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To my Dad, who taught me that we can’t change our pasts, but we can use our past to shape our future into bigger, better things.  I love you, and I am thankful you are my dad.
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The morning sun is peeking through the closed curtains.  I don’t know what it is about sunlight seeping through the cracks of curtains that drives me crazy, but it does.  My legs are tangled with Gabby’s, her back to my front.  My arm is draped over her exposed stomach.  Her soft, wavy chestnut hair is so beautiful.  I inhale the clean scent as I remember our shower last night.  It’s the little things that I never thought I’d care about, like washing her hair, that brings me so much pleasure.  The way she moans and moves her head around is cute and sexy all at the same time.  It almost always makes me laugh.

These mornings when I wake up next to her are so hard for me.  I respect her wish to wait, but it’s been one of the most difficult things I’ve ever had to do.  I can’t wait for the day that she’ll be my wife.  For the day I can show her in every way how much I love her.  I can’t wait to know that I get the honor of waking up next to her every single day for the rest of my life.

I’m pretty sure she’s still asleep.  She’s definitely not a morning person.  I can’t help but think about the saying ‘opposites attract’ as I watch her sleep.  It amazes me at how, in so many ways, we are opposites.  But in so many other ways, it’s like we were cut from the same mold.  She’d sleep the entire day if I’d let her.  Any other day, I would, but I can’t wait to spend some time with her.

I was robbed of the little bit of precious time we usually get to spend together on the weekends by Ian and Veronica.  I refuse to not savor every last waking moment making her laugh, making her smile, and making this nightmare up to her.

A few times when we’ve been in Aiken, we’ve eaten at The New Moon Cafe.  They have the best scones, and they roast and brew their own coffee.  It’s honestly some of the best I’ve ever had.  Gabby bought me a bag for Christmas.  So maybe I’m partial to their coffee because it makes me think of her.

Sweeping her hair to the side, and exposing her neck, I start planting soft, lingering kisses.  I move my lips to her ear and whisper, “Gabby Girl.”

“Mmm,” she groans.

I nibble on her ear lobe, swirling my tongue around.  I use my arm that is draped over her side to pull her closer and caress her smooth skin.  I know she’s awake now.  She loves it when I do that to her ear.  “You hungry?”

“Em mmm.” She shakes her head.

She’s beyond adorable when she’s sleepy and grumpy.  “Hmph, c’mon, I want to go to breakfast with my fiancée.  Not lunch.”

As she rolls over into my arms, my breath catches at how gorgeous she is.  And she’s mine.

“Say it again,” she says, her voice cracking from having just woken up.

I brush her hair away from her face and kiss her forehead.  I can’t help but stare at her for a moment longer, gazing into her hazel eyes, connecting with her soul.  “Say what?”

“Fiancée.”

I know I must be grinning like a schoolboy.  I never knew that would sound so good.  “You like hearing that, huh?”

She blinks slowly at me, batting those long eyelashes, wiggling her body a little closer.  She drapes her leg over mine and smiles.  “I thought I was dreaming.  I need to hear it.”

“Not dreaming, Gabby.”  I reach down and pull her left hand up to my lips.  I kiss the ring I placed on her finger yesterday.  She has no idea how badly I want her right now.  Not just because hearing that word ignited a fire within me, but because we’re naked.  She’s killing me.  “I love that this is the only thing you’re wearing right now.”

She rolls her eyes and nudges me.  “You’re not going to say it again for me?  What if I beg?” She bats those lashes and gives me this sexy pouty look.  It only makes my situation worse.

I had every intention of saying it again, and I still do.  I just couldn’t resist saying that I prefer her with my ring on her finger and nothing else.  But more than anything, I love what that ring symbolizes.  I close my eyes and huskily whisper, “Gabby, you have my mind, my body, my soul, and you are my heart.  You are my fiancée, and I love you more than anything on this earth.”

As I say those words, it’s like my heart is exploding with elation.  It’s such a foreign, but welcome feeling.  I peer into her eyes, hoping she’ll feel the connection that I do.  That she’ll know how much I mean what I’m saying.  They aren’t just words.  “I didn’t even know that this was even possible for me.  If it’s a dream...” I shake my head.  “Then, I don’t wanna ever wake up.”

She stretches her neck up and swiftly consumes me.  A warmth comes over me as I cup her face, cradling her head, deepening our kiss.  Breakfast will have to wait.

I briefly think back to last night, about how playful we were with each other.  This morning is different.  It is so much deeper than anything we’ve ever shared.  I can’t believe how connected I feel to her because I didn’t believe that I could be any more in tune with her than I already had been.  Especially since we’ve not even made love yet.
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“Bradley.”

I freeze as Gabby says my name.  I have never lost control, never crossed the line when it comes to us being intimate with one another.  She’s never had to stop us.  I’ve always been the one to put the brakes on.  But this time, the tip of my erection nearly slid into a place I know I’m not yet allowed or welcomed.  I fall over onto the mattress beside her.  I cross my arms over my face and close my eyes.  “I’m so sorry.”

And I am.  I am so disappointed with myself.  I don’t want her to feel like I can’t wait.  Hell, I’ve waited this long.  What’s another couple of months?  I need to ask her about a date later.  I hope she’s not changed her mind on a quick wedding.

I glance over at her when I feel her move.  I’m relieved that she’s turned over and has propped herself up on her elbow.  She starts to trace my sternum with her finger, up and down.

“Hey.  It’s okay.  It was just as much me as you.  Part of me thinks my mom wouldn’t care.  But the other part of me just can’t do it.” A tear trickles down her face.

No, don’t cry.

I swipe the tear away as she continues.  “I just can’t break the only promise I have left to her,” she confesses.

And in true incredible Gabby form, she’s consoling me when it should be the other way around.  I stare at the ceiling because I’m too ashamed of nearly losing it to face her.  “You shouldn’t have to apologize.  I respect it.  I’m upset with myself.” I barely turn my head and glance at her.  “Gabby, I love you, and I want you so bad.  I was just so caught up in this moment.  It’s just a little longer.  I promise I can wait.”

“I know, me too.”  Her wandering finger skims past my navel, following the small trail of hair.  “We can still do other things,” she suggests.

And I can’t believe I’m about to do this.  “I’m not going to lie.  I yearn to connect to you in every way I can.”  I grab her hand before she gets any farther down my stomach.  “I just want to hold you.  Would that be okay?”

“You want to hold me?” She raises her eyebrows, amused.  Yes, I know it’s probably something she never thought she’d hear come from my mouth, either.

I can’t help but grin. “Don’t act so shocked.  Less than twenty-four hours ago I wasn’t sure I’d ever get to do that again.  Yes.  That’s what I want.”

I hold my arm up, and she snuggles into my body.  This does feel a little awkward, but I need it.  I need to be close to her without being sexual.  I don’t trust myself right now, but I want her close to me.

Gabby is thumbing her fingers through the hair on my chest when she says, “I like to snuggle with you.” Her nose is touching the skin on my side.  She inhales as she continues. “You smell so good.”

It’s a statement but the intonation of the way she said it makes me think she’s almost asking what it is.  I peek down at her equally as confused because I’m wearing what she gave to me.  “It’s that Light Blue cologne you got me for Christmas.”

She kisses my chest.  “I didn’t recognize it.  It smells much better on you than that little card in the store.”

I thought we were just cuddling.  She needs to stop with all this affection or I’m going to have to go take a cold shower.  I can’t help but laugh at her statement.  I smooth her hair as I kiss her head.  “I’m glad to hear I smell better than an inanimate object.”

“Oh much better.” She giggles.  “Hey.  I need to talk to you about this transfer thing.”

“That was a total change of subject.”  What is it with girls and their ability to randomly switch topics of conversation?  “What about it?”

“I put in the request that Monday after you asked me.  But I had already signed up for classes at Columbia before Christmas break.”

“Right.”

“I went ahead and started my semester because I had no idea how long it would take for the transfer to process.”

“Okay.”  I’m worried.  Where is she going with this?

“It didn’t take as long as I thought.  I found out that I had been transferred last week, but Brenau’s semester has just started.”

I furrow my brows, totally perplexed.  “Does this mean you’re no longer enrolled in school at all?”

“No, I was able to talk to my professors at Brenau.  They told me I could go ahead and start their classes, even though I couldn’t physically be present for the first few sessions on the condition I get a tutor to help me get caught up on what I miss.”

I raise my head and look down at her.  I’m still not sure where she is headed with this.  I had not thought after she said yes yesterday I could get any higher on cloud nine than I already am.  But if she’s telling me what I think she’s is, then I’m about to go to cloud 900.  “Really?” I ask.

“Yeah.  I was going to tell you Friday...I need to stay with you this week so I can start.”

Gabby glances up to me, she looks unsure, but she continues before I can form words.  “If I don’t, I’m going to miss the entire semester.  My world was upside down after...”  She closes her eyes.  “I don’t want to talk about them.  Anyway, do you still want me to move in with you because I need a place to live now?”

Seriously, does she not know how freakin’ excited I am.  I just asked her to marry me.  Why would she be unsure about any of this?  Why wouldn’t I want her to live with me?  My head is swirling trying to adjust to this information.

All I have been able to think about since I woke up is how I don’t want to leave her tonight.  How this long distance thing is killing me way more than I ever let on.  It seems like a small price to pay for her, but I’m greedy with need.  Everytime she leaves me is pure torture.  How can she not know I’ve been counting down the days to living together, whether or not we’re married first?  I really can’t wait to have her under the same roof, in the same city, and wake up to her like I just did every day for the rest of my life.

I pull her chin up, and bring her mouth to mine, kissing her.  I hold on to it a little longer.  Even letting her kisses go is hard.  “Let’s get breakfast at New Moon, then let’s go to our home.  That is unless you need to get something from your apartment first?”

She’s beaming with excitement as she shakes her head.  “No, not for this week.  Do you think we can move me to Atlanta next weekend?”

“Gabby, I’d move you today if you wanted me to.  If you need a week, then fine.  Just tell me what you want to do, and I’ll help you.”

She exhales before replying, “I like the idea of moving today, but I’m so tired.  I just want to be lazy for the rest of the day.  I have a big day tomorrow.”

I’m relieved.  I offered and I’d so move her, but I am emotionally and physically spent myself.  “Okay.  Let’s go get breakfast then.  I’m starving.”
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I’m on my way to class.  The drive takes me over an hour.  I hate driving in Atlanta.  I have seriously considered taking MARTA, which is Atlanta’s public transportation system.  Bradley really doesn’t want me doing it myself.  I appreciate his concern, but the thought of being taken to school and the extra study time is enticing.  I have to leave so early on Tuesday’s and Thursday’s to make it to my class on time.  Bradley is usually still asleep when I head out.  It’s nice to see his face before I leave though, knowing I’ll get to see him again in a few hours.

Bradley and I arrived back to Atlanta in the early afternoon on Sunday.  I’m not sure what made him more happy: me accepting his proposal or me moving in with him so quickly.  I’m sure it’s probably a combination, but he’s been in rare form since Sunday.  I must admit, it’s really cute seeing him like this.

He’s like a child in a candy store.  He immediately hired a realtor and has started packing his apartment.  Apparently, he can’t find us a new home fast enough.  I’m excited to be going to look at places after my tutoring session.  The houses the realtor sent have been homes similar to what my friends have had.  While the thought of living in a house like that thrills me, it’s also scary.

Right now, I don’t know what I’m missing.  This life I’ve had is all I know, and I’ve really been quite content with it.  Who wouldn’t want to live in a huge house with all the nicest of furnishings?  I just worry that if anything were to ever happen to us that it would be hard for me to go back to living like I have.  That somehow I’ll become spoiled and change from the person I am now.  I don’t want to change.  I want to just be me.

I think subconsciously I am worried that all this has happened so fast that I have started to change.  In the blink of an eye, it seems that my life went from boring and simple to so complicated.  Everything I’ve ever thought I wanted has been handed to me on a silver platter.  It just still all seems too good to be true.  Everything in my life that has ever been this blissfully happy has come crashing down all around me, breaking me.  It’s like a curse.

Then I’m reminded that the platter had extras, things I didn’t like and never wanted.  Bradley has his own baggage.  He’s tried to act unfazed by it, but there is no way he could be.  I don’t expect him to act emotionless.  There is a very real possibility he is about to become a father.  Before we’re even married.  I know he’s acting like this because he thinks I’m fragile.  And I guess with the way I reacted, I can’t blame him.

The thought of him having a child with another woman, with someone he didn’t even love, nearly breaks my heart every time I think about it.  But, I too, have tried to act unfazed.  Supportive even.  I love babies.  I want lots of them.  I just don’t want the complications that I know will come with not being the mother of his baby.  I don’t want Veronica in our lives forever.  I don’t know what she and Ian were up to or how it all went down, but honestly, I would be fine with never seeing either of them ever again.

My cell phone rings, and I know by the timing Bradley’s awake and calling for our morning talk.  I’m relieved because I definitely need to change my train of thought.

I swipe to answer.  “Morning, sunshine.”

“Morning, beautiful.”  I think I can hear him stretching.  His voice is deep and hoarse from just waking up.

“So what’s the plan for this afternoon and looking at houses?” My voice is perky because I’m really excited.

“I hate to have two cars.” He yawns, which makes me yawn.

I tease, “If you’d let me take MARTA, we wouldn’t have two cars.” I am only being partially serious.  I respect why he doesn’t want me to take it, but I still would rather be studying right now so I won’t need a tutor for long rather than driving in this hellacious Atlanta traffic.”

“Gabby,” he reprimands. I can tell he’s not happy.

“I’m kidding, kidding.  Cool it, Mr. Protective Pants.”  I try to salvage the mood.  “It’s probably just as dangerous for me to be driving and talking to you in eight lanes of traffic, though.”

He chuckles, “Mr. Protective Pants?”

I grin, “Yes. My Mr. Protective Pants.  I don’t guess I’d take you any other way.”

“Good, because that’s not something that will change.  No amount of pouting or begging.  I don’t want you on MARTA by yourself.”

“Gotcha.  So what do we do about this two car situation?” I inquire.

“I wanted us to look at a house in Château Élan.  It’s a gorgous place, and it’s on your way back into the city.  Do you want to meet me there?”

“Château Élan, huh.” I pass it every day.  Granted, that means I’ve only passed it a few times now, but it’s visible from I-85.  To say it’s impressive is an understatement.  The only thing I can compare it to is The Biltmore Estate.  Château Élan’s mansion isn’t as large as the Biltmore’s.  Both have vineyards.

“Yeah, it’s gated.  I think I want us in a gated community.”

“Why?”

“I just do.  I don’t want people showing up unannounced anymore, ever again.”

Relief unexpectedly floods my body.  “I didn’t like the thought of gated two seconds ago, but when you put it like that, I’m all for gated.”  The very thought of Ian and Veronica never being able to just pop up into our lives again, at least while we’re in our home, is definitely soothing.

“So we’re going to meet there at four pm?”

“Yes.  We’ll get dinner afterwards then come home.”

“Sounds great.  I’m almost here.  I better go.  Hope you have a good day.”

“It will only be good when I get to see your face.”

I shake my head, rolling my eyes.  “Such a charmer.”

“It’s the truth.  Love you, Gabby Girl.”

“Love you,” I reply as I end the call and toss my phone down.  It’s amazing how talking to him can change my mood so quickly.
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As I sat through my history class, bored out of my mind, I tried not to daydream.  Once class was over, I couldn’t wait to get in my car to meet him.  Concentrating has been hard today.  The anticipation of looking for our new home has been the only thing I’ve been able to really think about.  It makes me sad in a way.  I know I’m behind.  I don’t want to need a tutor.  But I can’t even pay attention in class half the time.  It’s very unlike me.

Part of me wishes I had gone ahead and withdrawn from the semester after Christmas break when I requested my transfer. I could have moved to Atlanta while I waited. If I had not been able to transfer for the spring semester, I could have used that time to plan the wedding.

Now, just thinking about everything I have to do makes me overwhelmed. We’re officially moving me to Atlanta this weekend. It’s all bittersweet. I'll be even farther away from my sister, my only real family. I know Sam is considering transferring to Emory at the end of the semester, which makes me hopeful I won’t be sacrificing precious time with her.  But the end of the semester is still a long way away.  I still have hope it will all work out for the best.

Then there’s the wedding. We’ve yet to set a date. He doesn’t believe me when I say I’d be content eloping, but I would be. I just want to be able to be with him in every way. The waiting is killing me, and I worry that his patience is running out. He says it's not, but I've been there and done that before with Ian.

Ugh at Ian entering my thoughts again. He seems to be on my mind far too frequently. It infuriates me that he's found yet another way to hurt me. It's hard for my brain to believe that all of the things he said to me in my apartment were lies. While this weekend seems so long ago, the hurt is still so raw. I wasn't happy to see him at first. I was definitely suspicious, but I have realized that I really wanted to believe him. Worst of all, I enjoyed his company to some extent. That makes me feel so guilty.

Shaking my head, I remind myself that I need to prepare myself for the possibility, even though it sickens me, that it’s his; that the baby is Bradley’s. We have no proof that Ian and Veronica were scheming behind our backs. Stop it Gabby. Don't go there. I swallow the doubt that is creeping into my mind. I trust Bradley. I have to believe that he's right, and that this is all going to be okay.

All of this makes me kick myself. Because I know that if I had taken time off from school, at the very least, we would have had more time to settle into this new life together. We could have ridden together because I wouldn’t have been all the way in Gainesville, which is where Brenau is located. I sigh. The timing is absolute crap.

The drive to Château Élan isn’t long.  I realize he didn’t tell me which part of this mammoth community to go to, nor did he tell me how to get past the gates as I exit the interstate.  As I reach for my phone, it rings.

“Hey.  Where am I supposed to be going?”

“Yeah, it would have helped if I told you, right?”

“Humph, ya think?”

“Just turn into the main entrance as you come off the interstate on the left.  We’ll just leave your car there.”

“Okay.  See you in a sec.”

I end the call as I pulled into the entrance of one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever seen in my life.  The view from the interstate just doesn’t do it justice.  The entrance has shrubs that are trimmed to read Château Élan, and there are colorful flowers surrounding the shrubs.  The grounds are immaculately kept, and only compliment the incredible white mansion that I am driving towards.  The vineyard spans for acres to the left.  It’s hard to believe when you pull in that this paradise is in northeast Georgia, just a minute from a busy interstate.

I glance around and spot Bradley’s car, not because it’s a nice car, but because he’s leaning up against the side with his arms and legs crossed.  He’s watching me drive closer to him, and I see his lips curving into a smile.  That look, that smile in front of this beautiful place is panty melting.  I just want to run up to him and wrap my legs around his waist, kissing him.  I don’t think I realize how much I miss him during the day until I am back with him.  Then it’s times like these I wonder how we ever managed a long distance relationship for the time we did.

I smile at him as I put the car into park and gather my things.  He doesn’t move.  He’s just standing there, watching me, waiting for me.  As I am about to open the door, he reaches his arm out and does it for me.  Such a gentleman.

I can feel my face turning crimson when I look up into those deep blue eyes as I stretch my legs out of the driver’s seat.  I hope he never stops having this effect on me.

“Hey,” I say shyly.  Why I’m being shy beats me, but he looks so good today.  He’s come straight from work.  I’m sure his jacket is laid nicely in the trunk of the car.  He’s rolled the sleeves of his crisp white shirt up, showing his toned, tanned forearms.  His teal tie is loose around his neck, and the color makes his eyes even more beautiful than they normally are.  Then as if those things weren’t enough, the first couple of buttons of the shirt are undone.  There’s something about his collarbone showing through that V that his shirt makes that causes my insides melt.  Who am I kidding?  Everything about him makes me melt.

He wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me into an embrace.  It’s unexpected and my body jerks quickly until it’s perfectly molded into his.  He looks down at me, and I am so close that I have to arch my back and tilt my head to see him.  He does that sexy, cute, throaty growl as he sucks on my bottom lip in a slow, sensual kiss.  It amazes me how he can go from being a little rough to sweet so quickly.  It makes my body a trembling mess.  The thought of looking at homes is now the last thing on my mind.

He pulls back, so slowly.  I stand on my tip toes and try to hang on a little longer.  I don’t know how we ever made it days without seeing each other.  It’s all I can do to make it hours now.  As I try to lengthen our kiss, his hands slide up my torso and rest on my shoulders, gently pushing me back.  “We can’t make-out in front of Château Élan all night, you know?”

I push my bottom lip out and scrunch my nose. “I know,” I pout.

“There’s Maggie, our realtor, anyway.  You ready?”

I nod my head, “Uh huh.  I guess I didn’t realize she was meeting us now.”

“Yes, we’ll just leave our cars here.  It’s gated, remember.”

He brushes a stray piece of hair from my face.  I lean into his touch and close my eyes.  “Gated.  Yes, I’m good with gated now.”

“Ah, progress.  What made you change your mind?”

“You.  You’re a good salesman.  I agree with what you said.  Don’t even want to say their names.”

He leans forward and kisses my forehead.  “C’mon, let’s go find us a new house.”
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The realtor, Maggie, looks to be about the same age as what my mother would have been.  She’s a heavy-set lady with shoulder length blonde hair and green eyes.  There seems to be a particular southern accent unique to Georgia.  Bradley doesn’t really have an accent at all, but I recognize immediately that Maggie does as she gets out of her car, shaking Bradley’s hand first, then mine.

“You must be Gabby.  Nice to meet you.  I’m Maggie.”

I think because of my mother when I meet women her age, it fills me with a longing, a yearning.  I can’t explain it, but I can already tell that I am going to really like Maggie.  She seems so nurturing.  I don’t typically feel sorry for myself.  I don’t want pity from others, but when I see these women, I can’t help but wonder what if.  I wonder what my mom would have been like, if she’d be proud of me, and if she would approve of my recent decisions.  I wonder if she’d love Bradley as much as Sam does.  I smile and give her hand a gentle squeeze.  “I’m Gabby.  So nice to meet you, Maggie.”

“I’ve heard a lot about you.  All good things, of course.” She releases my hand and opens the back door.  “Because it’s a gated community, we’ll all need to ride in my vehicle.” She extends her arm for us to get into the backseat of the black Mercedes SUV.  After Maggie gets into the driver’s seat and fastens her seat belt, she looks up through the rearview mirror at Bradley.  “We’re going to go view your top three first.”

Bradley pulls my hand into his and rubs my thumb as he responds, “Sounds good.”

Maggie makes small talk while we drive the short distance to the first house.  It’s still really surreal that this is my life.  I never thought I’d be looking at homes in such an incredible neighborhood.  I can’t force back the smile that I know is curving on my lips as we pass through the streets of Château Élan.

Bradley leans into my side.  He gently kisses the side of my head. “You’re awfully quiet, whatcha thinkin’?”

I whip my head around and stare straight into those big, cobalt blue eyes rimmed in navy.  It takes my breath away because it’s like I’m looking into my own soul.  Our lips are so close that I can feel his breathing.  I give him a quick peck so as to not totally disgust Maggie.  “Lots of things.  Thinking that I still can’t believe this is my life.”

