to me.”
We sat on a flat rock, listening to updrafts rising from the valley floor. Dolores reread the note. Another couple approached the summit, and we rose, giving them the space we had enjoyed. Dolores bounded down the trail like a mountain goat. My knees made me cautious.
“Slow down,” I called. “I’ll be walking on my knees at that pace.”
She laughed and waited.
We finished the hike as the sun began pressing its heat into the ground. We drove back to my apartment in separate cars to shower. Dolores went first while I sat in the living room, sipping water and staring at the ceiling fan.
She emerged in a simple, floral sundress, her hair wrapped in a towel, skin dewy from the shower, smiling with her hands on her hips.
“Okay, stinky boy, are you gonna get out of those sweaty clothes? You don’t expect to take me to brunch like that.”
I walked into the bathroom and closed the door behind me. As I lathered up, I thought about how relaxed and assertive she had been. There was no mistaking her comfort—or her boldness.
When I came out, I wore cream pants, a linen guayabera, and huarache sandals.
“Better?” I asked.
She tilted her head and smirked. “Now you look Arizonan, California boy.”
My heart pounded.  I was afraid of letting go. Stay in the moment, I thought, turning and releasing my hand.
Dolores noticed the movement, and took my hand. 
She  pulled back enough to see my eyes.  “You have seen the worst of me last night. Can we move forward? I believe we are worth it.  Do you?”
I kept his eyes on her.  
“I do.”
I remembered the ocotillo blooms, red and delicate, from the trail.   
Dolores’s bronze skin picking up the morning sun. 
“Where are you?" Dolores asked. “Here,” I said,  "where I want to be.” 
“ And I’m here with you," Dolores added. 
She hadn’t let go of my hand. Neither of us used the word love. We didn’t need to. 

She didn’t flinch. “It’s what we need,” she said, holding out her hand.