He turns his head slowly from side-to-side once so he rubs my nose.  “That’s it?”

“That’s it?” What does he mean by that?

“Just seems like maybe something else is bothering you.”

“No.”  I glance back out of the window but quickly realize I can’t keep it from him.  He can see straight through me.  I don’t look back to him.  I don’t want to start crying, and I certainly don’t want to talk about it.  “I miss my mom,” I whisper.

Sometimes silence means more than empty words filled with pity and regret.  He squeezes my hand, and I know that is his way of saying that I’m not alone.  That even though he doesn’t know what it feels like to be me, that because I hurt, he hurts.  For the first time in my life, I find a great deal of comfort knowing that I don’t have to carry this burden all alone.
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I’ve been looking out of the window trying to find For Sale signs.  I’ve almost made it a game.  Wondering if the next house that comes into view might be the one we stop at, if it might be our future home.  Finally, I see a beautiful, rich yellow two story home on a hill with a sign in front.  There is a wrap-around front porch with arches in between each column.  I haven’t even seen the inside of the house, but I can already tell this is it.  It’s our house.

I glance over to Bradley who is eying me.  I wonder briefly how long he’s been watching me.  His eyes are bright, playful.  “What number is this on your top three?” I ask.

“Number one.” He opens the door and pulls me out beside him, moving his arm behind my back.  He looks straight ahead towards the house.  “Do you like it?”  He glances back to me with a dazzling smile.

Somehow I think he already knows the answer.  “Is it bad for me to make up my mind before I even walk inside?”  I ponder out loud.

“If that’s bad, then I guess we’re in trouble.  This is the one I want, but I didn’t want to make that decision without you.”

I smile as I wink at him.  “Hmph, thank you Mr. in Control of Everything.  I appreciate that.”

He nods his head and narrows his eyes.  “Partners.  We’re partners now, Gabby Girl.”

“I really do appreciate it.  Why didn’t you show me the inside pictures?”

“I wanted you to be able to see the inside for the first time in person.  And I wanted to be able to see and hear you as it takes your breath away.  I know it will.”

“Well quit torturing me standing out here.” I giggle as I ineffectively try to pull his solid body up the hill towards the house.  When I turned my head back to see why he’s planted into the ground like a stubborn horse, he pulls me into his arms.  The force of my body falling into his causes me to gasp.

He squints his eyes and smiles a sly smile.  “Did you hear that?”

I catch my breath.  “Yeah.”

“I love hearing you do that.”  He leans down and sweetly kisses me.  Then pulls away and leads me up the hill to the house.
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He’s right.  When the door opens into the foyer, I make the same gasping noise I made at the bottom of the hill when he pulled me into him.  I glance up to the chandelier in the foyer and around.  The staircase is made of hardwoods and has wrought iron spindles.  The dining room is adjacent and has this fancy gold thing on the ceiling that the chandelier is hanging from.  It’s really breathtaking.  I just stand there, not saying a word.  I feel hands on my shoulders and then I’m quickly spun around.

Bradley’s looking down at me grinning, and it’s contagious.  “Just the reaction I expected from you.”

“Oh yeah?” is all I can mutter.

“Yeah.  So do you like it as much as I do?”

I glance back over my shoulder.  “Do you forget what I come from?  It wouldn’t take much to be a step up from what I’m used to.”

“Well, I don’t want you to say you like it because you think it’s a step up or three steps up.  I want to know you like it because of its charm.”  He caresses my cheek, and his voice gets husky as he whispers, “I want to know this is where you can see yourself raising our six babies.”

Shaking my head, I’m totally amazed at how he is able to have such an effect on me with just his words.

“No?” He looks confused.

“Yes.”

“Yes, that’s a no?”  His lips curve into a sideways smile.

I glance up through my lashes.  I love it when we play these little games.  He used to get so concerned, but now it’s like he knows when I get monosyllabic that it’s almost always a good thing.  “I was shaking my head at the six comment, and the answer is yes to that question.”

“You haven’t even seen the best parts.” He takes my hand and walks in front of me, pulling me through to the kitchen.

“I don’t think you understand that it won’t matter where I am or what kind of house it is, just as long as we’re both in it.”

He turns and looks at me with hooded eyes.  “Oh, I do understand that because I feel the same way.  But I don’t think you understand how badly I want to give you the world, Gabby Girl.”

What is there to say to that?  I just smile and look down at the beautiful hardwood floors beneath my feet.  I am the absolute luckiest girl in the world.  Someone pinch me now.

The rest of the house is incredible.  Maggie, who we probably grossed out a few minutes ago with our cheesy romantic talk, has been talking about all the features the home has like a typical sales person.  She points out that there is a study on the main floor that Bradley could use as a home office.  The kitchen is a dream kitchen, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.  All of my friends had these beautiful gourmet kitchens with stainless steel near commercial quality appliances and granite countertops. They all had beautiful custom cabinetry.  I don’t care about all the specifics.  If I can cook in the small kitchen in the apartment or the cottage in Charleston, then I can cook anywhere.

The difference between this kitchen and those of my friends isn’t all the upgrades.  It’s the thought of knowing it could be my kitchen.  My mind flutters to thoughts of Bradley doing highly sexy things to me on those very countertops.  It makes me blush to just think about it.  I glance over at him, and I know that look on his face.  I’m pretty sure he’s having those same exact thoughts at this moment.  His thumb brushes up against the skin on my hand he’s holding.  The slightest touch from him is like an electrifying shock through my body.

We make our way upstairs.  The master bedroom exceeds my wildest expectations.  Not only is it ginormous, but it has a formal sitting area with a stacked stone fireplace.  I close my eyes and immediately see us cuddled up on a couch, Bradley spooning me while I read.  I don’t need to see another thing in this house.  I can already tell it feels like home.

“I want it,” I whisper as I tug his arm, causing him to glance back at me.

“Oh, what’s that?  I can’t ever hear you when you mumble like that.”

I shyly whisper again, “I want it.”  I love the house.  It just feels weird to say this out-loud.  It makes me feel like I must be some kind of greedy girl to want all this house, to want all this luxury.  I’ve always prided myself on not needing or necessarily even wanting all of this.  Who was I kidding?  Who wouldn’t want this?

Bradley’s eyes light up, and it takes me back to that day on the beach when I told him I’d go to dinner with him.  It takes me back to the night at Steak and Shake when he nearly choked on his milkshake.  All of our firsts flash before my eyes, and I realize this is one of them. We are about to make a home, a family, a life with each other.  I can’t wait for all of the firsts that will be housed in this home.

“Then, it’s yours, Baby.  But you have to see the bathroom, just because it’s awesome.”

How does he know what the bathroom looks like?  “Have you been here before?” I ponder out loud as I cock my head to the side.

“No, but I’ve seen pictures.” He leads me into the spacious master bath.

“Take off your shoes,” he commands.

“Um, okay?”

He flips a switch and gives me a nudge onto the ceramic tile.  The floor feels delightful against my bare feet.  It’s warm.  The floor is warm.  Unbelievable.  This is how rich people live.  I turn to him.  “Heated floors?”

He nods.

“Well I was already sold, but this coupled with that shower and bathtub is just the icing on the cake.” I giggle.  The shower, like everything else, is expansive.  Tiles cover two of the walls and the other two walls are made of glass.  The bathtub is more like a small Jacuzzi, outfitted with jets and large enough to easily accommodate the two of us.  There is a chrome water fountain for the faucet.  There are double vanities on separate walls.  Most girls would be thankful for a separate space because I’ve heard most guys are slobs when it comes to bathrooms, but Bradley is the clean one, not me.

I let go of his hand and slowly spin myself.  “I don’t know what else to say...when can we move in?” The house is vacant.  Surely it won’t take that long.  I look to Maggie.

She glances to Bradley.  “Mr. Banks said he would be financing the home, so it will probably take about thirty days for the loan to close.”

I turn my head back to Bradley puzzled.  “As opposed to what, paying cash?”  Who pays cash for a house like this?  Who pays cash for a house, period?

He nods.  “I won’t finance it if you want to move in quicker than that.  It’s just...”

I feel all the color drain from my face.  I knew that he was loaded, but I don’t even think I realized just how loaded he apparently is.  The thought of paying cash for a house like this overwhelms me.  “Gabby, I have a trust fund.  A very large trust fund.  But I’ve spent my entire life working hard because I don’t want to be a trust fund brat.”  He wraps his arm around me and pulls me close, lifting my chin.  “I’ll use it if you want.  I’ll do anything for you.”

I shake my head and swallow hard.  “No, I’m good with financing.”  I realize in that moment financing a home has never sounded so good.  It’s the normal thing to do. The thought of him handing over that kind of money for me makes me want to vomit.  Not only that, I would never want him to do something that his heart isn’t into.

“You sure?”

“Positive.”

He leans down and plants the gentlest, sweetest, lingering kiss onto my lips.  When he’s done, all I can do is touch them.  My entire body feels like Jello, and more than anything in the world, I wish I could fast forward six months and know that standing in this exact spot, that kiss would have come from my husband.  I hear my mother’s voice in my mind telling me to not wish my life away.  I smile.  It’s not often that I can hear her so vividly, but when it does, it rocks me to the core.  It’s like she knows that this is happening to me, and that she’s giving me her blessing.  Tears begin to trickle down my cheek, and I quickly walk away to look out of the window, hoping to hide my moment from Bradley.

The thing about soul mates it seems, though, is that you can’t hide moments like that.  He seems to have a radar for when I need a shoulder.  Maybe it’s Maggie’s presence.  I don’t know why I feel like I need to hide from this man.  He’s my everything.  I hear him say to Maggie, “Give us a minute, please.”

He closes the door to the bathroom and comes up to me from behind, wrapping his arms around my waist.  He rests his chin on my shoulder and I assume he’s looking out of the window, too.  I’m thankful he’s not turned me around.  I hate crying in front of people, especially him.

“You wanna talk about it?” he asks.

I barely shake my head.  “Just thinking about my mom again.”

“Ah.” He breathes onto the exposed skin on my neck sending shivers through my body.  “What about her?”

“Nothing, kinda crazy.  I hear her sometimes.  It’s rare, but it happens.” My voice cracks, and I take a moment to try to fight back the tears before I continue.  “I had been wishing it was six months down the road and that we were already married in this bathroom.”

He chuckles. “Well that sounds good to me.”

I elbow him, “I heard her say not to wish away my life.  She always told us that as kids.”

“Yeah, I’ve been told that a time or two by my grandparents.  I know we are both anxious to get married, but I think she’s right.  We both need to enjoy every moment, every breath.”

I pivot on my heels and pull his head down so our lips are crushed together.  “I love you,” I breathlessly murmur through our kiss.

“Whoa.”  He grins and shakes his head.  “Always so unexpected.  I love you.  What do you say we go buy this house before someone else does?”
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We are in the car following Maggie back to her office to fill out the contract on the house.  Gabby has broken out of her quiet, shy mood.  She’s now become a little chatter box.  I smile occasionally and nod when I think it seems appropriate.  I’ve gotten good at tuning people out, but being able to detect those breaks when it is necessary for me to act like I’m paying attention.  I’m not ignoring her to be rude.  I hate that I am not more excited at this moment.  It’s been hard for me to get the whole baby situation out of my head.  Especially after looking at a house and envisioning my future children.

I’m not sure how she’s going to take what I have to tell her.  I’ve been on the fence all day as to whether I should bring this up or not today of all days.  Just like I had promised, I called our family attorney Monday about getting a paternity test.  I knew he would know exactly what to do.  He handles all kinds of scandals on a regular basis.  He’s excellent at what he does, which is why he’s on retainer for our family.  My father is very good at covering up all of his many indiscretions.

I had been waiting for him to get back to me.  He had to do some research.  Apparently, it’s not a popular decision to test paternity in the middle of a pregnancy.  It’s usually done at the very beginning or at the very end. They don’t like doing them in the middle because it requires an amniocentesis, where they take fluid from the uterus, which can cause pre-term labor. So that means, unfortunately for us, we have to wait until the baby is born to determine paternity.

I know that despite my door being closed to my office earlier, my reaction was beyond out of control.  I won’t blame Gabby if she flips out knowing we’ll have to wait on finding out.  I realize that when I tell her this, I risk all the bliss we’ve had today gushing down the drain.  We’ve both tried to act like it doesn’t exist to some degree, but I don’t know how much longer I can stand this.  I just want to know, myself, so that I can plan my life and move forward, forward with her.

The thought of telling her while we’re out and I have the only mode of transportation brings a slight smile to my face.  She’s a runner.  She runs everytime something bad happens.  I would like to think she’s not going to continue those sprints now that she has a ring on her finger.  Maybe her not having the ability to go anywhere will help her realize she doesn’t have to do that anymore.

I glance over to her, and the excitement I see on her face takes my breath away.  The thought of hurting her or spoiling that breaks my heart.  As selfish as it may be, I want to watch her this animated a little while longer.  I’ll tell her at dinner.  But rather than trapping her into not running, I’ll have some faith in my girl.  I’ll let her take her car, and if she runs, then I’ll deal with that.  She’s got to learn to deal with things like an adult.  You can’t run away when things get tough.  I silently pray that she learned her lesson last weekend about doing that.

[image: ]

It didn’t take long at Maggie’s office to do the contract.  Gabby quickly changed moods when we got to her office, and then again when we got back into the car.  I can tell she’s utterly exhausted.  That’s usually what triggers her mood swings.  Today has been a long day for her.  She’s quiet on the short ride back to Château Élan to pick up her car.  I really hate that we have two cars today.  I hate being away from her.

As I pull into the parking lot, I glance over to her.  She’s gazing out of the window.  “Penny for your thoughts, Gabby Girl?”

She looks back to me and gives me a weak smile.  “Just tired.”

“Hungry?”

“Famished is more like it,” she giggles.

“Me, too.  There’s an Olive Garden off the Buford exit.  Do you want to grab some dinner before we head home?”

She does that cute clapping thing that she does when she’s excited.  “Yes.” Those hazel eyes widen as the excitement perks my girl up.  “Yummy,” she cheers.

I chuckle at her adorableness.  “Follow me, then.  Exit 115, then a right, and then a left...you know in case you can’t keep up.” I wink at her.  That car of hers seems to be working just fine, but it struggles when it goes over about sixty miles per hour.  I have plans to buy her a new one for her birthday on March 12th.  I still haven’t decided what I want to get her.  Whether I want to buy it and surprise her, or whether I want to take her with me and let her pick it out.  I smile because I’m damned if I do, and damned if I don’t.  If I buy it and surprise her, she will be super overwhelmed.  If I take her, she’s liable to insist she doesn’t need a new car.  Although, I worried that would be her reaction tonight looking at houses and look at how well that went.

Well, she was apprehensive at Maggie’s office.  I hate that she’s so leery about good, exciting things.  On the one hand, I don’t understand it, but on the other, I see why she feels the way she does.  Everything that has ever been good in her life has been ripped from her grasps in a flash.  I’m sure it’s hard for her to accept good things without waiting for the other shoe to fall.  I’m done letting the other shoe fall for her, though.  I’ll do everything in my power to keep her steady and on her feet.

Her laugh interrupts my thoughts.  “What has you looking so happy all the sudden?”

Thinking fast is a talent of mine.  “I love it when you do that clappy thing.”  True statement because I do love it.

She rolls her eyes, shaking her head as she chuckles.  She leans in and gives me a quick peck on the cheek.  “Try not to lose me.”

“Oh baby, you have no idea how hard I try every day not to lose you.”

She doesn’t even turn back.  “Not what I meant and you know it.”

“Be careful.”

“You, too,” she says as she climbs into her beat up Honda.  When I see her lights turn on and hear her ignition start, I pull in front of her and head out towards the interstate.

I reflect back on our conversation, teetering on my decision as to whether I should tell her the craptastic news tonight about Veronica and the baby.  Waiting to learn the paternity for another couple of months is going to be hard for me, but even more difficult for her.  It means that she can’t forget about my past.  That we can’t put Veronica out of our lives just yet.  It means that she can’t bury Ian and the pain he continuously causes her.

We pull into the parking lot, and I am determined to get this off of my chest, to be honest with her.  I’m going to tell her everything.  I silently say a prayer that this goes much better than I anticipate as I climb out of my car and beep the alarm system.  Gabby pulls in beside me.  I open the door for her and help her out of her car.  I put my hand in the small of her back and walk us into the restaurant.

Because it’s later in the evening, it’s not crowded.  The hostess tells us there is no wait, which is good because I’m too hungry to wait a long time to be seated anywhere, especially in the middle of the week.  When the young girl shows us to a table somewhat in the middle of the place, I ask, “Can we have a booth in the corner?” I point to the area I have in mind.  “Maybe over there.”

She nods.  “Sure.”

I want a place where I don’t feel like everyone is listening to our business.  I put my arm out and gesture for Gabby to go ahead of me. I climb into the opposite side of the booth that she does.  I usually like to sit beside her, but tonight I need to be able to see her when I talk to her without breaking my neck.

“Oh.  You don’t want to sit beside me?” she asks.

She has no idea.  I already miss being able to put my arm around her.  “I need to talk to you tonight, and actually be able to think clearly.”  I had really not planned on mentioning this until after I’d ordered and had a glass of good, red wine, but I’m not going to lie to her.

Her face turns from amused to serious.  “About what?”

I look down at the table, releasing the white, cloth napkin from the silverware.  “Ian and Veronica.”  I glance up to her before placing the napkin onto my lap.  I can see she’s already tensed up and cringing.

“What about ‘em?”

“I had called the attorney about the paternity --” I cut myself off from that subject when the waitress walks up to take our drink orders.  “Do you want your usual?”

She smiles.  “Yes, please.”

I tell the waitress what we want.  She’s surprised when I spout out our drink and food order in one long run-on sentence.  I needed to buy some un-interrupted time to finish this conversation.  I want it behind us so we can move on and hopefully enjoy our dinner since the proverbial cat is out of the bag.

“Anyway.  It turns out we can’t do the paternity test until Veronica has had the baby.”

Her brows furrow, and she starts to fidget.  “Why?”

“The test they have to do on the baby is usually only done early in the pregnancy or at the very end.”  I reach for her hand.  “It’s an unnecessary risk to the baby at this point.” 

The waitress comes back to the table with our drinks, breadsticks, and our salad.  Gabby lets go of my hand and takes the tongs to mix the salad and then puts some on both of the plates the waitress also left on the table.  She doesn’t even look up from preparing our food.  She reaches for a breadstick and takes a bite.  “So the soonest we can do it is after she delivers?”

She is being so difficult for me to read right now.  I know this situation is still so fresh for the both of us.  How do I expect her to react?  I just hate that we have to be discussing this at all.  “Right.”

“Well that sucks,” she says as she takes a bite of her food and looks out of the window.

I pick up my fork and start eating my salad.  Gabby gives me the peppers and I give her my olives.  I decide it’s best to just give her a few minutes to let it all settle.  We both continue to eat in silence barely making eye contact with each other.  I knew this was a bad idea to start this conversation today.  I should have just waited until the morning.

I take a swig of my water and wipe my mouth.  “Gabby.”

She glances at me before blankly looking back out of the window.  “Huh?”

“Talk to me.”

She looks up to the ceiling and swallows.  “What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t want you to say anything in particular.  I don’t want you to run away from me, physically or emotionally.”

She doesn’t say a word.  She’s driving me crazy.  “Are you mad about having to wait or is it something else?”

Her eyes meet mine.  She shakes her head and calmly says, “I’m not mad.”

“You’re something.”

“We had such a great day.  Why’d you have to tell me tonight and ruin this, too?”

“It was eating me alive.  I can’t keep crap from you to save my life.” I have to stop for a minute because I am almost irritated and I don’t want her to get mad if she isn’t already.  “I hate secrets, Gabby.”

She nods her head.  “Me, too.”

“So that’s why I had to tell you.  I know this situation isn’t ideal.  We’ll get through it, though.”

The server walks up with a large round tray of food.  She places it down on one of those tray holders and says, “Shrimp Mezzaluna?”  I point to Gabby.  

The young girl serving us, who can’t be much older than Gabby, smiles flirtatiously at me.  “And this Lobster Cannelloni with Shrimp must be yours?”  Give me a break.  I mean, could she be any more obvious that she’s flirting with me in front of my fiancée?  Some people just make you want to shake your head, but instead I glance at Gabby and give her a look that I know she recognizes.  A look that I couldn’t care less about anyone else.  I look away from Gabby, smiling cordially at the server.  “It is, indeed.”

The girl barely glances at Gabby then back to me, which just irritates the hell out of me.  “Would either of you like any freshly grated Parmesan cheese?” 

I defer to Gabby in an effort to make this girl leave me alone.  “Gabby Girl?” I can’t help but playfully wink at her.  She knows what I’m doing.

This lights up my girl’s face for the first time since the talk of the baby.  She never takes her gaze off of mine.  “Yes, please.” 

“We’d both like some, please.”

I grin at Gabby.

Gabby finally tells her she’s given her enough, but not before the girl was probably thinking her arm was about to fall off.  

When she starts on mine, she says, “Just tell me when, okay?”

I smile.  “I like a lot, too.”

At this point, I can tell the girl is ready to get away from us just as much as we’re ready for her to leave.  She’s grinding that damn cheese as fast as she can.  It makes me chuckle.  “That’s good.”

She plasters a fake smile and gathers her things to leave.  

Gabby tilts her head to the side.  “That was fun.”

I laugh.  “Yeah, she needed to be put in her place.  She was here to do a job, and that wasn’t to flirt with me.”  I pick up my fork back up and take a bite of my piping hot food.  It’s delicious.  “Want some?” I hold up the next bite to her.

She leans across the table and opens her mouth with a smile.  Ah, this feels good.  I think I’ll just enjoy dinner until she brings it up again, or better yet, maybe I’ll change the subject to something that I know will make her happy.

She moans as she chews the bite and covers her full mouth with her hand.  Her eyes widen.  “That is so good.  I’m getting that next time.”

“Ha, you want it?  I’ll eat yours.”

“No.  I’ll share, though, if you’ll share.”

“Deal.”  We put the plates in the center of the table and take turns eating off of each other’s plates.

“So...” I take a bite.  “I was thinking we could talk dates.”

She wipes her mouth and takes a sip of her drink.  “Dates?” she asks as her brows furrow.

“Yes, dates.” I cock my head.  She’s so cute when it takes her a minute to get obvious stuff like this.

Her eyes get big and she bursts out laughing.  “Oh!  Dates!”

I shake my head, then give her a playful sideways smirk.  I nod.  “Dates.”

“Tomorrow?” She giggles, and I raise my eyebrow.  We’ve had this conversation.  It’s tempting.  “Kidding!” she gushes.

“When is your semester over?”

“End of April.”

“Would it stress you out too much to have it the second weekend in May?”

She smiles.  “No, I don’t think so.  Why the second weekend in May?”

I’m not sure how she will react to this, but I’ve been thinking about it a lot. I can’t think of a better way to honor her mother than to get married the day before Mother’s Day.  “It’s Mother’s Day weekend.”

“Oh.” She looks down.  “I should have known that.”

“No.  I just figured...” Hell, here we go again.  I toss my napkin down.  I’m done anyway.  I reach across the table and pull her chin up so she’s looking at me.  “I figured...that we’d take a weekend that I’m guessing usually sucks for you and make it a happy one.”

A small smile forms.  “I didn’t think about it that way.”

I let go of her chin and pick up her hand and bring it to my lips.  “What do you say?  Do we have a date?”

“We have a date.”  She lets go and does her little cheerleader clappy thing that is so adorable and laughs.  “We have a date!” 

When the server comes back to the table I let her know that we need the check and a couple of boxes.  All I want to do is get home, and fast.  I lean over the table and pull her lips into a quick kiss.  “Love you, Gabby Girl.”

She beams.  That’s good enough for me.  “Love you.”
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We got separated at a light so Bradley beat me home.  I hate that we had to take two cars, but I am thankful for some time alone to reflect on the information he gave me at dinner.  When I’m with him, it’s so hard to focus on anything.  He knows exactly how to push my buttons, the good ones and the bad ones.

I feel horrible for feeling the way I do about the baby.  I’m so torn.  Part of me wants to be understanding.  There’s another part of me that hates it.  Then there’s the part that wants it to all go away.  Sometimes I just want to completely snap and ask him how he could have been so irresponsible in the first place.  Even if she was before me.  I can’t believe that Mr. in Control Pants would have not used a condom.  

Then I realize what my real problem is.  My real problem is that she’s been with him.  She’s had what I haven’t.  The thought that Bradley knows what it’s like to be with someone like that and I don’t really bothers me.  It’s like I’m sharing him with her, or she’s sharing him with me?  That’s it.  It feels like I’m the third wheel.  

When I walk in to the apartment, I toss my keys across the counter.  It’s super dark in here.  I know he’s home.  I saw his car in the parking lot.  “Bradley?”

“In the bathroom,” he calls.  

“Oh okay.”  I have so much reading I need to do for school.  I unpack my bag and plop myself down on the couch with one leg tucked under my bottom.  

I pull out one of my books, but before I have time to even open it he ridicules me.  “Come to bed.”

I sit there for a minute and roll my eyes.  This ‘going to school’ thing is going to be really hard living with him.  He wants me to come to bed with him every night, and I have things to do.  I can’t just go watch TV or read every evening.  I shake my head and open my book.  “I need to study.”  

I turn my iPod on and put the ear buds in my ears.  He is going to have to get used to this, or that date we made tonight isn’t going to work because I’ll be having to take Maymester and summer classes to make up the classes I fail this semester.

I have read the same line multiple times.  I can’t concentrate, and I feel bad for blowing him off.  I’m startled when I feel a finger tapping on my shoulder.  I grab my chest with my hand and yank the ear buds from my ears.  “You scared the living daylights out of me.” I take a deep breath.

Bradley erupts out into laughter.  I glance back and scowl at him, but it doesn’t last long.  He’s only in his boxer briefs, and when he laughs all of his muscles clench.  I can’t help but smile.  “Seriously.  You scared the crap out of me.”

He puts his bottom lip out like a puppy dog face.  “Awe, I’m sorry.”  He holds his hand out to me.  “Come to bed, and I’ll make it up to you.”

It’s not like I was going to be getting any studying done anyway.  I certainly won’t now that I’ve seen him in his underwear laughing at me.  I put my hand in his and push my stuff to the side on the sofa.  He pulls me into his arms, our bodies crushing into one another.  “I’m not sure I’ll make it back to the bedroom with you,” he huskily breathes.

“Oh?” I ask as he starts to nibble on my ear.

He wraps his arms around my waist and starts to back us up closer to the bedroom.  His kisses move down to my neck.  I move my head to the side to allow him easier access.  I feel like all of the tension I’ve been feeling the last couple of hours is melting away, and I’m turning into pile of mush.  I have no idea how he can make me forget I care about anything else in the world with just a touch, just a kiss.

When we are in the bedroom, I notice the flicker of light coming from the bathroom.  He keeps moving until he’s backed us in there.  There are candles lit all along the wall where the bathtub is.  The tub is already filled.  There’s soft, soulful music playing.  “Told you I didn’t think I’d be able to make it to the bedroom with you.”

He starts to undress me, pulling my sweater over my head.  Then he covers my exposed skin with kisses where the clothing had been.  I thread my fingers through his thick, dark hair as he makes his way down, unbuttoning my jeans and sliding them down to the floor.  “Ha, you’re sneaky.  When did you do this?” I ask. 

“While I was waiting on you to come home.” His tongue teasingly swirls around my belly button.

I suck in a sharp breath.  “Ah, this is why you wanted me to come to bed?”

“Mmm hmm,” he mumbles.

When he’s gotten me fully undressed, I watch as he straightens his body, pushing his boxer briefs to the ground. I reach out to grab his erection.  He smiles as I do.  “I wish I didn’t have to wait.  I mean, it’s not like anyone would know that I didn’t keep the promise.  It’s not like I’m in high school and if I got pregnant it would be the end of the world.”

He pushes my hand away and shakes his head.  “Stop it.  Stop.”

I feel like a child.  I hate it when he scolds me like that.  He kisses my forehead.  “You know you’d regret it.  You’d know.  That would be enough.”

“I hate that she knows what it’s like to be with you and I don’t,” I whisper.

He pulls me into his arms.  “She may have been with me, but I wasn’t with her.  I was, but I wasn’t.  Does that make sense?”

I shrug.  “I guess.”

He pushes me back and tilts my chin.  “When we’re fully together, Gabby, it will be a first for me.”

“How?”

“It will be the first time I’ve ever truly made love to a woman.  The first time that I loved the woman more than anything in this world.  There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you.”  He softly kisses me.  “You have a part of me that no one, and I mean no one, has ever had before.”

I cup his head in my hands and kiss him back with everything I have in me.  I pull back.  “Thank you.”

“Let’s get in before the water gets cold.”

“Okay.” He holds my hand while I climb into the water.

I have my back against his front.  He’s massaging my shoulders and kissing my neck.  “We moving you this weekend?”

“I hope so.  I have some stuff that I really need.”  I sigh.  “I hate the idea of moving twice in a month, though.”

“I was thinking we’d put the stuff you don’t immediately need in storage until we move into the big house.”

“The big house?”  I laugh.  “More like the huge house.”

“Our house.  How’s that?” 

I turn my head to where our noses are touching.  “I like that.”

He picks up the bottle of coconut body wash, pours it onto the aqua loofa, and then lathers it.  He pushes my hair to the side and starts washing my shoulders.  It feels incredible.  I don’t think I will ever get used to this, even if he did it every day for the rest of my life.  “Ah,” I moan.  “That feels so good.”  I close my eyes and let my body completely relax into his arms.  He pushes me off of his chest so he can wash my back.  When he’s done, he makes his way to the front.  When his hand reaches my breasts, the relaxation is gone instantly.  Instead desire is turned on, and my body comes to attention.  I turn around and cup his face.  “I wish we didn’t have to wait.  It’s killing me.  This is killing me.”

“Not budging, Gabby.”  He is completely serious and his eyes are hooded.  I don’t know how he can be so strong about it when he knows what he’s missing, and I don’t even know.  “Don’t you miss it?”

“Miss what?” 

“Miss sex.”

He throws his head back laughing.  I don’t think it’s very funny.  “Of course.  But it’s not like I’ve taken an oath to permanent celibacy.” 

“Oh I hope not!” I can’t help but laugh.

“Let’s get out of here. The water is getting cold, anyway.  There aren’t many things I hate more than being in a cold bath.” He uses his arms to push off the sides of the tub and stands.  Then he offers me his hand to help me get up.  When I step out of the tub, he has a towel waiting for me.  He wraps me in it and moves his arms up and down, drying me off and warming me up all at the same time.  

He kisses my forehead.  “If this is too hard.”  He closes his eyes.  “If us being together so much is too tempting for you to be able to wait, then I can live with my parents until we get married.”

I look up to him and smile.  “I don’t want to live somewhere else until we get married.  I think that would be even more torture.”

“Agreed, but you need to know that if you can’t control yourself, I can and will control the situation for you.  You’ve made it this long.  I will not be a part of you breaking that promise.” Then he smiles that sexy, panty dropping smile.  “And you best not be with anyone else to have them break it, either.”

I nudge him with my arm through the towel.  “Don’t be ridiculous.”

He leans down and kisses me, tugging and sucking my bottom lip.  “Mmm.”

He drops the towel, wraps his arms around my waist, and pulls me the short distance to our bed.  
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My mom popped by the office for lunch to discuss a surprise birthday party for my sister.  I’m not really into that kind of stuff, but Mom insisted I needed to help her.  Ultimately, I think she just wanted an excuse to see me since Gabby and I got engaged.  You know what they say about mothers and their son’s.  We’ve always been really close.  I know she’s secretly been wanting me to get married, but I think she also is worried she’ll lose her “little” boy.

I will admit that your mother bringing you a home cooked meal for lunch is never unwelcomed, no matter how old you are.  She brought my favorite, Beef Stroganoff, and I close my eyes, savoring the taste.  I will never get tired of her taking care of me.  She can bring me homemade lunches any day she wants.

The thought makes me a little sad.  I can’t even wrap my head around what Gabby has had to endure in losing her mother.  She’ll never have her mom stop by and bring her lunch ever again.  She doesn’t get to tell her mom, or dad for that matter, that she’s getting married.  My thoughts are interrupted when Sharon comes over the phone intercom in my office even though I’ve told her I am not to be disturbed.  She never does that.

“Mr. Banks?” I can hear in her voice she’s concerned.  She probably thinks I’m going to fire her for interrupting me, but it would take a hell of a lot more than that to make me.  She’s been the best secretary that I’ve ever had.

I put one finger up for Mom to let her know I’ll just be a second.  I have always thought it was rude to interrupt meetings, even if they are with your parents.  “Yes, Sharon.”

“Mr. Banks, Miss Johnson is on your private line for you.”  I grab the phone before she says another word.  I have yet to tell my parents about the possibility they may become grandparents in the next couple of months.  I wanted to make sure the baby was mine before I got my mom’s hopes up, or down.  Mom will be supportive and ecstatic no matter what.  Dad, on the other hand, will be an absolute dick that I knocked up someone and didn’t ‘take care of it’.  “I said no interruptions, Sharon.  Tell her I’ll call her back in an hour.”

“Yes, sir.  I know.  It’s just...she says it’s an emergency.”

Well, that explains why she sounds scared to death.  I’m sure Sharon insisted that I was unavailable.  Veronica is very good at manipulating people into doing what she wants them to do.  That’s her job.  She just better be sure she has a damn good reason for having my secretary break the rules and interrupting my delicious, hot lunch.  I need to tell Roni that my private line is no longer available for her to use.

“Okay.  I’ll take it, but no other interruptions unless it’s Gabby,” I warn her.

“Yes, sir.  Of course.”

I punch the button for line two and turn my back to my mother.  Something about even being on the phone with the woman in front of my mom feels wrong.  “What is it?” I grumble and then hear sobs.

“It’s the baby.  There’s something wrong.”

Those words are my undoing.  Something inside of me that I didn’t even know existed is awakened.  I recognize the adrenaline pumping through my veins.  “What do you mean?” I ask, barely able to breathe.

“I’m bleeding.  Lots of blood.”  Her voice fades and the sobs continue.

I glance back to my mother trying to decide how to handle this situation.  “Where are you?”

“Cal is taking me to Emory.”

“Why didn’t you call an ambulance?”  I feel like a dick as soon as I ask her that.  I know my response should be that I’ll be right there.

“I’m so sorry.  Lots of blood, Bradley.  I think I’m losing the baby.”

I glance back to my mother and she appears terrified.  There is nothing that I can do to relieve her.  I’m terrified, myself.  I realize that even though I have been adamant that the baby isn’t mine, subconsciously I have tried to get myself right with the possibility.  The thought of losing a child that I haven’t even been able to meet makes me feel like I’m being punched in the stomach by a bully on the playground over and over again.  The anguish in Veronica’s voice is horrific.  No matter what I think about her, I wouldn’t wish this pain on any mother.

“Don’t worry.  I’m sure everything you and the baby will be okay.  I’m on my way.”

“You don’t know that,” she cries, her breathing is labored, and I can tell she’s getting weaker by the second.

“Listen.  I’m on my way.  You sit tight.”  I need her to be the strong, in control woman I know she is.  Our baby is depending on her to be strong.  Thinking our baby just seems odd.  Up until now, I have never accepted that this child is mine.  I’ve always thought it just had to be Ian’s. I realize in this moment, it really doesn’t matter whose child it is.  I don’t love Veronica, but I would never wish this on anyone.  She could die.  They both could die.  I choke the tears that I feel at the backs of my eyes and clear my throat.  “Please just rest until you get to the hospital.  I’ll see you in a few.”

I grab my cell phone, keys, and my coat.  “Mom, I’m so sorry.  I have to go.  I’ll explain everything later.”

“Son, I couldn’t help overhearing.  Is this baby yours?”

I shake my head.  What would make her immediately assume the baby is mine?  It’s not like I don’t have friends.  I don’t have time for this.  “I don’t know.  If you want to ride with me, I can explain on the way.”

“What about this food?”

I shrug my shoulders and holler for Sharon.

The door opens.  “Yes sir?”

“There’s an emergency.  Cancel my day.”  I motion to the wonderful meal my mother prepared with sadness at how my life just turned into an even bigger mess than I could have ever imagined in a split second.  “And please clean this up. If Gabby calls, please tell her I’m at Emory with Veronica.”  I have started walking with my head bowed to the elevator and pressed the down button.  Mom is at my side.

“Absolutely.  Anything else?”

I glance back to her.  “No, just prayers please.”

I’ve never mentioned religion to Sharon before.  I’m pretty sure she’s a Christian, but it’s not appropriate to discuss at work.  She stares at me like I have two heads.  “I’ll start a prayer chain with my church if you’d like.”

I can’t talk anymore.  Emotion is consuming me.  I just nod my head.  I was raised Baptist.  I know my mother has been disappointed that I don’t go to church regularly anymore.  I glance at her and call it a mother’s intuition, but she knows what I need because she responds for me.  “Please, that would be appreciated, Sharon.”

Mom puts her arm on my shoulder and whispers, “Do you want to wait until we’re in the car to tell me what exactly is happening?”

I glance at her as I loosen my tie and unbutton the top buttons of my shirt.  “Before Gabby, Veronica was my...companion...” I shake my head in frustration with myself.  How in the world did I manage to get myself into this position?  “She’s pregnant.”

The elevator reaches the parking garage.  I press the fob to unlock the doors.  The alarm beeps off, and I open the door for mom before quickly making my way back to my side.  I swing the door open and quickly climb in, turning on the ignition.  I glance over my shoulder to pull out of the parking space.  I would drive a lot faster if she wasn’t with me, but I know that my driving on a good day already scares her to death.  She braces the handle on the passenger side door.  “Does Gabriella know?”

I keep my eyes on the road, thankful that I’m driving and don’t have to make a lot of eye contact with her.  “Yes.”

“How far along is she?”

“Seven months or so.”

“And what’s going on with her?”

“She’s bleeding, apparently a lot.”  I can feel royal blue eyes boring into the side of my head.  I quickly turn my eyes to my mother and back to the road.  “What does that mean, Mom?”

“Could be several things.”

“Any of them have a good outcome?”  Silence.  No answer.  I look back over to her.  “Mom...”

She turns towards me.  “I’m sorry, son.”

I shake my head.  “I don’t know that the baby is mine.”

“Oh?” she asks curiously.

“Yeah, long story that I don’t want to rehash right now.  I just feel guilty because up until a few minutes ago, I had hoped this was all a big nightmare that would just go away.”

She reaches over and rubs my knee, but doesn’t say a word.  How do you respond to that?  The rest of the car ride is spent in silence, for which I am very grateful.
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I’ve been to this hospital many times, but I’ve never really been to the Labor and Delivery part.  We rush in and I immediately go to the desk to get assistance.

“I’m here for Veronica Johnson.”

“Yes, she just arrived not too long ago.  Are you her husband?”

I shake my head.  “No.”

“Oh, but you’re the father?”

Shit.  It would look really crappy for me to say I don’t know.  I just nod.  I can’t say the words.  I can’t verbally claim this child.  Not yet, at least.

“Come with me.”  She motions for me, but glances towards mom.  “Ma’am, we are going to need you to wait here in the lobby until Ms. Johnson is more stable.”

I look back to mom.  “I’ll keep you posted.”

She quickly gives me a hug.  “Bradley, can I do anything for you right now?”

“No.  Thanks, though.”

She nods and gives a fake, helpless smile as I walk through the double automatic doors.  As much as I hate she had to find out like this, I am so relieved and comforted to know she is here.  I’m relieved to have this off of my chest.

A hospital hall has never seemed so long in all of my life.  Not that I’ve been in a lot of them.  Our family wasn’t just blessed with financial wealth, but also with incredibly healthy genes.  I briefly think of Gabby and her family.  I guess it’s good that at least one of us has a healthy family history.  I realize this is really the first time I’ve thought of her since I left the office.  Well aside from Mom asking if she knew about the baby.  It makes me feel guilty to know that I’ve been so pre-occupied with another woman, even if Gabby does know about Veronica.  This all just feels so wrong.

The lady who has been helping me since I got here, looks to be in her late sixties.  She’s a short, stout, black lady wearing scrubs.  She stops and takes me to an area that looks like an emergency room, but more comfortable and cozy.  Finally we reach a cubical that has the curtain opened, and I see Veronica asleep in the bed.  She is very pale.  She has multiple IV’s.  It looks like one has some kind of clear fluid going through it, but the other has blood.  Damn.  She’s lost so much blood she needs a transfusion.  She’s also hooked up to another monitor.  I hear a steady beating.  I am standing here in complete and utter shock.  What in the hell has happened to her?

I turn on my heel to see if I can find someone to give me answers.  I almost run into a young nurse.  She can’t be much older than Gabby.  “Oh, excuse me,” she says.  I can see her cheeks blush.  I’m used to that reaction.  I’m not in the mood for giggly girls who fumble around words because they think I’m hot.

I point to Roni.  “Are you her nurse?”

“I am,” she says.

“Is the baby okay?”

“They are both stable at this particular moment.”  She walks to the monitor and pulls the strip of paper.  She points to the top line.  “This is her heartbeat, and it’s strong.”  Her, it’s a girl.  “These little hills are contractions.”

“Contractions?  She’s in labor?”

“We believe that she’s suffered a partial placental abruption.  She lost a good bit of blood.”  She points to the crimson bag.  “So we had to give her a transfusion.  We also are administering IV Magnesium and Terbutaline to stop the contractions.”

“I’m sorry.  Most of that sounded like a foreign language to me.”  I glance over to Veronica and then back to the nurse.  “What is a pla....I’m sorry.  What did you call it?”

“Placental abruption, just a partial we think.  It’s where the placenta partially separates from the uterus.  The placenta is the baby’s lifeline.  If it completely separates, there is a small window to get the baby out safely.”

I appreciate her patience and answering all of my questions.  And as much as I’m trying to remember that I’ve been robbed of the opportunity to be an active participant in this pregnancy because she waited seven damn months to tell me about it.  I feel like a douchebag for not knowing what all of this means.  I feel like my lack of knowledge is indicative of my support, or lack thereof.  “I’m sorry for all the questions.  I’m just trying to understand everything.”

She shakes her head no.  “It’s no problem.  We’re used to getting asked a lot of questions by dads.”

I laugh nervously.  Nothing about this is funny.  It’s almost like I’m watching this play out before me.  I feel numb.  This is almost too much to handle.  I wasn’t ready for this.  To be responsible and care for a perfect little, new life.  I point to the bags of medication.  “And the labor, is that because of the whatever you just called that?”

I see sympathy in her eyes.  “In a lot of cases, the labor starts first, and the abruption is secondary to the labor.”

“Wow, so she was already in labor...I had no--”

“Neither did she.  She was having back labor.  She brushed it off thinking it was stress or her heels.”

That sounds like Veronica.  All things said about her, she’s tough.  She’s strong.  I shake my head though wondering if this could have all been avoided had she only seen about that instead of being so stubborn.  Despite all this information she’s given me, I still don’t know what the future holds for them, for us.  “Are they going to be okay?  What is their prognosis?”

“It’s too soon to tell.  The medication to stop the labor seems to be doing an adequate enough job.  While her cervix has thinned, she’s only dilated to three centimeters.”  One of the pumps starts to beep, which amps up the anxiety I’m already feeling.  “What is that?”

“Oh, it’s just letting me know that I need to get her a new bag in a few minutes.  No need to worry.”

I unbutton the sleeves to my shirt and start to roll my sleeves up to my elbows.  I need to relax.  Even though I’m sure it’s freezing in this hospital, I feel like I’m in an inferno.  To think I thought I knew stress before today.  “Okay, so it’s good that she’s only three centimeters?”  I have heard people talk about women dilating before.  I can’t for the life of me remember what the scale is though.

“Yeah because active labor starts at four centimeters.  Fully dilated is ten centimeters.  A lot of people will dilate early, not usually this early, though.”

“Right.  And what if those medicines don’t work?”  I nod towards those bags again.  IV seems like an inadequate term for those lines going into her.  Those are lifelines.

“We have administered a steroid shot to help with lung development in case she delivers early.  She’ll need several rounds to get the baby to have the best chance of survival.  Worst case scenario, we’ll have to take the baby early by c-section.”

I cross my arms across my chest and fall back against the wall directly behind me.  “So there is still a chance the baby might not make it?”

I’m amazed at how this young girl can deliver such horrible news to me in the kindest, most compassionate manner.  She purses her lips and nods her head in affirmation.  She reaches out and places her hand on my forearm.  Her touch isn’t like the touch of most women.  It’s a sympathetic, affirming touch.  “Just know we’re doing everything we can, and as cliché as it sounds, there is no better place she could be right now than right where she is.”

I close my eyes and look away.  When I glance back to her, I give her a small smile.  “Thank you for that.”  She goes to leave, but I have to stop her.  “One more question?”

“Sure.  Shoot.”

“How long should I plan to be here with her?  I mean is this something that she will recover from in a couple of days, a week?”

“Oh gosh, I’m sorry.  I should have been more clear.  We’re just waiting on her room.  She will be here until she delivers that baby.  Unfortunately, for all of your sake, I hope it’s a long hospitalization.”

And everything in my world halts.  I feel so many emotions.  I’m definitely not used to this.  “Right.  Thank you again for your time.”

“My pleasure.  Let me know if I can get you anything to make you more comfortable.”

“Will do.”

After she walks away, I drop my head and say a quick prayer for them.  I didn’t want the baby to be mine, but I didn’t want any harm to come to either of them.  It seems trivial at this point who the father of this child is.  The bottom line is that they both need all the support they can get.

“Hey you,” she whispers.

I jump up and am at her side instantly because this room or whatever you want to call it is so small.  “Hey.  How do you feel?”

She rubs her stomach and eyes the monitor.  “The baby’s okay?”

“Yeah, so far so good.”

“Well then I’m fine as long as she’s fine.”

I can’t help but smile.  I agree with her.  As long as she’s fine, I’m fine.  “So you were in labor and didn’t know it?”

“Apparently.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re here.  Everything’s going to be okay.”

“I hope so.”

“Me, too,” I mutter as I slide my hands into my pocket and look down.  I really do hope this little girl got her mother’s ability to fight and win.
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I wait until Veronica has gone back to sleep to step outside to call Gabby.  I had stepped away only briefly a little earlier to let my Mom know to call Dad to have him pick her up and take her home.  I wasn’t ready to go through the arsenal of questions that I am sure she’s had nothing but time to formulate.  I had no intentions of leaving yet.

They have moved Veronica to a room, which thank goodness has more comfortable accommodations.  I have no idea what my plans are regarding her.  It sounds like it’s just a waiting game at this point.  I don’t want to leave her alone, but I really don’t want to be here any longer than I have to be.  

I know this will take a toll on Gabby emotionally.  I’m sure she’s wondering where I am and what is going on because I haven’t called to check in with her like I normally do during my day.  I briefly feel my blood start to boil as I think about the fact that this time for us shouldn’t be complicated at all.  And all of this over a child that I don’t even know belongs to me.  

I get up and walk into the hall to the nurses station.  I tap the shoulder of Veronica’s nurse and she jumps.  “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to startle you.” I smile and look towards the exit.  “I need to step outside and make a phone call.”  Pointing to my phone I mutter, “No service in here.”

She nods her head.  “Yeah, sucks, I know.  It’s no problem.  We have monitors out here, so we know what’s going on with her.” 

“I just wanted to let you know I’m not leaving.  I’ll just be right outside if anything changes.”

“Yep.  If you’ll give me your cell phone number, I can put it in her chart in case we ever need to get in touch with you regarding their condition.”

“Oh, that would be fantastic.”  She pulls a paper towel and folds it up.  I scrunch my eyebrows and let out a small laugh.  “How very resourceful of you.” 

She giggles.  “Yeah, you learn to write on scraps around here.”

“It’s 555.”

“Uh huh.”

“224.”  When I see she’s almost done, I finish with, “5485.”

She glances up to me.  “Got it, Mr. Banks.”

I can’t even remember if I told her my name.  The last several hours are just a blur.  No telling what my dad is going to say when he finds out about this.  The good thing is he’ll probably have attorney’s here any minute with damn non-disclosure forms to try to keep the press from finding out his son has a potential love child while engaged to another woman.  He’ll use this to his advantage to try to explain why I should be with Veronica over Gabby, no doubt.  I roll my eyes and turn on my heel, walk through the double doors, take the elevator down, and out the rotating door to fresh air, well smoggy air, but being outside makes me feel free.  Like I’m not being suffocated or that my world is collapsing around me.

I punch in the numbers to call Gabby.  She answers quickly.  “Hey.  Where have you been?”

“Hey.”  I don’t know how to even begin to tell her.  “Everything’s fine right now.”

“Uh.  Okay.” She drags out the okay.

“It’s Veronica, Gabby...”

“What happened?”  I hate that I’m having to do this over the phone.  I can hear the disappointment and concern in her voice.  “Is she okay?  What about the baby?”

“They are okay right now.  I don’t understand it all.  Something about the placenta I think they said.  It’s partially detached.  They need to try to keep the baby in as long as possible.”

“That sounds serious,” she whispers.

“It is.  They admitted her.  She’ll be in the hospital until she has the baby.”

“Wow.”  

“I know.”

“I don’t know what to say.  Are you there?”  This phone call is so tense.  I don’t know how I expected it to go.  I thought that being outside would resolve this tightening in my chest, but it’s not.  I realize this tightening in my chest is the wedge that is trying to form.  This wedge called Veronica that has been trying to come between me and Gabby.

“Yeah.  I thought I would stay through dinner and make sure she has everything for the night before I leave.”

“Oh.”  There’s a pause and I am at a loss for words.  “Do you want me to bring you some dinner?” she asks.

“Yeah. That’d be great.” She has no idea that it’s not the dinner I want.  It’s her closeness.  I need her.  Like now.

“Well as soon as I get done with my session I’ll come by.  Which hospital is she at anyway?”

“Emory.  Downtown.  She was at work when she started bleeding really bad.”

“Ah.  Have you talked to Ryan?”

I have had so much on my mind that it didn’t even occur to me to talk to Ryan.  “No, but that’s a good idea.  Maybe I’ll call him and make sure that we’re doing everything we can.  Doesn’t hurt either to have connections.  Maybe that will make the nurses look after them a little more.”

“Yeah.” 

“Listen, call me when you’re close.  I’ll meet you outside.  Be careful.”

“What do you want to eat?”

“You can surprise me.”  

I hear her voice perk up.  “Ah, you don’t usually like surprises Mr. Always In Control Pants.”

It makes me chuckle.  “I like you, and you were the best surprise to me.  You always surprise me.”

“Hmph.  See you in a little bit.”

I smile as I look to the sky.  I realize I’ve been pacing.  My nerves have had about all the fun they can take today.  “Okay.”

“Oh and Mr. Banks?” 

See.  I think we’re about to hang up and she surprises me.  “Yeah?”

“I don’t like you.”

I laugh.  “You don’t?”

“No.  I love you.”

And just like that she wraps me a little tighter than I already was around her little finger.  “Love you, Gabby Girl.”

She hangs up, and I fall back against the bricks on the building.  What a mess this is.  I have to find a way to explain to Gabby that I can’t help move her this weekend.  I’m not thrilled with that.  The disappointment that I heard in her voice on the phone is going to pale in comparison to hearing that.  I can’t possibly leave and take a chance on something changing here and me being four hours away.  I decide in that moment that I need to talk to Veronica.
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When I walk back into the room Veronica is awake.  I watch as relief floods her face.  “I thought you had left.”

“No, I needed to make a phone call.”  I pull my cell phone out of my pocket as I sit down and place it beside me on the couch.  “This thing has zero service in here.  I told the nurse I would be right back.”

She smiles.  “Oh.  She hasn’t been back in here since I woke up.”

I nod.  “How do you feel?”

“Physically or mentally?”

I shrug.  “Both.”

She swallows.  “Physically I feel okay.  Just tired.  It’s hard to believe there is something wrong because I don’t really feel any different.”  She reaches over to the jug of water that is on the tray beside her and takes a swig.  “My mouth is super dry.”  She puts it back.  “Mentally...”  She puts her head down and she dabs her fingers on the corners of her eyes.  “Scared...” Her voice quivers.  “I’m scared,” she whispers through tears as she glances back up to me.

I look down.  “I know.”  I cross my legs and fidget with the fabric on the hem of my pants.  It makes me smile a small smile because it reminds me of how Gabby fidgets when she’s nervous.  Maybe she’s rubbing off on me.  Am I nervous, or just extremely uncomfortable with the awkwardness of the situation?  I’m not sure how long I can avoid the elephant in the room.  “I don’t want to upset you.”

She furrows her brows.  “You’re not upsetting me.  It’s comforting to have you here.” She puts her hand on the side of the bed and I’m pretty sure she’s hoping I’ll take it, but that’s not going to happen.  “I appreciate you being here, Bradley.”

“No, I mean I don’t want to upset you with what I am about to ask you.”

“Oh.” She retracts her hand and looks down.

“I don’t want to upset you, but I have to ask.  Have you called Ian?” Just the thought of him makes my blood boil.  Saying his name repulses me.  

She shakes her head and says nothing.

“I know you insist I’m the father, but I insist I’m not, which means that it would have to be him, right?”

She looks up to me and she’s continuously shaking her head.  “I don’t know.  I promise, I don’t.”  A tear trickles down her face.  “I know you think that I’m just making this up to try to trap you or something.  I know you think I’m a horrible person, but I’m not.”

I glance away.  “I don’t know what to think about you.”

“I’ll tell you what happened, but I don’t know that you will believe a word I say at this point.”

I pop my head up and give her an expectant look.  “Yeah, I’d love to know what the hell happened.”

She gulps.  “You left to go to the wedding.”

“Right.”

“That weekend I wasn’t feeling well, but I went out anyway.”

“Joe’s?”

“Uh huh.  I had too much to drink.  I met Ian.  He was...like I said before.  He was kind, caring, compassionate...”

“Ugh.  You can spare me those details.” The less I can hear about the prick the better.

“Anyway, we went home together.  The next morning I woke up violently ill.  He took care of me, took me to the doctor, and made sure I was okay afterwards.”  Her eyes wander around the room and then back to mine.  “I really felt bad afterwards.  I was so confused.  I wanted you, but I can’t describe the connection I felt towards him.”

“Keep going, that is if you feel okay and this isn’t stressing you too much.”

“No, I think it’s a ton of bricks being lifted off of my shoulders, honestly.”

“Yeah, I can see where that would be true.”

She closes her eyes and then picks up the water jug and takes a long gulp.  She doesn’t put it back, but rather places it on the bed beside her.  “I couldn’t get in touch with you.  Ian continued to take care of me.  Things were great...until I found out I was pregnant.”

“Let me guess?  The irresponsible ass suddenly wasn’t as charming as he had been?” He makes me fuming mad.  I didn’t even love Veronica, but I don’t think I would care what woman it was.  I know how badly he hurt Gabby and I can’t stand the thought of him doing that to other people I do care about.

Nodding, she says, “He just flipped out and ran away.”  A tear trickles down her face.  “Then I was all alone.  I thought for a long time I could do it by myself, but then I got scared the closer the time came.”

“So you thought that you could just tell me it was mine and I’d believe you...that we’d just all the sudden be a happy family?”  I narrow my eyes.  Part of this situation infuriates me.  The other part of it realizes I’m not sure I can blame her.  “If you and Ian weren’t talking because he ran away, then why did he show up at Gabby’s the day you showed up at my apartment?  How did you two figure this out?”

“It’s not what you think.”

“Then tell me what it is because you have to realize how bad this looks.”

“I do.”  She looks up at the ceiling.  “When I left your apartment, he had been outside waiting on me.  He’d followed me to your place.  I only knew of Gabby from what I’d heard and seen around town.  He wanted to know what I was doing there with her.  I explained to him what was going on, and he begged me to give him another chance.”

“And...”

“I told him no.”

“No because you thought you could get me back?”

“Because I don’t know who the father is, and if I have to pick, then I pick you.”

“I’m not available for you to pick...”  Keep your cool.  The last thing you need is to blow up on her and cause trouble to the baby.  You’re getting answers.  Keep your cool.  I close my eyes and take a cleansing breath.  “You don’t get to pick who is the father of your child by process of elimination.  It doesn’t work that way.”

“I know that now.  I’m so sorry.”

“You keep saying you’re sorry, but you called me and didn’t call him.”

“Bradley, you and I have far more history.  Even if we’re not together, you know me well.  You are a comfort to me.  I would have called you regardless.”

“Is that so?”

She nods.  “Yes.”

“So Ian and Gabby.  Did you know he was going to her after you left my apartment?”

“No.  I swear I didn’t.  He just asked me if I loved you, and I told him I did.  He told me he wanted me to be happy.  Promised he’d take care of everything so I could be with you.”

“Little fucker!”  I shoot out of my seat and walk to the bathroom.  Calm down.  Calm down.  Count to ten.  I flick the faucet handle and splash cool water on my face.  Bracing the sink, I lean into the mirror.  I look like absolute shit.  I grab a paper towel and dry my face and walk back out to the room. “I’m sorry about that.  So basically he thought he could have her and you could have me, and we’d all just be better off?”

“I...yeah.”  She shrugs.  “I guess.  He called me the next day.  I didn’t answer.  He left a bunch of messages on my machine saying he was sorry and how it had not worked.  He said it just made him realize he wanted me even more.”

“You know I was a dick to you, but you were never leftovers to me.  That’s fucked up, Roni.”

“He told me before I left your apartment, he loved me.  I don’t think he went after Gabby because he wanted her.  I think he did it because he wanted me to be happy.  He has a tendency to make rash decisions, obviously.”

“Well, I’d like to believe he has a few redeeming qualities, but from what I know of him, he’s scum of the earth.” I clench my fists.

“I had a pregnancy test the Sunday he took me to the doctor.  It was negative.”

I sigh.  Negative.  “I thought you said you didn’t know who the father was?”

“When I found out I was pregnant, I explained the situation.  The doctor said there is no way to know.  Just because it was negative that day, doesn’t mean it’s not yours.”  She picks her jug back up and takes another sip.  “I was given an antibiotic.  It made my birth control not work.  Sperm can live a long time.  They said it’s hard to say at this point.”

I slouch in my seat.  “Unbelievable.”

“I promise.  You can ask my doctor yourself if you don’t believe me.”

“No, I get it.  You need to call Ian.”  I can’t believe I am even recommending this, but she does.  He deserves to know.

“I don’t even know what to say to him.  I’m so confused.”  She throws her hands up in the air.  “All of these pregnancy hormones.  They’re driving me nuts.”

“Do you love him?”  I can tell by the way she talks about him that she at the very least cares for him.

“I don’t know.”

“I think you do.”

“You think I know...”  She cocks her head and squints her eyes.  “Or you think I love him?”

“I think you care about him.  I think there’s a good chance you love him.”

“I love you.”

I look away.  “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For making you fall in love with me and not being able to reciprocate that.”  I glance back over to her.  “You need to call him.”

“Okay.  But what does that mean for you?” 

“Well, obviously I want the paternity test.  That’s clearly not going to happen anytime soon.  So until then, I’m just going to act as if this child is mine.  I’ll come by every day and check on you.  I want to be notified if something changes.  I don’t want to miss my potential child’s birth.  But I think Ian should be able to decide those things for himself.  I don’t think it’s right to make him miss the birth of his potential child because you’re secretly hoping it’s mine.”

“Ugh.  You’re right.”

“I wish I wasn’t.  I wish this wasn’t happening, but it is.  We have to make the right decisions moving forward.  It’s not just about us.”

She nods, and a movement in the crack of the door catches my eye.  There’s a small knock, and we both say to come in.  I’m shocked to see it’s Gabby.  I turn my head to the side.  I wonder how long she’s been out there and what she’s heard.  I look over to Veronica and put my pointer finger up to signal one minute.  “I’ll be right back.”

I tug Gabby back into the hall and pull her into an embrace, inhaling her scent.  She freezes into place and drops the bags she’s holding.  She slowly wraps her arms around my body.  “Everything okay?” she whispers.

I kiss her hair.  “No.  It’s an apeshit mess.”

That makes her giggle.  “I’m sorry.”  She picks up the bags and hands them to me.  “Your phone.  It was going straight to voicemail.”

“I should have known better than to think you’d be able to get through.  I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“You probably weren’t.  It’s not like you have nothing on your mind.”

I smile and chuckle.  “You’re amazing.  Thank you for the food.”

“You’re welcome.  Will you call me when you leave?”

“I will.  I won’t be much longer.”

She nods.  I can see disappointment in her eyes.  I know she’s trying to be strong.  I move the stray piece of hair to behind her ears.  “Be careful on the way home.”

She leans into my touch.  “I will.  UIOLYOEV.”  She rattles that off so fast.  It’s such a tongue teaser.  I love it when she says it, though.  She made it up one day as a way of telling me she loved me in public so we didn’t seem sappy and gross people out.  

I shake my head.  “Ditto that.”  I kiss her forehead and she turns on her heel and walks away.
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As I walk back out of the hospital, I know I can’t really blame Bradley for wanting to be there, but it was so hard to step into that building and peek into that room to see him with another woman, a pregnant woman.  I’m already struggling with school.  His mom is already drilling me with wedding planning.  I mean, in a way I love that Holly has embraced me and we’re already so close, but on the other hand, I am so swamped with school.  I’m finding it exceptionally hard to focus.  To say I feel overwhelmed is putting it mildly.  

I unlock and open my car door, put my seat belt on and look over my shoulder to back up as I start the ignition and put it into gear.  Time alone in the car may be just what I need to decompress my thoughts.  I knew that this would be tough with Veronica, but I also thought that we’d be able to quickly check paternity and put it behind us.  I briefly thought about what it would be like if the baby was really Bradley’s, but he was so sure it wasn’t that it was hard for me to consider anything other than it not being his.  This entire situation seems to be unraveling and becoming more and more out of control by the day.  I don’t know if it’s this, or a combination of things, but I have been really moody.  I feel bad about it, but I can’t help it.

I do love him.  I can’t imagine being without him.  I just wasn’t ready for all of this grown-up drama.  I’m still in college, and I’m planning a wedding and dealing with a potential Baby Mama.  There is just something wrong about that.  I decide that now would be a good time to try to call Sam.  That’s another thing.  Being away from my two best friends, Sam and John, has been harder than I thought.  It’s only been a week and I find that I’m almost home sick, but which home?  Charleston or Columbia?  And how can I be homesick when I know my home is wherever Bradley is?  

I dial Sam’s number.  I need to try to talk to her if I can.  Besides, she may be able to help me understand this whole placenta thing with Veronica.  I press the voice command button on the touch screen of my phone.  “Call Sam.”

I am disappointed when it goes to voicemail.  Even though I hate talking to machines or voicemails, I decide I’ll leave her a message.  I smile as I listen to her bubbly voice saying, “Hi. It’s Sam.  You know you wanna leave a message after the beep.”

She’s been so busy with school that it’s been nearly impossible for us to find time to talk.  I should have known that calling her during the day was a waste.   I know that this message is directed to me.  She knows I rarely leave a voicemail.  “Sam.  It’s me.”  I pause a minute.  I’m not good at talking to silence.  “I was just missing my big sister.  Are you going to be able to help me move this weekend?”  A tear forms and escapes, falling down my cheek.  “Just call me back when you get this. Love you.”

I press the red square to end the call and swipe the tear.  I don’t know why I’m so emotional all of the sudden.  I reassure myself.  Who wouldn’t be emotional with all of the life changes that have happened in the last week? I went from everything being peachy, to things being horrendous, back to beyond incredible, and now I feel like the rug is being slowly pulled out from underneath us again.  To say it’s been a rollercoaster would be an epic understatement.
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I must have dozed off on the couch studying when I got home.  When I squint my eyes open, I see my reflection through blazing blue eyes.  My body is limp in the very capable arms of Bradley.  He turns his head to the side a little and smiles.  “Go back to sleep.  Just moving you to the bed.”

I want to talk to him.  I want to look at him longer, but I can barely keep my eyes open.  I nod and close them back.  I’m in that awesome in between sleep.  That sleep where you can hear and feel things, but you’re so tired you couldn’t care less about what they are saying or doing to you.  He unbuttons my jeans and pulls them down and tosses them to the floor.  Instead of taking my t-shirt off, he just simply pulls the duvet up and tucks me in while placing a soft kiss on my forehead.  He grunts and whispers, “I love you so much.”

I try to say it back, but I’m sure it comes out as a muffled mess before drifting back into a peaceful slumber.
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“Gabby.” Bradley nudges me.  “Gabby, wake up.”

I roll over into his hard body.  His elbow is bent, and his head is supported in his hand.  “Hmm?  What are you doing awake?”  He’s never awake before I leave to go to school.  “I could get used to this, though.” I drink in his disheveled hair and exposed chest.  I trace my finger over his sternum.  

His eyes are glittering with amusement and then he takes my finger in his hand, and I can see there’s something bothering him.  “We need to talk before you go to school.”

“‘Bout what?” I curiously ask.

“Moving.” 

Oh.  I don’t think I’m going to like this.  I push myself up and lean back against the headboard.  “Okay...”

“I called Sam and John last night.  They’re going to meet you at your apartment and help get everything packed into one of those Pods.”

I narrow my eyes.  “But you’re not coming, are you?”

“I can’t leave, Gabby.”  He drops his head.  “I can’t be that far away if something happens.”

I look away and bite my lip and proverbially bite my tongue.  Nothing that comes out of my mouth right now will be nice, productive, or helpful to the situation.  He reaches over and puts his hand on mine.  “Look at me.”  As much as I don’t want to do it because he’s told me to do it and for no other reason I do.  I slowly turn my head and my eyes meet his.  I have been so looking forward to moving this weekend.  With him.  “Please don’t be upset with me.”

“I’m not upset with you.  I’m disappointed.”

“I knew you would be.  It’s been killing me to know I have to tell you this.”  I just sit there.  I can’t say what I’m thinking.  I can’t say that I feel like he’s choosing her over me because I know that is partially irrational.  He’s choosing the baby over me, and I should be thankful because that shows how incredible of a father he is going to be, but a father to another woman’s child. I press my lips together and furrow my brows.  Do I lie and say I understand?  I don’t want to seem like I’m not being understanding or sympathetic.  I don’t want to come across as crass.  He moves his hand and caresses my cheek.  “I’m sorry,” he gently breathes as his lips come closer to mine.

I nod as I close my eyes.  He urges me to release my lips as he brushes his from side to side.  I want to kiss him so badly, but I can’t just snap my fingers and turn my emotions off like that.  My voice cracks.  “This whole ordeal isn’t going to go away, is it?”

He shakes his head and sighs.  “It doesn’t appear that this is going to go away anytime soon, nor be easy or quick.”  He kisses my forehead.  “Please be patient with me, for me.”

I glance up and lean into his palm.  “I’m trying.”

He pulls me forward and our foreheads are touching.  “I know you are.  Are we okay?”

“We’re fine.”  I give into my stubbornness and decide to kiss those delicious lips.  “Mmm,” I hum.  “I just was looking forward to being together this weekend.”  He collapses down on the bed and raises his arm for me to snuggle into his side.  “It’s funny because even though we’re living together I feel like we got to spend more quality time together before.”

“It will get easier.  This week hasn’t exactly been normal.”

I shrug and roll my eyes.  “True statement.  What time is it?”

His hands wander to the hem of my shirt and lifts it.  “Time enough for us to enjoy our morning before you have to get ready.”

I can’t help but laugh.  “Did I mention that I could get used to you waking up with me in the mornings?”

He shifts onto his side and starts tracing the trail from my belly button up to my breasts with his tongue.  “I think you might have.”

“Ah.” I exhale as my eyes roll into the back of my head.  “Mhmm.  I did.”

“Well if I can get to enjoy this with you every morning...” 

“What’s this?”

He takes my bottom lip into his and sucks, then swirls his tongue around.  When he releases, I peek at him.  He points to me.  “You.”  Then he moves his finger back and forth between the space in between our bodies, which is small.  “Us.”  

“Ah.” I smile.  “I see.”

“Gabby, we’re this.  And it’s worth losing sleep over.”
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Gabby's been so different since the move. It's funny how I had thought that being closer would be easier, when in actuality, it has been far more difficult. I’m so frustrated with her. She's assured me it's just school and wedding stuff, but I can't shake the feeling that it's more than that.

I can’t help but feel like she’s on the verge of leaving me.   She’s a runner.  That’s what she does.  When the going gets tough, her natural tendency is to withdraw.  I feel it.  I know that’s what she’s doing.  It’s like she’s pulling back so that walking away will be easier.  My decision to stand by Veronica through all of this can’t be easy for her.  I’ve never been insecure like this.  It’s unnerving.  I don’t know why I’m surprised.  Nothing about Gabby and our relationship has been normal or ordinary for me.  I have nothing to compare this to.  

Part of me feels really bad for following and checking up on her because  I trust her.  I do.  I shake my head as I try to reassure myself that I’m not trying to convince myself of that.  If I’m trying to convince myself, that would mean that I doubt my trust for her.  I can’t doubt that.  Not when I’m about to make her my wife.  We can’t start a marriage on a rocky foundation of questionable trust.

I just need to know what is going on with her.  Something is bothering her.  I can feel it.  If she’s not going to trust and confide in me, then I’m going to have to find out on my own.  I’m no private investigator, so I hope I don’t botch this.  If she finds out I’m sneaking around behind her back then I’ll lose her trust.  I just feel like I’m losing control of everything, of her.  I don’t know what else to do to stop it.

It’s a Thursday, and she said she meets her tutor, Emmi, at this coffee shop in Suwanee.  I’ve tried to park as far away as I can to stay hidden, but close enough to see in the windows.  I did have the smarts to borrow Sharon’s car.  It would be much more difficult to hide a shiny silver sports car.

I roll my eyes and put my head back.  This makes me feel like such a dick.  The thought crosses my mind to leave before I find myself in real trouble, but it quickly fades as I see Gabby at the entrance to the coffee shop with another girl.  I’m relieved.  That must be Emmi.  I decide that just because she’s meeting Emmi doesn’t mean she may not be meeting someone else afterwards.  I hate that my father’s actions have made me question everyone’s motives, especially hers.

I feel like an amateur.  Hell, I am an amateur at this.  I should have thought to bring my binoculars.  After she goes inside, I pull the car a little closer so I can see through the windows.  It’s obvious they are studying.  Gabby has pulled books from her book-bag.  She looks less than thrilled to be there.  At least I know her sour demeanor isn’t just with me.  I guess this should make me feel a little better?  It doesn’t.  I want to know why she’s so bothered.  I want her to tell me so I can make her feel better.

What I see isn’t at all what I expect.  There is a guy who has brought them their drinks.  He’s older, my dad’s age.  There’s something about the way he looks at Gabby.  It’s gnawing at my insides.  It’s like he’s some kind of pervert or creep.  I clench my fists.  It takes everything in me to not want to storm through the door and ask him what his problem is, but I know I can’t do that.

He seems to, at the very least, maintain professionalism.  I wonder if he’s the manager as I see him walk to several other tables.  I assume he’s asking if everything is good with them.  I’ve watched Joe do this for years.  Maybe he’s even the owner.  I don’t get how anyone could run a successful business eyeing college girls the way he just did my fiancée.

After about an hour, I watch as Gabby packs her things and throws away her trash.  She stands and talks to Emmi for a few minutes with her bag on her shoulder.  As they start to walk to the door, I realize I have to leave before she sees me.  I slowly ease out of the parking lot watching through my rearview mirror until Gabby is in her car.  I hang back as long as I can without losing her.  If I’ve done this much, I might as well follow her and see if she makes her way home without any detours.  I laugh out loud as I think to myself, if the architecture business ever falls flat, you can always fall back on private investigation.

It’s definitely a challenge to hang with her, but not to lose her.  I have become a sweaty mess.  One thing I didn’t anticipate is that Gabby wouldn’t go home, but rather to my office.  Shit.  What the hell is she doing?

I rush to get Sharon’s car parked and race to the gym.  I quickly change into my gym clothes and make my way to the treadmill.  I realize I need to call Sharon and fill her in and frantically dial her number.  This whole ordeal has been quite the workout, but I guess I’ll run a little bit to look the part.

“Mr. Banks,” Sharon says disapprovingly.  She had already told me that this was a bad idea.

“Gabby is on her way up to my office.  If I don’t make it back to you because of this hiccup in my plan, I’ll have your keys waiting for you in my locker.”  I put the phone on the treadmill and turn it on speaker.  “Can you send her to the gym when she gets there?”

“No problem.  Mr. Banks?”

“Yeah?”

She hesitates, “Never mind.  It’s not my place.”

“Your place?”  She breathes into the phone and I can tell something is bothering her, but I don’t have time for this right now.  “What is it, Sharon?”

“This isn’t the way to start a marriage.  You shouldn’t be following --”

“I know, Sharon --”

I am almost pissed that she cut me off, but then it becomes perfectly clear why she did.  “Hi Miss Gerhart.  Are you looking for Mr. Banks?”

“Damn, I hope she didn’t hear you,” I whisper.  Then I realize it’s not like Gabby can hear me so why would I need to whisper? “Thank you for the heads up.  Remember keys in the locker.”

“Yes.” Sharon politely tells her.  “He’s in the gym”

I increase the speed on the treadmill to a level that requires me to sprint.  I know how long it takes to get down here.  I need to be sweating more than this when she gets here.
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As good of shape as I’m in, I feel like I’m about to die on the treadmill.  I slow the speed down right as Gabby is walking in the door.  I smile at my perfect timing.  Screw cool down time, I can’t wait to get my hands on her.  I cut the power and hop off grabbing a towel.

“Hey you.  Did you come to work out with me?”

She shrugs and smiles that shy smile.  “No.  I thought you usually worked out later.”

“I needed some stress relief.”

“Oh.  I just missed you and wanted to surprise you.”

I use the towel to wipe the beads of sweat from my face and toss it into the dirty linen’s bin.  I reach my arms around her and pull her into my body.  Her hair is in a ponytail.  She has no idea how sexy I think she looks with her hair like that.  There are little tendrils that have fallen down and frame her face and neck.  I bury my face into her neck and inhale her sweet scent.

Mmm.  It intoxicates me, totally consuming me.  I start nibbling her neck wanting to completely get lost in her.  I never thought I would miss our meet-in-the-middle dates.  I don’t miss the distance.  I miss the impulsivity, and our hungry desire for each other.  I work my way up to that special spot around her ear lobe.  As a small whimper escapes I feel her body completely submit to me.  Yes, I have missed this.

“You’re all sweaty,” Gabby whispers.

“So.”  I move my hands up towards her ponytail and give it a gentle tug.  “I love your hair like this.”

She laughs.  “Is that right?”

“Mhmm.” I swirl my tongue around her lobe.  “How’s your day going?”  I briefly feel bad that I kind of already know the answer to that question.

“Much better.”  She tries to push me away.  Ugh.  “Seriously, you’re all sweaty.”

I back up from her, and she looks like the cutest thing with her nose scrunched.  I can’t help but chuckle.  “That look on your face suggests I’m not just sweaty, but also that I stink.”

“True story.” She laughs.

I swoop her up in one quick motion.  Even though she protests everytime I do it like she doesn’t like it, it’s always playful protesting and I know that she loves it when I carry her around.

She kicks her feet back and forth like she’s swimming in the air.  “Hey.  Put me down.  Where are you taking me?”

“To the shower.”

“You need the shower, not me!”

“True story.” I mirror her words and smirk.

“What if someone comes in?”

“That’s what locks are for, Gabby Girl.” When I get to the shower door, I close and lock it.  I turn the knob to turn the water.  Thank goodness these showers never take long to warm up.

Gabby jumps back wide eyed with her mouth gaping open as her clothes are quickly soaking wet.  “Our clothes?” she urges.

I daringly raise my eyebrow at her.  “We have extra.”

“Well that’s a good thing.  I’m not sure about this.”

I move to fill in the distance she’s just put between us and pull her back into the water.  “Why not?”

“This is your company gym,” she quietly replies as she looks around as if someone can see or hear us.

“My company gym.” I finally take her bottom lip into mine realizing that I need that connection with her.

She moans as she gives into my kiss and finally wraps her arms around my neck.  Our tongues are doing their familiar tango as my hands begin to unbutton the buttons on her shirt.  When I undo the first one, I kiss her bare skin on her chest.  “You.”  Then I undo another, kissing her cleavage.  “Are.”  When the next button is undone, I skim my fingers up to her shoulders and push the shirt off of her shoulders.  She wiggles her arms free.  Now I’m back to where I started.  “So.”  Those shoulders, that sweet neck of hers.  I nibble my way back down to her chest.  She holds my head between her palms and plays with my hair, which feels so good.  My tongue laps up the warm water bouncing off of her.  “Beautiful,” I murmur as I undo the last several buttons.

Gabby freezes as I hear a voice.  It doesn’t take me long to recognize it’s Sharon’s.  I don’t hear anyone else, so she must be on her cell phone.  “Shh.” I put my finger up to her mouth. She surprises me when she takes it into her mouth and gives it a quick bite.  She doesn’t release it, though.  She keeps a gentle grip on it and swirls her tongue around.  She can be such a damn tease, and I’m pretty sure that this is a punishment tease.  I should have known better than to do this.  I got so caught up in the moment that I totally forgot she was going to have to come get her keys.  I wonder for a moment if she heard us while we stand quietly in the shower until it’s quiet again.  Hopefully since she’s on her phone, she wasn’t paying attention.

When I realize the coast is clear, I pull my finger from her mouth.  “That was sexy as hell.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed that.  You can have more of that at home.”  She picks up her shirt, climbs out of the shower and uses one of the towels to dry off.  Glancing back over her shoulder, she teases me.  Teases me.  I feel like a horny teenage boy who tried to get laid in the high school locker room or something.  “I told you this was a bad idea.”

I decide to let her go get herself together while I finish up my shower.  I can tell she’s a little frustrated with me, and I can’t blame her.  What is my problem?  I don’t even recognize myself today.  Actually, I do.  This is the guy who I was before her.  The guy I couldn’t stand during those three months that I reflected back on my actions and inactions.  Following her and then trying to act cool and in control to make myself feel better.  Typical playboy Bradley Banks.  No wonder she’s irritated.  Did I actually think this would help our situation?

My mind goes into a planning frenzy.  I have to make this up to her, and I have to find a way to tell her what I’ve done today.  I can’t stand the way this is eating at me.  It will have to wait until after tomorrow, though.  I have every intention of going back tomorrow and finding out who he is, and why he seems so fixated on my fiancée.


[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

It’s been eating me up all night and all day today that I snuck behind Gabby’s back yesterday.  When I was growing up and my parents made me go to Sunday School and church, I was taught that you can’t expect to be forgiven when you continuously commit the same sin over and over again.  It’s one thing to do something wrong once and ask to be forgiven after you repent, but if you commit the same sin over and over again, then you must have never truly repented.

These lessons have been on overdrive in my mind.  I can hear Preacher Rivers in his southern, deep voice preaching the sermon like it was yesterday.  I know that if I am having this feeling over and over again that it is my gut telling me to let this go, but I can’t.

I also have a part of my gut gnawing at me that this guy I saw yesterday is bad news.  I would rather have to ask for forgiveness later if I get caught as opposed to asking for permission or having to give an explanation as to why I’m checking up on her now.

I did decide that the charade from yesterday was ridiculous.  I mean, borrowing Sharon’s car was a bit much.  I decided that if I’m going to do this, I’m not going to hide.  Besides, she usually only has tutoring sessions with Emmi on Tuesdays and Thursdays.  So she shouldn’t even be here today.

If she happens to be here and sees me, thus outing me, then I’ll just tell her I was in the area.  That won’t be a lie.  It’s error by omission, even if it is on purpose.  Skirting the truth is something my father taught me how to do well.  It makes me cringe to think I’d need to use any of those shady skills, especially on the woman I love.  I remind myself this is to protect her.  It wasn’t originally, but it is now.  Everything happens for a reason.  Maybe the things that led up to me following her yesterday happened so I would see him.  So I would be able to protect her from him.

Gabby is so naïve, I’m sure she has no clue he’s even a problem.  She has a tendency to give people the benefit of the doubt and assume people are good.  I chuckle because she sure as hell wasn’t that way with me when we met.

I have never had to work so hard in my life at anything as I did trying to win her.  Those three months made me realize she had pegged me pretty accurately.  I think that aside from wanting her, that was what drove me to change the most.

Hearing her call me out on all of those things hurt for the first time.  In the past, I’d been almost proud of being the way I was.  I still can’t wrap my mind around what it still is about her.  Love at first sight seems silly, but that’s all I’ve got.  I think I loved her even then.

When I arrive, there is no sign of Gabby, which is a very good thing for me.  I breathe a sigh of relief as I cut the engine.  I skim the parking lot once more as I get out and jog towards the door.  When I go inside, I get in line so that I can order something just to complain so I can try to talk to this guy.  

She can’t be in college, she’s surely just a teenager.  I feel bad having to be a jerk to her.  It’s obvious when I walk up that she finds me attractive.  Of course she does.  Man, I feel like a dick when she smiles and asks what she can get for me.  I guess asking for the manager right out won’t work well, huh.

“Large coffee.  Two creams, two Splendas, please.”

She nods and takes my money.  “Just a minute.”

When she brings me back my cup, I realize I don’t have it in me to make a scene or embarrass either of us.  I spot business cards by the register.  A thought crosses my mind as she hands it to me.  “Here you go.  Have a great day,” she says.

I smile.  “Thanks.  Hey, can I ask you a question?”

Her cheeks turn red, and she barely smiles.  “You just did, but you can ask another if you’d like.”

Cute.  I can’t help but smirk back at her.  “I guess I did, didn’t I?  I’ll take you up on the other one.  Any chance your manager is around?”  Her look of amusement fades quickly.  “It’s not you.  I just have a question for him, that’s all.”

Relief sets in and I watch her body slouch as it relaxes.  “Sure, I’ll go get him for you real quick.”  I watch her walk into the back.

I step to the side and reach down picking up one of the business cards.  It doesn’t have a name on it, just the shop name with one of those little Christian fish on it.  I shrug and put it back thinking that may be a promising sign.  When I look back up, I see him-the freak who seems to be obsessed with Gabby, walking towards me.

I extend my hand and flash my charming smile that I use when I’m doing business.  “Bradley Banks.  And you are?” 

He puts his hand in mine and gives a firm shake.  “Gabe Gerhart.  How can I help you?”

I try to maintain my composure, but there is no part of my being expecting to hear that name.  Gabby has never told me his name, but clearly I have just introduced myself to her father.  They don’t resemble each other much, but the name would be far too much of a coincidence.  He must know that Gabby is his daughter.  That has to be why he was looking at her like that yesterday.  I clear my throat trying to not seem fazed by this information.  I have to think fast, but I really want to get the hell out of here.  “I just wanted to let you know that this young lady...” I point to the girl who had been helping me.  “Has the best customer service.  I thought she deserved some recognition.”

He appears confused.  I wink at her as I release his hand.  Her face turns beet red, and she quickly looks down at the register with a beaming smile.  “Nice shop and great service.  I will definitely be back,” I say as I walk out of the front door.  Damn, Bradley.  That wasn’t awkward at all.  I am completely floored.  My pulse is racing, my hands are shaking.  What in the hell am I supposed to do with this information?

It doesn’t take me long to realize I have to call Sam.  He’s their damn father.  What are the chances?  I decide to head to the gym first because I have to get some of this aggression, this rage out before I can be around Gabby.  The mere thought of him hurting her makes me want to kill him.  
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When I get to the gym, I change my clothes, warm up, and head straight to the treadmill.  I blast the speed and run as fast as I can until I feel like I can’t breathe anymore.  Then I walk for a few minutes, and then sprint again.  The entire time the only thing on my mind is varying scenarios of what this man did to the woman I love.  Finally, after about five repetitions of this, I cool down, pick up the towel from the handle, wipe my face, and head to the punching bag.  This work out comes especially easy for me.  All I have to do is think about the things I’d like to do to the men in Gabby’s life who have hurt her.  I briefly laugh as I remember fighting with Ian not so long ago.  And to think I went light on him.
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After my shower, I head back up to my office.  I want privacy to make this phone call.  It’s after hours, so it’s not like anyone is around anyway.  I just want to be able to close the door, sit at my desk, and think before I make this call. 

What in the hell am I going to say to her?  Sam, I met your father today.  No.  Sam, is your dad’s name Gabe Gerhart?  Oh, now that’d be a hell of a note if it’s not even their dad.  I should probably check that out first, huh. 

I grab the receiver to the phone and punch in Joe’s number.  He owns a nightclub, but he also does some PI work on the side.  I know that he’ll be able to quickly figure out who he is.

When he answers, I go right into it.  “Hey, man.  I need you to do an idenity check for me.”

“Okay.  Nice to talk to you today, too.  And no, I wasn’t in the middle of anything.  I’d be delighted to be at your beck and call, Mr. Banks.”

I chuckle.  “Damn straight.  No seriously, it’s important.  It’s about Gabby and Sam.”

“Oh yeah?” he asks, his tone more serious now.

“Yeah.  I think I met their father today.”

“Didn’t their dad apparently do some pretty bad shit to them back in the day?”

“Just to Gabby, but yeah.”

“What’s his name or what do you need me to look up?”

“Gabe Gerhart.  He owns that coffee shop that Gabby studies at.  I mean, what are the freakin’ chances of that?”

“Dude.  That’s crazy.  Give me a minute.”

I can hear him typing.  The silence on the phone makes me feel like time has frozen in place.  “Anything?”

“I’m still looking.”

“Oh.”

“Gabe Gerhart.  Married to Cindy Gerhart.  A son named Evan.  Moved to Atlanta twelve years ago.  Member of the local chapter of Alcoholics Anonymous, a deacon at First Baptist Church, owner of Gi Gi’s Coffee Shop.”

“Anything about girls?”

“Not initially, but it looks like before he moved to Atlanta, he was married.”

“Uh huh.  Did he happen to live in Charleston before he moved to Atlanta?”

“Yep, I’m ninety-nine percent sure this is him, man.  What the hell are you gonna do?”

“I dunno.  Probably will call Sam first.”

“Here we go, jackpot.  Two girls.  Sam and Gabby.  Ex-wife is Grace.”

“Ugh.”  I sigh into the phone.  “Fax or email me everything you can get on the SOB, please.”

“Need anything else from me, sir?” 

“Ha, no.  Thanks, though.  I seriously appreciate your help.  We still on for fishing Saturday while the girls go do their wedding bridezilla stuff?”

“Yep.  I’ll be at the lake house all weekend.  Just come whenever.”

“Good.  See ya then.”

“Bye.”

I put the phone down because I have to take a minute before I call Sam to gather my thoughts.  I still have no idea what I’m going to say to her.  Maybe I need to just play it by ear.  See how she acts.  Hell, she may not even answer the phone.  I sure hope she does because I don’t want to have to carry this around with me for long.

I pull my cell phone out because I don’t have her number memorized.  Lucky for me, she answers on the second ring.
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I am about to head into the library to study when my phone rings.  I almost press ignore, but it’s Bradley.  The only time he ever calls me is when something’s wrong or when he needs help with something special for Gabby.  I swipe the screen to answer.  “Hello.”

“Sam, it’s Bradley.” 

I always think it’s funny how he announces who he is when he calls.  As if I don’t recognize his voice by now, never mind that I have caller ID.  “When will you realize I know who you are when you call?”

“Hey.  I dunno.”  It’s clear that there is something wrong.  I don’t have time for drama tonight.  What has he done now?  “Listen, I found something out today, and I need to talk to you about it.”

I’m just picking on him because he’s like the big brother I never had, but he’s not digging it tonight.  “Sounds serious.”

“Yep.  Got a few minutes?”

“Yeah, a few.” As much as I hate to study, I really do need to get my butt in the library.

There is a pause, and then he clears his throat.  “Um.  I have no idea what the right way to tell you this is, so I’m just going to spill it.  I need to know what to do with this information.”

What information and how to tell me what?  “Is it Gabby?  Is she okay?”  My heart feels like it’s beating five thousand beats a second.  I back over to the bench that’s behind me and plop down.

“Gabby’s fine.  Sam...”

Relief floods my body about Gabby, but he’s killing me.  “Dammit, Bradley.  Just spit it out already.”  I can’t take this.  He’s about to give me a heart attack.

“I met your father today.”  I swallow hard. 

I swallow hard.  “You what?”  I think I’m in shock.  I really thought this part of my life was fully behind me.

He starts to answer me.  “I-”

Then my thoughts turn to Gabby.  “Was Gabby with you?” I interrupt.

“No.  Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.  Did you tell her?”

“You can’t be fine, Sam.  And no.  I didn’t tell her yet.”

“Yet?  You’re not going to tell her ever,” I hiss.  He may be her fiancée, but she’s my sister.  No one knows her better than me.  She can never find out about this.  It will destroy her.

“I thought I should tell you first.  I don’t know if I should tell her, especially since I found out because I was following her.”  At my sharp intake of breath, Bradley sighs.  “It’s a long story that I don’t want to go into at the moment.  But when it all boils down to it, I just don’t like keeping secrets from her, Sam.”  There’s a pause.  “Secrets destroy lives.”

“Well you know what will also destroy a life?  Introducing her to the bastard.  That’s what will destroy her.  So help me, Bradley...”  I take a deep breath.  He’s never seen this side of me, and it’s not a side he’s going to want to see again.  “Just trust me.  You can’t tell her.”

“All right, all right.  I won’t.  But Sam, he’s seen her.  She studies at his coffee shop.”

“She needs to stay away from him.  He’s dangerous.”

“I know, but for what it’s worth he appears to have gotten his life together.”

“It’s not worth a damn thing to me.  He’s dead to me.  I buried him a long time ago.  Gabby would be better off if you would do the same thing.”

“Okay.  Fine.  I just thought you should know.  I didn’t know what to do.”

“Nothing.  That’s what you do.  I gotta go,” I grumble and hang up the phone.  I feel like crap as soon as I do it.  I am sure that he means well.  I shouldn’t have hung up on him.  Thoughts of my dad stir emotions that aren’t welcome.  I really need to call Dr. Harrison for a session.  
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I stare down at the phone completely taken aback.  She hung up on me.  I don’t know how to handle all of this. Women.  I sarcastically laugh and recall why I had made it my mission to avoid them before Gabby.  Shaking my head, I stand and make my way to the door so I can lock the office and leave.  I have made it halfway across the floor when my phone rings.  I look at the caller ID and see it’s Sam.  

“Sam,” I answer.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers.  

“I know.”  And I do.  I know that was totally out of character for her.  She’s never acted like that before.  I know that is a sensitive subject.  I can’t judge her because I don’t know how I’d react if I were her.  “I forgive you for what it’s worth.”

“A lot...it’s worth a lot.  I’m ashamed of my behavior.”

“Don’t be.  I think I somewhat expected that kind of response.”

“It was wrong.  I shouldn’t have taken my frustration and aggression out on you,” she confesses.

“You’re human, Sam.  It’s hard to contain that kind of emotion.”  No one understands that more than me.  I struggle to contain myself in situations similar to these.  “Sam, I’m not going to lie.  I watched my father keep secrets my entire life.  I still do.  They destroy people.  I just don’t like keeping this from her, but if it’s that important to you and you think it’s what’s best for her, then I’ll do it.”

“I do, Bradley.”  I can hear her voice crack, and I can tell she’s fighting back tears.  Sam never cries.  I’ve met a lot of tough girls in my life, but none quite like her.  She can be tender, sweet, and fun loving, but she’s not someone you want to cross like I just did.  You can trust me about that.  “I really don’t think she’ll be able to make it through it.”

“You don’t think so?  I mean, she’s stronger than she used to be.  She has me.”  I know that sounds cocky, but it is what it is.  She’s no longer alone.  I refuse to let her fall.

“I don’t know.  I just think it’s best if she doesn’t know.  I don’t know why.  Maybe because I remember.”

“All right.  I’ll do my best, then.  Are you going to be okay?  Not like I can do much for you from so far away.”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine.”  She sniffs.  “I’ve gotta go study.  I’ll bury my head in anatomy and medical terminology.”

“Okay,” I chuckle.  “Call me if you need me.  I’m here.”

“I know.  Bye, Bradley.”

“See ya.”
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It’s been about a week since I found out about Gabe.  I’ve been able to keep my promise to Sam, but it’s been eating me alive.  I haven’t had time to really talk to Sam much.  I’ve been covered up with trying to talk Gabby into switching her study locations to be closer to our house.  I’ve also gone every night to check on Roni.

They’re hanging in there.  The doctors are more and more optimistic each passing day.  I’m still not sure how I feel about that whole ordeal.  Part of me is positive this isn’t my child and the other part of me is growing attached already.  Every time I hear that heartbeat and see Roni’s stomach move, I become more intrigued with being a father.  I just wish it was being the father of mine and Gabby’s child.

I haven’t been sleeping well since I found out about her father.  Even though I had been getting up with her some after she moved here, she refuses to wake me up if I’m not already awake.  My cell phone starts to ring and I know this is my morning wake-up call even though I was already awake.  I heard her leave, and I couldn’t go back to sleep.  I swipe the screen to answer.  “Morning, Gabby Girl.”

“Morning, Mr. Banks.”

“What do you have planned today?” I ask as I climb out of bed and make my way to the kitchen to pour myself a cup of coffee.

“Emmi had to cancel a study session next week so we’re doing an extra one this week.  So I’m meeting her at Gi Gi’s to study after class.”

“Still studying at Gi Gi’s, huh?” I roll my eyes and frown.  She is so stubborn.

“I told you.  Emmi picked the place.  I feel bad asking to change it.  I don’t know why it’s all the sudden a big deal to you anyway.”

“Don’t want to argue with you this morning.” I take a sip of my scorching coffee. 

“Me neither,” she exhales.  “Typical day for you?”  And clearly she’s changing the subject.  I really am not in the mood to argue about this whole Gi Gi’s thing.  I’ll make it my mission to give her enough incentive to change her study location.  I have to get her away from him.  

“Yeah.  Meetings all day.  Thought I’d swing by and check on Roni and the baby later.”  There is always tension when I mention them.  I can’t stand it.  “Then I was going to see if you wanted to meet for dinner later?”

“Dinner’s fine.  I guess I’ll talk to you later, then?”

“Just call me when you’re done at Gi Gi’s.”

“I will.  Bradley...”

“Yeah?”

“I love you,” she whispers.  

“Love you, Gabby Girl.”  We both pause like we used to on the phone, except I know for me I have a much heavier heart during the pause than I used to have.  “Have a good day.”

“You, too.” 

She hangs up first.  I guess it’s just the thing with Veronica that has her so upset.  I don’t know what else it could be.  I decide to go ahead, get ready, and head into work early.
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I’ve been sitting at my desk all day working with the door closed.  Well, trying to work.  My ADHD is usually very well controlled, but today I can’t seem to focus on anything of importance.  My mind is wandering like a lost puppy around town.  It goes in circles.  One minute I’m working and the next I’m thinking of Gabby.  Thinking of that phone conversation and how I think she can tell that something is wrong.  I wonder if it’s just me and knowing that I am carrying this burden, this secret.  Then I wonder if it’s her.  Maybe there is something more going on with her that I haven’t figured out yet despite her reassurance.

I shake my head, toss my pen across the desk, and turn in the chair to look out of the floor to ceiling windows.  I watch as people walk around the streets and carry on their lives.  I realize as I watch them, that it’s me keeping this huge secret from her.  I’ve tried to reassure and justify to myself that, like Sam says, the truth would shatter her.  I’ve tried to tell myself that I’m doing the right thing, but if that was really the truth, this gnawing wouldn’t be eating me alive.  I know I have to find a way to tell her, but I don’t know how to even begin that conversation.

I will have to talk to Sam.  There is no way that I can keep this from her.  It’s not even been twenty-four hours and I can’t stand myself.  Maybe it’s because of all the crap that I’ve been through with my father’s secrets.  I have made it my life’s mission to make sure that I don’t operate like that.  I love Gabby, and the last thing I want to do is upset her, destroy her, crumble her, but I also can’t sacrifice myself for her sake.  That does neither one of us any good.

I turn and pick up my cell phone.  Right as I am looking up Sam’s phone number, the hospital number shows up on the caller ID as the phone starts to ring.  My heart drops into the floor.  That can only mean one thing.  I swipe.  “This is Bradley Banks.”

“Mr. Banks.  I’m a nurse at Emory.  We have you listed as Ms. Veronica Johnson’s emergency contact.”

“Right.  What’s going on?”  I can barely breathe.  I don’t know what to make of this.

“There have been some complications.”  With the word complications, I immediately grab my coat from the back of my chair and dig my keys out of my pocket and start to walk towards the door.  “They are prepping her for an emergency Caesarian section.  We would recommend that you get to the hospital as soon as possible.”

“I’m already on my way.  Are they okay?”  I swing the door open and mouth to Sharon that I’ll call her before rushing down to my car.

“I can’t tell you anything other than this about their condition.  Please drive safely.”

What the hell?  I can’t stand it when people open a can of worms and give you enough information to know there is something wrong and then close it to then leave your mind to wander to a million different scenarios, most of which are far worse than the actual situation.  I hope that’s the case.  “Thanks.  Will do.”

As soon as I hang up from the hospital, I call Sharon. She answers quickly.  “Mr. Banks, is everything okay?”

“I have a personal emergency.  Cancel my day and I’ll touch base with you tomorrow.”

“Yes sir.  I hope it’s not Gabby.” It’s a statement, but I know she’s hoping I’ll answer the unspoken request for information.

“No, it’s not Gabby.  I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Yes, sir.”

Speaking of Gabby, I realize I need to let her know what’s going on, but I don’t have time right now to call her.  My office isn’t far from the hospital, so I’ll be there soon.  I would rather just wait to call her and tell her when I know more of what is going on with them.

As I approach the entrance, I decide that I’ll do the valet parking .  I don’t know how much time I have before they do the c-section, if they haven’t already done it.  I throw the gear into park, pick up my cell phone, and open the door.  The valet is holding a ticket and I shove it into my pocket along with my cell phone.  

I see the elevator has a line of people waiting, and I don’t have time to wait.  I dash to the stairs and take them two at a time until I reach Veronica’s floor.  I rush through the door and to the nurses station, planting my hands firmly down and trying to catch my breath.  “Mr. Banks.  Come with me.  We need to get you sterilized.”
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Apparently Emmi has some personal stuff going on right now.  She called at the last minute and had to cancel this session, as well.  I was already at Gi Gi’s so I decided to go ahead and stay and study.  I don’t know what it is about this guy, who I think is the manager or owner of this place, but he absolutely creeps me out.  I always feel like I have eyes on me, and when I turn to look, it’s always him.  He tries to act like he’s not been looking at me, but I know he has been.  I haven’t told Bradley because I know he will freak.  I’m already having enough trouble with him being okay that I meet Emmi here.  If I told him I wasn’t comfortable that would be it.  The last thing I need is to piss off my tutor and then not be able to get credit for this semester.

I stare out of the window as I daydream and realize that I’m not going to be able to get any studying done today.  My mind is just not in the right frame of mind.  Maybe it’s also that Emmi isn’t here.  For some reason, this guy is making me even more nervous than he normally does.

Reaching down, I pick up my bag and start to quickly shove my stuff into it.  I pull my keys from the hook on the inside pouch.  I toss my empty coffee cup in the trash closest to the door.  Maybe I’ll surprise Bradley at the office.  I can’t get that shower makeout session out of my head.  It sends shivers down my spines and goose bumps erupt on my skin as the temperature changes from the warmth of the shop to the cold air outside.

When I get to my car, I quickly close and lock the door.  I don’t know why I’m so nervous and jumpy today.  I just don’t have a good feeling about this guy.  I roll my eyes as I look at the roof of my car.  You’re just being paranoid, Gabby, because Emmi isn’t here.

I put the key in the ignition and turn.  Nothing.  It doesn’t even turn over.  There is a click, and that’s it.  It doesn’t even attempt to start.  I cross my arms over the steering wheel and bang my head.  This is the last thing I need right now.  Then I remember the conversation with Bradley that first morning in Thomson.  That boyfriends fix girlfriend’s cars.  It brings a smile to my face.  I pull my phone from my pocket and quickly dial his number.
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I haven’t even had time to think about whether I wanted to be in an operating room watching a child be delivered, a child that I don’t even know if it belongs to me.  But I realize this child, no matter who’s it is, deserves to have people here cheering for it.  This child is a life.  Veronica needs someone, so I don’t think much more about this decision. 

I can’t believe my ears when I hear my phone start to ring.  It never has gotten reception in here and now of all times, I do?

She shakes her head.  “You have to turn that off.  We barely have time to get you dressed.  I’m so sorry.”

I pull it from my pocket and notice that it’s Gabby, and God I want to answer it.  I lift my brows and glance at the nurse.  She says, “I’m so sorry.”

I look away and close my eyes and power down the phone.  That decision is ripping me apart.  I feel like I’m choosing Veronica over Gabby.  I am choosing them right now over Gabby, and there is something that feels so very wrong about that.  But I know this is the right decision.  I shove it back into my pocket and push my arms through the sleeves of the blue gown she’s holding for me.  She gives me these foot things to put over my feet and then the ever so fashionable hair cap.  The last thing is the mask.  I put it on, and then someone lets me through another set of doors and I’m in the cold, sterile operating room.

I glance around to take in my surroundings.  There are a ton of people in this room.  They are frantically working and talking.  I’m taken to Veronica’s side.  She’s on her back, and there are tears streaming down her face.  I feel so helpless.  I don’t know what the hell is going on, and I’m not sure how to ask at this point.  The only thing I can think to say is, “I’m here.  I’m here.”
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I can’t believe he just sent me to voicemail.  Un-freakin’-believable.  Of all times for him to ignore me, it’s when I need him.  I have no idea what to do.  It’s not like I have anyone else in this town to call.  I try him back again hoping it was an accident that it got sent to voicemail.  Nothing.  It doesn’t even ring this time.  He must have turned it off.  My next thought is to call his private line at the office.  It goes to voicemail, too.

I would call Sharon, but it’s five after five and I know she always leaves at five sharp everyday.  I don’t know who else to call.  I pop the hood and get out of the car.  I fiddle around with a few cables around the battery.  I don’t know much about taking care of a car.  John had shown me how to check the oil, wiggle the cables of the battery, and change a tire when we went to college.  He told me if I was going to be travelling back and forth between Columbia and Charleston, I needed to know how to, at the very least, do those things.  Man, I miss my best friend.  If I were in Columbia, or even Charleston, I know he’d get to me as soon as he could.

I’m startled when I hear a deep voice.  “Need some help?”

I glance over my shoulder, and it’s the creeper from the coffee shop.  “No, I’m good.  Thanks.”

“It doesn’t look like you’re good.  Why don’t you let me see if I can give you a jump?”

Arg.  I don’t want to have anything to do with this guy, but if he can jump me off then I can get the hell out of here, and that’s all I want to do at this point.  I shrug.  “Okay.”

He leaves and a few minutes later I see a car come from behind the building, and it pulls in front of mine.  He hooks the cables to the two batteries.  “Go get into the car and see if you can start it,” he says.  After I slide into my seat, I turn the ignition and nothing happens.

“Did the lights come on when you did that?” I hear him holler.

“Hmm.  I didn’t pay attention.  Want me to try again?”

“Yeah, try again and let me know if the lights turn on.”

I turn the ignition, and there’s nothing.  It’s completely dead.  “Nope.  No lights.”

“I’m afraid this is looks like it might be your alternator.”  He starts to unhook the cables.  “Not much I can do for you other than calling you a tow truck and give you a lift to where ever you need to go.”

Hell would have to freeze over and then some for me to let this guy give me a lift somewhere.  “No, that won’t be necessary.  My fiancée will handle the tow truck, and I’ll get a ride from a friend.  Thank you, though.”  I don’t want to seem like I’m ungrateful.  I do appreciate him offering to help, but I draw the line with strangers at getting into their vehicles.

“Well, if you need anything just let me know,” he offers.

After he leaves, I climb back into my car and lock the doors.  The fiancée would call the tow truck if the fiancée would answer his damn phone.  And call a friend?  Well that would require that I had some.

I start to go through my contacts.  Maybe Joe or Ryan could help me.  I’m disappointed when both of the calls go to voicemail.  Why is it that anytime you are in a real mess you can never get anyone to answer their phones?  I am trying to stay calm, but I’m running out of ideas.

I briefly entertain the idea of taking MARTA.  All I can hear is Bradley going on and on about how unsafe that is.  I’m already feeling so vulnerable without my car and no one for support.  I just don’t think that is a good idea.

Then my mind goes to the only person left in Atlanta that could possibly help me.  No way can I call him.  Bradley would kill me.  But then again, Bradley doesn’t get a choice.  He doesn’t get a choice because he turned his phone off and ignored me.

I call information and get the number and choose the option to be automatically connected and have the number texted to me.  It rings a few times and then he answers, “Hello.”

I sit there for a minute when I hear his voice.  I am not sure I can go through with this.  Then again, what choice do I have?

“Hello?” he says again.

“Ian...It’s Gabby.”
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Veronica turns her head to look at me, and her lip is quivering.  I can see the fear plastered all over her face.  I wish I could tell her it’s all going to be okay, but I don’t know if that’s true.  “I’m here.”  Her arms are both out to the side on boards.  There are IV’s going into the one on the other side, but the one closest to me doesn’t have anything attached.  I reach down and instantly grab it.  “I’m here now.  I’m here.”  I don’t know what else to say other than that.

She nods her head.

We both sit there in silence with our eyes fixed on each other’s.  I don’t think I ever realized the connection we have before.  I was never in love with her, but I realize in this moment that I do love her.  I care about her.  I care about her well being.  I definitely care for this little innocent life that is about come into this cruel world way too early.

What seems like an eternity passes, but I can see the clock over in the corner and it’s only been a few minutes.  I hear the chatter amongst the medical professionals and then they say, “Okay Veronica.  You’re going to feel a lot of pressure.  We’re about to take the baby.”

Her voice cracks, and her eyebrows furrow.  She never takes her eyes off of mine.  She’s squeezing my hand so hard that I feel like I’m about to lose circulation, but I would never complain.  I can’t imagine the agony she must be feeling right now.  She whispers, “Okay.”

She takes a breath and holds it.  The nurse beside her rubs her other arm.  “Just keep breathing, sweetie.”

I straighten my back and try to look over the blue screen they have put up over her belly.  I want to see the birth of this baby.  I want to know this baby is okay.  I think for a moment that if it’s my child I want a part in naming her.  Faith pops into my mind.  Her name needs to be Faith-because we’re going to have lots of faith that she will be okay.  Faith is going to have to carry her and us.

I see them take her out.  The doctors clamp the cord and announce, “It’s a girl!”

I look back to Veronica, and she’s smiling, but worry overshadows the smile.  I smile back to her.  “Let’s hope she got her fighting power from you.”

She nods again, and I can tell it’s all she can do to contain her sobs.  They pass the baby off, and she’s yet to make a sound.  The doctors are practically beating the crap out of her.  I know enough to know that a baby should cry when the cord is cut.  What’s taking so long?

Veronica must have read my mind or been thinking the same thing because she squeezes tighter.  “Bradley, she’s not crying.  Oh God.  She’s not crying.”

I try to contain my worry and press my lips together as I sigh.

Veronica starts to sob as they hand the baby from person to person.  Everyone is rushing.  It’s organized chaos.  There are various teams barking off orders and medical terminology.  It sounds like a foreign language.  I am on the verge of being overstimulated.  I think I already am overwhelmed.  This entire turn of events has been surreal.  Roni looks up to me and starts with her own commands.  “Please go with her.  Please be with her.  I’ll be fine.  Bradley!”

I realize I must be dazed and confused.  “Bradley.  Please go with her,” she cries.

I give her hand a squeeze then reply, “I’ll go.  You sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”
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“Ian?”  I twirl my hair nervously.

“I’m here,” he replies calmly.

“I need your help.”  I look up to the roof of the car again wondering how I got myself into this mess.  I wish I had a rewind button.

“Do you?”

It pains me to admit I need help from him.  “I am having car problems.  I’m in Atlanta...at Gi Gi’s.  Do you know where that is?”

“Yeah.  I’ve been there a few times.  Do you need a ride or something?”

“Yeah.  I don’t have anyone else that I can call.”

“Oh.”  There’s a pause.  I am sure he’s wondering why Bradley isn’t helping me.  I would be wondering that if I were him.  “What about your boyfriend?”

“fiancée,” I emphasize.  “And I can’t get in touch with him right now.” 

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes, then.” I am about to say thanks, but he continues.  “I’m glad you felt like you could call me for whatever that’s worth to you.”

“Yeah.  I mean, thank you.”  This is beyond awkward.  Awkward because I know that calling him was a bad idea, but awkward because I do feel comfort in his familiarity.  

“See you in a few minutes, then.  Just wait in your car with the doors locked.  It’s not in the worst area, but it sure as hell could be in a better area.”

“Yeah, I know.  I will.”  

“Bye, Gabs.”

“Bye,” I say softly. 

I decide to pull one of my books and study until he comes.  I put in my ear buds and turn on my iPod.  Maybe that will get my mind off of things.  Time seems to fly by because I jump as there is a tap and movement at my window.  I grab my chest.  “Geez, you scared the living daylights out of me!” I say, not like he can hear me, as I look into those amused, green eyes.

I unlock and open the door.  I swiftly put my stuff back into my bag while surveying the car to make sure I have everything I’ll need.  Ian’s propped on the window and leaning on the side of the car.  He has his leg crossed, and I can tell by the look on his face he’s very much enjoying this.  I try to fight back the smile I know is emerging on my lips, but I can’t help it.  I’m relieved to know I’m not alone, and he’s being playful.

He backs up when I turn in the seat to get out.  “You got everything?”

“Yep, I think so.”

He points to his car.  “Let’s get outta here, then.”

“Okay.”
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After Veronica is back in her room resting and the baby stabilized, I step outside to call Gabby.  I feel terrible that it’s taken me so long to get back with her.  This day quickly turned into the day from hell.  I honestly can’t wait to hear her voice.  I know she’ll help make it all better, as she always does.

“There you are!” She sounds frustrated.  I wasn’t prepared for her to be short with me.  I’m not sure I can handle her being in one of her moods tonight.

“Yeah.  It’s been a bad day.”  I exhale.  “I’m sorry I missed your call earlier.”

“You didn’t miss my call!”  She snaps back, “You ignored my call.”

“No, I had to turn my phone off.  I was at the hospital.”  

“Why am I not surprised?”

“Gabby, what the hell is with your attitude?”  She’s pissing me off.  Does she even know or care as to why I was at the hospital before my usual time?

“Because Bradley, when I needed you, you were with her.  You chose her.”

“No.  That’s not fair.”  But she’s right.  I did.  I chose Veronica, and I chose the little beautiful baby girl fighting for her life right now.  Telling her that will have to wait because I want to know what has her so pissy and why she needed me.  “Why’d you need me?”

“My car broke down,” she hisses.

“Where are you now?”

There’s a pause.

“I tried to call everyone.  You on your cell, you on your work phone, Joe, and Ryan...I couldn’t get anyone to answer my calls.  So I called Ian.”

“You did what?”  I feel like someone just took my already dizzy head and spun it in circles.  I’m seeing red and stars all at one time.  All I want to do is get her away from him.

“I called Ian.  I was stuck at Gi Gi’s.  I knew you didn’t want me taking MARTA.”

“And you thought Ian was better than fucking MARTA?  Have you lost your mind?”

“Well there was this creepy guy who offered me a ride.  I guess I could have taken him up on the offer.” She’s being arrogant and sarcastic.  Snippy.  I narrow my eyes, and then take a deep breath as I clench my fist.  I know who the creepy guy is.  It’s her father.  I’m not sure which of these three choices I like the most.

“Quit being a smart ass.” I can’t believe I’m about to do this.  “Tell Ian to bring you to the hospital.”

“Why?” she huffs.

“Because.  Veronica had the baby today.  As much as I hate it, he needs to be here as much as I do.”

“Oh.  Is the baby okay?  I mean it was super early?”

“Yeah, it was early, but not too early.  And I don’t know what’s going to happen with her.  We can talk about it more when you get here.”

I hang up and head back inside trying to cool down.  So many emotions are running through my mind right now.  All I can think about is why she’d call Ian.  I think about him being with her.  I see him kissing her.  It makes me want to punch the living shit out of him again.  He deserves to be here just as much as me, though.

I feel bad for wanting to know right now, but I have to know.  I can’t stand it any longer.  I am getting more and more attached to this child.  I need to know so that we can all plan accordingly and move forward.

I make my way back to Veronica’s room.  She’s still sleeping.  They said she would probably sleep awhile with the medication they gave her.  She needs to rest, and she’ll be in a good deal of pain when the epidural wears off.  I wander back to the newborn nursery.  I look at all the adorable, healthy babies.  I realize that I do want that.  I want to be a proud father one day.  But today, this isn’t it.  It just doesn’t feel right.  No part of this feels okay.

Faith’s in critical condition in the Neonatal ICU.  She’s on a ventilator and has been unable to breathe on her own since she was born.  Even though they gave Veronica shots to develop the lungs, they aren’t where they need to be.  There is also concern that the baby may have an underlying condition. They said she’s very ‘floppy’.  So there is also concern that she’s not been able to breathe on her own because she doesn’t have the muscle tone to be able to physically do that.

Veronica knows none of this, and it kills me to potentially have to tell her this.  The only good that I think can come out of today is that we’ll know who is Faith’s father.  I think it’s important that if it’s Ian, he has a chance to see her.  There’s a very good chance that she’s not going to pull through.  

When I see movement in the hall, I look up and see Gabby and Ian are side-by-side walking down the hall.  It makes my stomach roll.  Seeing them together is revolting.  I realize bile is rising up the back of my throat, and my stomach starts to rumble.  It’s getting late, and I had skipped lunch at the office because things had been so busy.

“Ian.” I nod, then pull Gabby close and give her a kiss on the forehead. “Gabby Girl.”

She pulls back and points.  “Is the baby in there?  Can we see her?”

“No.” I glance to Ian.  “The baby is in intensive care.  She’s not yet been able to breathe on her own.”  

Ian turns his head and raises an eyebrow. “What are they saying about that?”

Gabby speaks up.  “He gets all the medical stuff.  His parents are doctors.”

“They are concerned her lungs aren’t yet developed, and there is also worry about a potential underlying disorder.” I glare at Gabby.  She seems far too comfortable with him.  My suspicions just continue to grow watching their body language.  It’s like she’s with him and not me.

Ian puts his head down and clears his throat.  “May I see her?”

“That’s why I wanted you to come.  I think you deserve to see her.”  I look to the healthy babies.  “Even with all the stuff attached to her, she’s still beautiful.”  I nod my head towards the NICU.  “Let’s go check on her and maybe Veronica will be awake then, and you can stay with her tonight.”

“Is she okay?” he asks.

“She’s fine.”  I glance to Gabby, and I can’t read her expression.  Maybe half an ounce of relief and the other half of cringe.  I roll my eyes as we start to walk.  What I witnessed today has changed my opinion of the entire situation to some extent.  No one should have to endure what she did today.  No one should have the experience of wondering if their child is alive or is going to live.  The agony is nearly more than one can bear.

When we reach the NICU, we press the button to go inside.  The nurse comes over the intercom speaker.  “Only parents are allowed in the NICU.  Mr. Banks, we can let you back in.”  Earlier they assumed I was the father.  They gave me a bracelet like they give the dads.  The nurses were all being so kind.  I was too distraught to correct them that I have no clue if this is my child.  It didn’t seem like an appropriate time.  “I’m afraid the others will have to wait in the waiting room.”

I swallow.  I have been dreading having to say this out loud because it’s beyond embarrassing.  I feel like I’m on a reality television show where they say, “And the father is...”.  I press the button on the intercom and begin my confession.  “I understand.  We’ve not been able to have a paternity test, but there is a good chance that this guy...” I look over my shoulder and point my thumb in Ian’s direction. “Is the father.  So it would be great if he could see her.”

“Oh,” she murmurs.  Yeah.  I fully expected that reaction.  “Well often times we can cross check blood types, which is a lot faster than a paternity test.  Someone will be with you in a moment.”

I don’t know why I hadn’t even thought of finding out her blood type.  I cock my head at Gabby and I slightly smile.  That is the best news of my day by far.  The not knowing is killing me.  I am to the point now to where I can accept whatever this answer may be, but I can’t accept no longer knowing.  Gabby smiles back to me, but then she lets her body fall into the wall and she glances away.  She’s clearly still not happy with me and aside from this situation, I am still seething mad at her right now.  We definitely have unfinished business to take care of later.

An older, heavier set nurse that I met earlier comes through the double, electronic doors.  She’s holding a chart.  I assume it’s Faith’s.  She motions forward and walks through the opening between me and Ian.  She ushers us to one of those consultation rooms.  “Have a seat and make yourselves comfortable.”

We all sit.  I can’t really remember the last time I sat down.  The fatigue hits me once I do.  I could fall asleep in this chair right now.  It’s all I can do to keep my eyes open.  I need coffee.

She opens the chart.  “Now I know your name.”  She looks at me and then back to Ian.  “But we haven’t met.  You are?” She extends her hand.

“My name’s Ian.”  He gives her a small shake.

“Barb.  Nice to meet you.” I couldn’t remember her name, but now it comes flooding back to me.  I do remember her telling me her name was Barb and she was some head honcho nurse.  Maybe a charge nurse.  I don’t know.  Who cares, anyway?

“Do you know your blood types?”

“I’m O positive,” I quickly answer.

Ian responds, “A positive, and since I know you can’t tell us Veronica’s because of HIPPA, I know that she’s O positive, too.”

Confused, I look to him.  “How the hell do you know her blood type?”

He rolls his eyes.  I hate this punk.  I absolutely hate him.  I just want to slap the living shit out of him.  “I just know, okay.”

“Guys.  None of that is important.”  She looks to Ian.  “You’re right.  I can’t tell you her blood type.  I can tell you the blood type of the baby, then you can confirm Ms. Johnson’s blood type with her.  Once you know what it is, then you should have a clear answer as to paternity.”

I nod my head and narrow my eyes at him.  The sooner I can get away from him the better.  She closes the chart and then as soon as she speaks, we have our answer.
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“Her blood type is A positive,” Barb says confidently.  That means if the douche is right, then I was right.  Faith isn’t mine.  Gabby breathes a sigh of relief.  I don’t know why I can’t seem to breathe yet. “Why don’t you all take a moment to let this information sink in and then confirm with Ms. Johnson. Then just come back to the NICU to see the baby.”

I look to Gabby.  “Can you do me a huge favor?”

She nods.

“I could really use some coffee.  I’m drained.”

“Okay.”  Finally I think she has concern for me on her face.  “Have you eaten anything?”

I shake my head.  “No.”

“Okay. I’ll get you something to eat then, too.”

“That would be great.”  I glance back to Ian.  “You need to come with me.  We need to get this sorted out.”

“There’s nothing to sort out.  I knew the baby was mine.  I tried to tell her.”  He looks away and then hisses back, “But she was so sure you’d be a better father.” 

I squint my eyes at him, the situation is escalating.  I can see Gabby tense up.  “Guys.  Let’s not have a repeat of the night at my apartment here.”

“Give me some credit for self-control.  I know that now isn’t the time or place to kick his ass.”

“Fine.  I’m going to go get your food and coffee, then.”  She gets up and storms out of the door.  Her attitude is the last thing I need right now.

“You’ll understand if I want to confirm the blood type with Veronica.”

“Do what you need to do, then you can leave.”

“You son of a bitch.”  I get up and push the door open, catching it before it can hit the wall.  I take several cleansing breaths.  How dare he tell me then I can leave?  I realize he may not have known she was here, but I’ve been the one here every single day.  I’ve been the one on the damn emotional roller coaster.  I’ve been the one here all day watching this play out.  I’m the one who’s had his heart ripped out and served on a platter.  Then Faith comes to my mind.  The thought of potentially never seeing her again.  The thought of them naming her something other than Faith.  I can’t contain the emotion.  I choke back tears.  I can’t believe I care this much.

I knock quickly on the door, but don’t allow time for her to answer, but she does.  “Come --”

“Hey.  How are you feelin’?

“Groggy and really sore.”  She tries to prop herself up on the bed.  Ian is just now getting to the room because I was walking so much faster than he was.  I needed all the distance I could get from him.  She looks over to him.  “What’s he doing here?”

“I told him to come.”

“That wasn’t your decision.”

“It was my decision.  It’s done now, anyway.”  Damn, who cares why I called him.  I can’t believe she’s not even asked me about the baby.  “Don’t you even want to know how the baby is?”

Tears spring into her eyes.  “I already know about the baby.  The doctor has come in and told me things aren’t looking good.  How dare you act like I don’t care, though!”

I shove my clenched fists into my pockets and bite my tongue.  I look out of the window.  “We need to know your blood type.”

“Why?  Does she need a transfusion or something?”

I glance back to her.  “No, Faith’s fine.”

“Faith?”

“Yeah, I call her Faith.  I named her in my mind when she was being born.  I knew faith would be what carried her and made her okay.  That we’d need faith to get through this ordeal.”  My eyes wander to Ian.  He cocks his head to the side, as if to say how dare you name a child that’s not even yours.  “She needed a name.”

Veronica reaches out and touches my arm. “Hey.  I like it.”  I glance back to her and she looks to Ian.  “I like Faith, do you?”

“I like the name Faith, but I am not letting him name my child, though.  So we’ll need to discuss names later.”

I press my lips together because I am on the verge of losing it with him.  “What’s your blood type, Veronica?”

“O positive,” she whispers.  “You never told me why you wanted to know.”

I throw my arms up in the air.  “I still want to know how you know her blood type, but that’s beside the point.” 

Veronica’s head whips to Ian.  “You know my blood type?”

“Yeah, we can discuss that after Bradley leaves.  He has no place here.  I told you all along that the baby was mine.  I don’t know why you insisted on bringing him into this.”

I swallow and back up towards the door.  “I’m glad it’s all over.  I wish you the best of luck.  Please keep me posted on Faith...or whatever you decide to name her.”

“Bradley, please don’t go.  Not like this.”

“No, I need some space.  I can’t get any more attached to her than I already am.  Really, I wish you all the best.  Like Ian said, I have no place here.”

I hear the door open and turn to look over my shoulder, and Gabby is holding a cup of coffee in one hand and a small, white bag in the other.  “Let’s go.”

Veronica pleads, but her voice gets quieter and quieter as I zone out.  I turn on my heel and leave her room.  The double doors to the NICU are on my way out, and the realization that I may never see Faith again is almost more than I can take.  She might as well already be dead to me.  I can’t believe how a child can already have me wrapped around its tiny, micro pinky finger, but she does.  I’ve been rooting for her, praying for her.

Gabby is by my side, but she’s yet to say a word.  I know she’s probably struggling to keep up with my long strides, but I can’t slow down.  I have to get out of this place.  I feel my breath leaving my body.  I feel like I’m drowning.  I need air.

When we get through the double doors, it’s as if I’ve run a marathon.  I’m panting and out of breath.  I hunch over and rest my palms on my knees.  I hear the bag crumple and then Gabby’s hand is on my back.  “Is there anything I can do?” she asks.

Well she could start by explaining why out of all people she called Ian, but now’s not the time or place for that.  I straighten my body and take the coffee.  I don’t even care if it has the right amount of stuff in it.  I’ll drink anything right now, no matter how disgusting.  I take a sip and it’s so hot it burns my tongue.  

I hand the valet my parking stub.  It feels like it’s been days since I got here, but it’s really just been hours.  When he pulls up, I open the door for Gabby and then let myself in.  I just start driving, not saying a word.  I open the bag and scarf down the sandwich she bought me.  I don’t even know if I have time to taste it I eat it so quickly.  I ball the white wax paper up and toss it into the bag.  

Gabby asks.  “Where are we going?”

“To buy you a new car.”

She whips her head around.  “What?”

“You heard me,” I deadpan.  “Your car apparently isn’t reliable, so I’m getting you one that is.”  Ultimately, this is let me make sure you have reliable transportation so you don’t ever have to call that jackass again.

“I have a car.  It just needs to be fixed.  What happened to boyfriends fix girlfriend’s cars?” Her tone is rising in anger.

We arrive to the motor mile of car dealerships.  I slow down and point.  “We have Toyota, Nissan, Honda, or Volvo.  Pick one.” 

“I don’t want a new car.”  She crosses her arms over her chest.  “Not like this.  Not today.”

“Pick one, or I’ll pick for you.”

“You’re being an ass.  No,” she huffs.

“You wanna talk about asses?” I pull the car into the gas station beside the Honda dealership.  “Let’s talk about asses.” I throw it into park.  “You go to a coffee shop I beg you not to go to.  Your car breaks down, and of all the people you think to call, you think to call Ian.  You didn’t even try my mom or my sister.  And the damn creeper is your father.  So I think I might’ve been even more okay with him driving you somewhere than Ian, but who the fuck knows.  Yeah, I’m the ass!”

“Wait.  What did you just say?”

I am panting.  I am out of control.  I already regret speaking to her like that.  I shake my head.  This is why I work out.  Because when I get like this I have to have an outlet to channel my temper.  “Which part?”

“Father.”

“Oh shit.”  I reach over for her hand, but she snatches it away.  “Gabby, please.”

She starts to cry.  “How do you know my father?”

This is going to sound so much worse than it really is.  No, it’s really bad.  There’s no way to make it seem any better.  “I went to Gi Gi’s one day.  I saw him looking at you funny.”

“What you were spying on me or something?”

I put my head down.   “I just couldn’t figure out why you’ve been acting so strange...I was afraid I was going to lose you because of Veronica.”

“So you spy on me?” she asks incredulously.

“It was wrong, but you clearly had no clue that you were being stared at like that.  So the next day I went back and found out who he was so I could run background checks on him.”

Gabby looks away and moves her body closer to the door.  She pulls her legs up and hugs them and starts rocking back and forth.

“When he said his last name I realized why he had looked so familiar to me.  I called Joe and had him do some background on him.  He seems like a decent guy now.”

Tears stream down her face, and she hasn’t said a word to me.  I can’t stand this.  Today of all days.  How did I get myself into this mess?  Why couldn’t I have just gone home?  I was trying to regain control and power in a hopeless situation and all I’ve done is made it even worse. 

“I called Sam.  I wanted to tell you, but I had no idea how to.  I can’t stand keeping secrets.  I was going to tell you.  I swear I was.”  I want to touch her so bad, but I know I can’t.  That’s just going to make it even worse.  She can’t be any farther away from me and still be in the car.  And emotionally, I think she’s equally as distant, if not more.  I just wish she’d talk to me.  So I keep on rambling because the silence is cutting through me like a knife. 

“I was calling Sam because I needed to give her a heads up that I couldn’t keep secrets from you when they called and told me about the baby.  Gabby.  I wasn’t ignoring you.  God, you have to believe me.  I was about to walk into the OR when you called and I had to turn the phone off.  Please understand that I didn’t choose her.”  My voice cracks.  “I chose Faith.  Because I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if she had been my child and I had missed her birth.  She’s an innocent soul in all of this.”

“Like you were.  Whatever your father did to you, you deserved better.”  She continues to rock, so I plead, “Please, baby.  Please talk to me.”  Tears are streaming down her face, and it’s ripping my heart to shreds.  Sam was right.  This may very well destroy her.  And it’s all my fault.
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It didn’t take me long to realize I couldn’t buy her a car tonight.  I should have never deviated away from my original plans to do it for her birthday.  Now I have a mess.  The stress of the day finally made me snap, and I have a non-verbal Gabby.  She came into the apartment and went straight to bed.  She never looked at me.  Instead her head was hung low, her shoulders were hunched over, and she looked ragged and torn.  She never spoke to me.  

If I thought the turmoil that I was experiencing earlier was bad, I had no idea.  Gabby is my life, my future.  I’ve hurt her, and this time it’s not some miscommunication or plot to come between us.  This time, I did it all by myself.  I wish I could take it all back.  I wish I would have just brought her straight home and heard her out before I made even more assumptions about her and Ian.  That ultimately is what got me into this mess.  My insecurity over that situation.

I toss the keys across the counter and close the door behind me.  I have to call Sam, but I hate to do it in front of her, but I can’t keep anymore secrets.  I can’t hide the truth from her.  I refuse to participate in that kind of behavior any longer.  I dial Sam’s number and it goes to voicemail.  I’m not surprised.  She’s barely available these days because she’s so busy with school.  When the greeting is over I spill the beans.  “Sam, it’s Bradley.  She knows.  Gabby knows about your father.  She’s not talking, and she’s a mess.  I need your help.”  I look to the ceiling and take a deep breath.  I always seem to need Sam’s help.  “Call me, please.”

I sense movement over my shoulder and she’s standing in the doorway.  Her tear streaked face is dewy, and her eyes are red from crying.  I take a step toward her, thankful she’s looking at me.  When I do, she shakes her head and backs up.  I stop and drop my head.  I can’t stand this.  I just want to go shake some sense into her, but I’ve done enough to her tonight.  

I walk into the bedroom.  She’s climbing into bed and turns her back to me and snuggles into the covers.  I just want to scoop her up and make it all okay, but I don’t feel confident in my ability to make anything in this world okay at the moment.  “Gabby, I’m sorry.  I don’t want to go to bed with you upset with me, but I know you need space.”  She doesn’t move.  I point to the living room.  “I’ll be on the couch if you need me.”  Instinctively, I lean over to kiss her head and I just can’t.  I can’t touch her.  I don’t feel like she’s mine to touch right now.  I pick up the pillow and walk to the door.  I glance back to her.  When I do, she closes her eyes.  “Goodnight Gabby Girl.  Love you.”

I toss the pillow onto the sofa, pulling the quilt that is folded over the back down.  I take off my shirt and let my pants pool on the floor and fall back onto the couch.  I try to sleep, but that is impossible.  The day’s events play on repeat in my mind.  I go through every decision I made over and over again reflecting on what I could have done differently to have avoided this situation.  In reflecting on my actions, it hurts to know that the only thing I would change is my loss of control.  It won’t happen again.  With that realization and resolve, I am finally able to relax and I feel my eyes getting heavier.  I roll over and wrap my arms around a pillow, pretending it’s Gabby.  
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I’m woken by the doorbell.  I rub my eyes, stretch, glancing over at the clock on the microwave.  It’s light outside already, and I can’t believe I slept so soundly.  It’s nine o’clock.  I assume Gabby’s still asleep.  I pull a T-shirt over my head and walk towards the door, trying to remember what day of the week it is, which doesn’t take long.  It’s Friday.  Gabby usually wakes me up in the mornings.  I am running late.

When I open the door, I’m surprised to see Sam.  “What are you doing here?”

“Bradley.” She nods as she walks past me into the apartment.  She’s cold.  I’ve never known her to be so cold.  “We’re supposed to be shopping for dresses this weekend, remember?”

I roll my eyes and inhale deeply.  No.  Dress shopping hasn’t been on the top of my priority list.  “Did you get my message?”

“I did.  Why do you think I’m here already?  Where is she?”

I point to the bedroom.  “I think she’s still asleep, but I’m not sure.”  I glance over to the mess on the couch.  “I.” I point over to it.  “Obviously, I didn’t sleep with her last night.”

Sam never looks at me.  She just walks right into the room.  I walk behind her, but once she’s in she slams the door in my face, my bedroom door in my face.  I drop my head and sulk back to the sofa and begin to fold the quilt.  When I am done, I walk to the kitchen to start a large pot of coffee for all of us.  I figure Sam may be awhile with Gabby, but no.  I’m totally surprised when the door swings open and bounces off the door stopper.  I start to say something, but then bite my tongue.  I’m sure that anything I have to say will only act as fuel on the already raging fire that this situation has become.

She takes long strides with her petite legs and makes it to the bar in front of me in mere seconds.  She tosses her purse down on the stool and then comes around the side.  I don’t have much time to react.  She jabs her finger into my chest.  “I told you not to tell her.  What the hell were you thinking?”  She tries to shove me and I let her as she starts to beat my chest.  “I told you not to tell.  I told you it would destroy her.  You son of a bitch, what have you done?”  She slowly collapses into my arms, and I bring them up to embrace her.  She sobs into my chest.  “What have you done?” She whimpers.

“I’m sorry,” is all I can say.  I rock her back and forth.  “I’m so sorry.”

She pushes off of my chest and wipes her tears as she narrows her eyes and swallows.  “Call me if she starts talking again.  I have to get out of here.  I’ll cancel our appointment to shop for gowns.”

I try to grab her arm.  “Sam, wait.”  But she wiggles loose.

“No.  I have to go,” she hisses as she walks out of the door.
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I can’t be near Bradley Banks right now.  I never thought I’d see my sister in such a state again.  It was far more difficult to watch than I anticipated.  She wouldn’t look at me.  She wouldn’t talk to me.  I don’t know what to do.  I feel so helpless.  I can’t help her if she won’t let me in and know what she’s thinking.

I try to call Ryan, but his phone goes straight to voice mail.  He’s doing his surgical rotation, and it’s been impossible to get in touch with him lately.  I miss him.  I need him.  I had planned to stay with him this weekend, but I am here earlier than we had planned.  I don’t know where to go or what to do with myself.  I just know that I don’t want to be alone.  I need to talk to someone before these emotions and feelings cause me to explode.

I’m just sitting in my car in the parking lot trying to think of where to go or who I can see.  It’s not like I have a ton of friends in this town.  I start the ignition, shift the car into drive and pull through the empty parking space in front of me.  I start to drive around the city as if I’m on auto-pilot.

It doesn’t take me long before I’m parked in front of Joe’s.  It’s not like he’s here.  It’s morning.  It’s a weekend.  I know from Ryan and Bradley that he fishes at the lake on Saturday’s.  I put the car in park.  Even if he’s not here, being close to this place is somehow comforting.

I cross my hands over the steering wheel and rest my head on my hands.  What a nightmare this is.  I was relieved when Gabby had decided that she didn’t want to know about our childhood past.  I was grateful that she seemed happy and was moving on with her life.  For the first time in my life, I felt a little freedom in having to be so over protective of her.

As much as I love her, I felt like she wasn’t my total responsibility.  It’s a weight on my shoulders I’ve carried for years, and it was nice to know that I had someone to share it with.  It was respite having someone else looking out for her.  That I could get a break.  I know Emma had been with her while she was in high school, but Emma was less than available.  I still tried to come home as much as possible or have Gabby come to me because I worried about her.

The one person I trusted and felt would do what was right by her has completely screwed up, and I’m reminded why I have always wanted to stay close.  I’m reminded why I have become my sister’s keeper for all of these years.  It’s because I can’t depend on others to protect her the way I would.  Ultimately, there is no one on this planet that loves her more than me.  It’s just not possible.

My phone rings, and it startles me.  I jump to answer it because I hope it’s Gabby.  I need it to be Gabby.  I need to know she’s okay.  When I peek at the screen, I’m surprised.  “Joe?”

“Sam, are you sitting outside of my club?”  I jerk my head from side-to-side, and I see him standing in the doorway.  One hand is holding his phone and the other is holding the door open.  I feel relief flood through my body, and nervous laughter erupts.  Soon I’m cackling in between sobs.  I never take my eyes off of him, and it’s as if I’m completely paralyzed.  A smile curves onto his lips as he watches me, amused. “You okay?  You wanna come in?” he quips.

I take a deep breath and end the call as I nod my head yes, “Yes.”

I cut the ignition off and watch him close his phone.  He’s still grinning, and I can tell that he looks interested as to why I’m sitting outside of his club.  I have to admit that I’m relieved he’s here.  He’s so tall, and I’m so short.  When I get to the door, he extends his arm and makes an opening for me to go into the club through.  As he stares down at me, I glance up to him.  “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.  What’s up?  You’re not just in Atlanta, but you’re outside my club in the morning.”  He closes and locks the door, then he walks behind the bar.  “Too early for a drink?” he asks as he picks up a glass.

“Not today.”  I shake my head.  “Bradley told me you did some background work on my dad for him.”

His smile quickly disappears.  “Damn, just cut to the chase,” he says as he pours a shot.  “I did.”

“And...”  I take the glass, tip it and touch his and toss it back.

When he puts his glass down on the table, he walks away.  I watch him move from behind the bar, and I think for a moment he’s coming to my side, but he’s not.  He walks to the back office and calls over his shoulder.  “You can see for yourself.  Hold on a sec.”

I swallow hard.  I’m not sure I want to see.  Hearing and seeing are two totally different things.  I’m not sure I’m ready to see anything that has to do with him.  I’m not sure if I’ll ever be ready.  He’s been dead to me for so many years.  I don’t get the convenience of not remembering.  I know it all.  I don’t want to face it any more than I already have.

I rest my head on the bar.  I can’t believe how quickly that shot has affected me.  Not smart to do that on an empty stomach first thing in the morning, Samantha.  Stupid.  Just stupid.  

I feel heat behind me, and when I sit up, I can feel his chest on my back for a moment, and then he steps back.  He tosses a manila file onto the bar in front of me.  “That’s everything I have,” he breathes into my ear.

I can’t move.  I know if I move, I’m going to be face to face with him, and I’m not sure if it’s the alcohol or the myriad of emotions that I’ve felt today, but I’m in dangerous territory right now.  I freeze.  He stays there for a moment, and I can feel everything inside of my body heating to treacherous temperatures.  The fact that he’s not moving lets me know that he feels it, too.  This is wrong.  I have to get out of here.

“Well aren’t you going to open it?” he quizzes me.

“Um.”  I gulp.  “I need to get outta here,” I cry as I turn to leave.

He grabs my shoulders and turns me around.  “Oh no.  You can’t drive right now.”  Our eyes are locked, and he reaches down to my hand, prying my fingers open to take my keys. “I’ll keep these for a little while.  Sit.”  He puts his hands on my shoulders and gently nudges me down onto the stool.

I swallow and nod my head.  “I’m not sure I want to look at this.”  I push the folder back to him.  “Can’t you just tell me?”

He sits next to me.  “I can tell you.” Then he shrugs.  “But I think you’d be better served to deal with it head on and move forward.”

I cock my head to the side. “What makes you think you know what suits me and what doesn’t?”

He leans forward and puts his hand on the folder.  “You’re here.  It was the first thing out of your mouth.”

“Just because I’m here and want to know doesn’t mean I want to see the damn file.  Curiosity killed the cat, ya know.”

“Fine.”  He starts to slide it back, but I put my hand on his and stop him.  As I do, there is a bolt that streaks through my body.  I don’t know if it’s a warning sign to not look in the folder, or if it’s a warning sign that Joe is trouble for me.

“Maybe.”  I pull the file back towards me.  “Maybe you’re right.”

“Oh, I know I’m right.”  He grins as he pushes the file and my hand back towards me.  I look into his searing brown eyes, and we simultaneously move our hands from the file.  He rests his on his right, bent knee, then he nods.  “Go ahead.  You know you want to.”

I glare at him as I open the file.  I inhale sharply as I see a picture of my father.  He’s not changed much.  He looks more put together, older, but ultimately he looks like the same man that I see in my mind when I have flashbacks to that last day.

I rest my elbow on the bar and use my hand to cover my face as tears start to stream down my cheek.  I close the folder back quickly.  Joe sits and watches me.  He doesn’t move the file away.  He doesn’t say a word.  I open it back up and look one more time, except I don’t close the file.  I turn the page.  It has every piece of information about him I could possibly want other than his shoe size.

He’s married.  He has three children, two girls and a boy.  He’s a Baptist deacon.  He owns Gi Gi’s Coffee Shop.  He’s also a member of AA.  Sober for fifteen years.  I pour through the information and everything Bradley has said is true according to these reports.  

It doesn’t make me feel any better.  If anything, it makes me angrier.  He got his life back together, but he didn’t come back for us.  Who the hell does that?  I slam the folder closed.  “He’s dead to me.”

“Sam.” Joe reaches out to turn me around.  “He’s a good guy.  You have a second chance.”

“He wasn’t a good guy to us, and frankly, he still isn’t a good guy to us.  If he were, he would have found us.  He would have apologized.  He would have tried to make things right.  He’s a freakin’ coward,” I hiss.

Joe rolls his neck from side to side, and it makes popping noises as he closes his eyes.  “Okay.  So why are you here?”

“I’m here because...” I look away.  “I’m here because I didn’t know where else to go.  Bradley told Gabby. She’s not talking.  I’m so furious with him I could spit fire.”

He chuckles, and now’s not the time for him to laugh at me.  I whip my neck back.  “What’s so funny?”

He shakes his head and tries to act serious.  “Just picturing you spitting fire.”  He puts his hands up to surrender.  “That’s all.”

I growl, but I can’t avoid the smile that is starting to curve on my lips.  “Whatever.”

“What are you gonna do, Sam?”  He turns serious.  “What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t want you to say anything.  And I don’t know what to do.  Gabby and I were supposed to go dress shopping today.  That’s not gonna happen.  I was pretty nasty to Bradley.  I don’t know what to say to him.”

“Ha.  Bradley’s a big boy.  I’m sure that he understood you were upset.  I wouldn’t waste much time worrying about him.”

I nod and swallow.  “My sister is a mess.”

“Maybe you need to go back and spend some time just being with her.”

“Because that won’t be awkward at all,” I laugh, which feels so good.  

“It will be awkward, but it may be what she needs.  I’m sure she’s scared.  Your familiarity may be the comfort and strength she needs.”

I realize as those words come out of his mouth that he has been comfort and strength for me.  I feel guilty, and I’m not sure why.  Suddenly this is beyond awkward.  “Will you call a cab for me?”

He pulls his cell phone out and dials a number.  “Sure.”  

I zone out as he talks to the cab people.  I think about Gabby.  I think about the things I want to say to her.  I think about the apology I owe to Bradley.

When Joe hangs up, he picks the file up from the counter.  “Do you want copies?”

I shake my head from side-to-side.  “No.” My voice cracks.

“Okay.  I’m gonna go put this back in my office then while we wait for your ride.”

I smile and close my eyes.  My fatigue sets in and I just want to lay down somewhere and sleep.  I want to wake up and this all be a bad dream.

He walks back up to my side and he’s about to say something when the horn blows outside.  I glance up to him.  “What is it?”

“It wasn’t important.”  He holds his hand out to help me off the stool.  “That’s your cab.”

“Yeah.  Thank you for everything.”

“No problem.”  He clears his throat.  “Uh, anytime you need to talk.  My door’s always open.”

I smile.  “Thanks.”
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When I get back to Bradley’s, I decide to take the stairs instead of the elevator.  I don’t want to wait.  I want to be with my sister.  I want to make things right with Bradley.  I’m pumped to try to fix this situation.

As I’m about to get to the top of the stairs, I get a text.  I stop for a moment to glance down, it’s Bradley.  I’m horrified by what I see.

Gabby’s gone.  I took a shower and she was gone when I came out.  She’s not answering her cell.  Is she with you?

I sprint the rest of the way and bang my fist on the door of his apartment.  “Bradley.”

I nearly fall into his arms haphazardly as he opens the door.  “Sam.  Thank God,” he says.  He looks around.  “She’s not with you, is she?” 

“No.  I was with Joe.  I was coming to apologize to you and try to get through to her.”

“Joe?” He raises an eyebrow.

“Different story.”  Ugh, I dread having to go into that story, but I know Bradley, and he’s going to pester me like a brother until I finally spill those beans.  If I don’t, I’m sure Joe will be only too happy to tell him.  “Long story.  Another day.  Gabby.  Could she be in school?”

“No.”  He shakes his head and moves out of the doorway, inviting me into the apartment.  “They were off today.  That’s part of the reason she scheduled dress shopping for this weekend.”  He closes the door.  “She was supposed to be doing wedding stuff all this weekend.”

“Maybe I should try to call her, then?”

“Sure.  Wouldn’t hurt.”

I dial her number, but it goes straight to voicemail.  “What about the library?  Would she be studying?”

Bradley shakes his head no.  “She doesn’t study at the library.  She studies at Gi Gi’s.”

Just the mention of Gi Gi’s makes my blood boil.  “Do you think she went there?”

“I don’t know.  I guess we could go see.”

“I’d offer to go and you stay, but I don’t have my car.  Again, long story.”  I take a deep breath.  “Don’t you think one of us should stay here in case she comes back?”

He grabs his keys.  “Not a bad idea.  You stay, I’ll go.”

“Okay.”  I plop down onto the couch as he walks out of the apartment.  Where are you, Gabby?  Where are you?
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I had to get out of the apartment.  I had to get away from them.  When he got in the shower, it seemed like the perfect chance to escape.  I couldn’t tell him I was leaving because he wouldn’t have let me.  Everyone thinks I’m so fragile, that I’m so broken. 

I’m a lot stronger than they think I am.  I am in shock, yes.  But more importantly, I’m beyond pissed and angry that they knew about this and kept it from me.  I’m so tired of secrets and revelations.  It seems like as soon as Bradley and I get past one thing, something else happens to threaten our happiness.  

As if it’s not enough, my sister refuses to quit treating me like the broken, fragile five- year-old girl I used to be.  She insists on protecting and sheltering me.  I’m a grown woman.  I wish that people would let me make my own decisions.  I’ll never be able to make them if people are constantly trying to make them for me.

I decide to walk a block or so trying to figure out what I am going to do.  It didn’t take me long to figure out that I needed to see him.  I need to see the creeper that’s my father.  I call a cab since I’m carless and make my way to Gi Gi’s.  I need to see him one more time with the knowledge that he’s my father.  

I watch from a distance when I arrive.  How could I have missed this all the times I’ve been here?  It’s not like we look all that much alike, though.  What I should have noticed is how much he looks like Sam.  I guess that’s why he’s always been so familiar.

I decide to go inside.  I walk up to the counter where he’s taking orders.  He smiles like he always does.  This time, it doesn’t creep me out as much.  I’m curious.

He nods.  “What can I get for you today?”  I notice things about him I’ve never noticed.  His voice is deep.  I replay what he just said and try to hear if we talk alike.  “Do you want what you usually get?”  

I nod my head.

He presses a few keys on the register.  “That’ll be $2.50, then.”

I hand him my card.  When I do, I realize that he’s known who I was all this time.  He’s seen my card over and over again.  I look at his ring on his finger as he takes it.  “You’re married?” I ask.

He looks down at his finger.  “Sure am.  You’re engaged, huh.”  He points to my ring.

I nod.  This is beyond weird. I want to know if he acknowledges that I’m his child.  So here goes nothing.  “Do you have any kids?”

He gives me a sad smile.  “I have three children.  Two girls and a boy.”

“I have a brother?”  It’s out before I’m able to hold it back.  Butterflies start to flutter in my stomach.  My head gets fuzzy.  I’m not sure if I feel like I’m going to pass out or vomit.  

He breathes in.  “Gabby.”

I back up.  I feel like I’m suffocating.  I thought I could do this, but I’m not so sure right now.

“Gabby.  Don’t go.  I have your card.  Don’t run.”

I don’t care about the card.  I can get another one.  I have to have air.  I start to hyperventilate.  I turn on my heel to walk towards the door and just as everything starts to fade to black I see light.  I see Bradley.  
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I quickly pull the door open to Gi Gi’s and I am relieved when I see Gabby standing at the counter.  As soon as she turns around, I realize that she’s in trouble. She looks terrible.  Her color is gone.  She looks like a ghost.  I rush to get to her and she falls into my arms.  I hear Gabe call her name.  I turn my head back to him.  “You stay away from her.  Do I make myself clear?”

“I have her card.”

“Keep it.”  I have got to get her out of here and figure out what’s wrong with her.  “I got ya, Gabby.  I got ya.”

“I’m okay.  I think I just need food.”

“Okay?  You think you’re okay?  You’re not okay.”  I push the door open.  “What the hell were you thinking?”

“I’m more okay than you think I am.”  She pushes off of me and leans over with her hands on her knees.  “I’m not as breakable as you and Sam think I am.”

“You sure as hell looked like you were breaking in there.  What would you have done had I not been there just then?”

She takes a deep breath and rolls her eyes.  “I just need food.”

“What were you doing in there?  Why did you come here?  Furthermore, how’d you get here?”  I realize I’m drilling her with fifty thousand questions, but damn, she scared the crap out of us.  Sometimes I get so frustrated that I love her so much.  She can be so exasperating.  I open the car door for her, but she just stands there.  “Get in.”

“No.”

I clench my fist and grind my teeth.  Stubborn.  “Get. In. The. Car.”

She crosses her arms over her chest.  “No.”

“Why not?  What are you trying to prove?”

“I need to know what he did to me.”

“Not today you don’t.  Get in the car.”

“See.  This is what I’m talking about.  You and Sam think you know what’s best for me...more so than I know what’s best for myself.  It drives me up the friggin’ wall.”

I take a deep breath.  I can see her point, but I’m not giving into her right now.  She’s falling apart.  I can’t help it if she is on a mission to self-destruct.  I won’t sit back and watch her.  I certainly won’t help her.  “You need food.  Sam is worried sick about you.  He has your card.  We’ll have to come back to get it. Let’s just schedule a time after you’ve had some time to get yourself straight,” I plead.  I need her to meet me in the middle on this.  I don’t care what she says.  Today is not the day to do this.  Not to mention, he has a business to run.  It’s not like he can just stop and rehash his demons in the middle of the day.  That’s provided he’s even willing to rehash them at all.  She needs to be prepared for the fact that he may not want anything to do with her.  She’s clearly not thinking straight.

“Fine.”  She climbs into the car, and I realize I have been holding my breath this entire time.  I slam the door closed once I see she’s in.  I grab my phone and send a quick text to Sam that she’s okay and we’ll be home later.  I have a few things we need to do before we go home.

Found her at Gi Gi’s.  She’s a mess.  Taking her for lunch and then to buy her a new car.  I don’t want her hitching rides or wandering around alone anymore.  You’re welcome to stay or you can lock up and go.  Let me talk to her for a little bit and I’ll call you in a little bit.
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I am meeting Dad today to discuss the things I don’t remember.  Sam is insistent that this is a bad idea.  She even went to Dr. Harrison and tried to get her to convince me to not do this, except Dr. Harrison said it was my decision.  I was okay with not knowing before I saw him again.  But now I have to know what he did because he seems so different than how I have pictured him all these years.  He acts so different than what I expected.  I expected a loser-a drunk, deadbeat asshole.  He’s nothing like that.  I have to know more.  

He’s called me angel a couple of times.  I need to know what that’s about.  Honestly, it creeps me out right now.  He needs to explain that or stop it.  I am not sure I’m ready for pet names from this man.  Father, or not, he clearly did something horrible to me.

Which is why Bradley refuses to really let me be alone with him.  I know that Mr. In Control has done every kind of background check on him imaginable, and he says he can’t really find anything bad.  Part of me thinks he’s over-reacting, but the other part of me is thankful he’s protective over me.  I’ve not had a father to be protective all these years.  I didn’t have a dad to hold a shotgun as he opened the door to Ian and threaten him if he ever hurt me.  Sam has had to play all of these roles for me.  And Emma.

Part of me understands how Sam could be so hateful about him.  She remembers vividly what he did.  She remembers what it was like having a father one day, and then the next not.  She’s the one who had to sacrifice so much to try to make things normal for me and to pick up the pieces of my life when I’ve fallen apart because of men.

So with all of that said, Bradley is with me.  Dad told us to come to the coffee shop thirty minutes after they closed so he would have time to clear the staff.  He told us we could come before, but he would rather us have all the time we needed to talk and not feel rushed.  It’s hard to imagine him doing anything terrible to me.  He’s been so kind thus far.

I feel my stomach starting to churn as I get out of the car and walk towards the dimly lit shop.  I can see Dad get up from one of the tables and walk towards the door.  He turns the key on his side of the door and ushers us in.  Is it too late to run?  I hear I’m really good at that.

“Bradley.” Dad nods and extends his hand.  He glances over to me.  “Gabriella.”

“Mr. Gerhart,” Bradley says curtly.

I politely smile.  “Thank you for agreeing to do this.”

“I wish I didn’t have to do this, Gabby.  But if you don’t remember and you think knowing will help you move forward, then I’m willing to do it.”  He motions for us to sit down at the table.  “Can I get you two anything?”  He slides my card from the last time I was here across the table.  “And here’s your card you left that day.”  

I shake my head as I sit down.  Bradley says, “I’m good.”  He looks over to me as he pushes my chair in for me and sits beside me.  “You sure you don’t want anything?”

“I’m sure,” I reply.  He has no idea how badly I feel right now.  My stomach is rolling like one of those machines that hold the balls for the lottery.  I feel like I could throw up at any moment.  I know adding any food to that would just be asking for a mess.  

My hands are in my lap, and I can’t help but fidget.  Bradley must have noticed because he reaches over and puts his hand over both of mine.  I look over to him and his expression says it all.  He clears his throat and whispers. “You sure about this?”

My mouth feels like I have cotton balls stuck in there.  It’s so dry I can barely speak.  “Yes.” 

“Get her some water,” Bradley commands, which totally embarrasses me.  My father may have done unspeakable things, but he should still respect him just because of his age if nothing else.  Dad just nods his head and gets up from the table to get my water.

“I’m fine,” I insist and cut my eyes to Bradley.  “Don’t be rude.  This is hard enough as it is.”

“You’re not fine,” he ridicules me.  “Drink the damn water.”

Dad comes back to the table and extends a bottle of water to me.  I cross my arms and glare at Bradley.  He narrows his eyes at me, and I notice that dad is looking between the two of us.  He pushes the water closer to me.  He may be intimidated by Mr. Control Freak, but I’m not.  This is my deal.  I’m not going to be bossed around.  “Angel, take the water,” dad says.

Are you freakin’ kidding me?  I snatch the water.  “Fine.  Thanks.” I slam the bottle of water on the table in front of me.  “That’s the first thing I want to know.”  Bradley inhales sharply and I don’t give him the satisfaction of acknowledging that I know he’s fuming mad at me.  I can handle him later.

“What do you want to know, Gabby?” Dad asks.

“Why you call me angel?”

He purses his lips together and closes his eyes for a moment.  “Because you saved me.  I have always considered you my guardian angel.”

I scrunch my eyebrows together and look at him confused.  “How do you figure?”

“I’m an alcoholic.”

“I knew that much,” I hiss.  “Keep going.”  I try to take a breath.  I realize I had told Bradley to not be rude, and I’m being a complete bitch.  It’s like all of my frustration over my life have come flooding out of me.  Bradley should have never told me to drink the damn water.  It was the last thing I needed to hear.  He was right, too.  I am dying of thirst, but I do not want to give him the pleasure of knowing he was right at this particular moment. 

“Your mother was the love of my life.”  His voice quivers.  “It was like I was a different man when I drank.  Like I had two personalities, or something.” He glances away and pauses.  I lift my heel and do this bouncing thing when I get really nervous, and it starts.  Bradley reaches over and places his hand on my leg.  As pissed as I am at him for earlier, my leg slows, and I feel slightly calmer.  I put my hand on his.  “Anyway, you looked so different from Sam when you were little.  You look just like your mother.”

I put my head down and try to choke back the tears.  I don’t talk about it often, but I know I am the spitting image of my mother.  I always assumed that Sam must have been a spitting image of my dad.  She does resemble him.

He continues.  “I always questioned whether you were my child.”

I know my eyes must look like deer caught in headlights.  I can’t believe that my mother would have ever had an affair.  I have to ask Sam about this.  The thought that she may not be my real sister makes bile rise from my stomach.  I grab my belly.  “Excuse me,” I mutter as I rush from the table to the bathroom, covering my mouth to try to fight back the vomit.  Luckily, the shop is small, and I reach the bathroom door relatively quickly.  It’s not a large bathroom, just a single stall.  I reach the commode in time before I am unable to contain myself any longer.  Thankful that I didn’t eat or drink anything, I pull the toilet paper and wipe my mouth before pushing the lever to flush.

There is a knock at the door, and it opens slightly.  “Gabby?” Bradley asks, “Are you okay?  Can I get you anything?”

“I’m fine, and no.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, I just need a minute.”

“I’ll be right outside of the door waiting, then.”

“Yep.”  

I can’t believe that my mother would have had an affair.  Surely, there must have been something else that happened to make him think that I wasn’t his child.  Does he have proof she had an affair?  Had she been seeing someone else?  All of these questions flood my mind.  I push back the tears that are threatening the backs of my eyes.  I say a silent prayer that everything I thought about my life, about my mother, wasn’t all a lie.  I wash my face with a cool paper towel and toss it into the trash before exiting the bathroom. 

Bradley is facing the bathroom door, leaning up against the wall with his legs crossed and hands in his pocket.  He straightens his body when I come through the door.  He moves forward and pulls me into a hug.  I don’t even have time to wrap my arms around him.  Not that I would have.  I’m still reeling from him treating me like a child earlier with the water.  I realize as I stand there in his embrace that I almost feel numb.  I am definitely going to need some time to process all of this information.  Bradley puts his hands on my shoulders and surveys me before asking, “Do you want to leave?  Finish this another time?”

“Why would I want to do that?” I ask.

“Because, never mind that it’s late, I’m pretty sure you just got sick in the bathroom.”

“Yeah, finding out everything you thought about your life might not be true will do that to you.” I push away from him and head back to the table.  “I said I was fine.  Good thing I didn’t drink that water,” I hiss as I glance back to see him standing there looking at me.  I can tell that I just pushed every one of his buttons, but I’m glad.  Tonight, he’s pushed enough of mine.

When I get back to the table, my dad looks concerned.  “I’m sorry, Gabby.  You didn’t give me a chance to really finish.  As soon as I said that, your entire face turned green.”

“It’s fine.” I look away.  “Why did you think I wasn’t yours?  Was she having an affair?”

“No.  Well, I don’t think so now.”

“Why did you then?”

“There was a guy that she worked with.  He always seemed overly interested in your mother.  She always assured me that there was nothing more there.”

“That doesn’t mean there wasn’t.”  I am well aware that just because someone tells you it’s all in your head and there’s nothing there, doesn’t mean that’s the truth.  Ian was very good at covering up his little tryst with the person I thought was my very best friend.  I’m sure as an adult, someone could do an even better job.  

“I know.” He takes a swig of a bottle of water he must have gotten while I was in the bathroom.  “I’ll get to that in a little bit.  Let me continue, if you want?”

“I want to know.” 

“Okay.  So I wasn’t sure you were mine.  I had convinced myself that because you looked nothing like me at the time that you must have been someone else’s.  You were always quiet, shy, and almost slow.  I had no patience for you, Gabby.  Especially when I was drinking.”

I gulp and close my eyes for a moment to keep the tears back.  I can’t believe I don’t remember any of this.  I don’t understand how that’s even possible.  “What did you do to me?  What was so bad that Mom would have taken us and just left for good?”

“You girls had broken something while I was supposed to be watching you.  I knew when your mother came home, she would nag the hell out of me.  I was sick of it.  When you are in that place, you don’t want to hear anything from anyone.  You don’t want anything coming between you and the bottle.”  He looks down and fidgets in his lap.  Exactly the way I do.  “I lost it.  I lost control.  Your mother had always told me it was one thing for me to be a deadbeat dad, but the moment I laid a hand on either of you, she was gone.”

“So you hit me?”

“I hit you multiple times.  It was more than hitting, though.  She should have left me long before that.  Gabby, I’m so sorry.  When I was drunk I would say horrendous things to you, about you.”

I have nothing to say.  It’s hard for me to believe that I would have blocked all of that out, or that I would have been that traumatized over words, but then again, I have always been extremely sensitive to people saying ugly things to me.  Maybe it’s why I reacted the way I did to Bradley telling me to drink the water.  I don’t know.  Maybe I shouldn’t have done this.  Maybe I should have just left this buried inside of me.

Dad starts to talk again.  “Anyway, your mother came home and saw me hitting you.  Sam was terrified.  That was it.  She left.  That was my rock bottom.  I started going to AA meetings several weeks later after I realized she wasn’t coming back.”  He starts to bounce his leg like I do.  It is becoming more and more clear as I watch him that he has to be my father.  We may not look that much alike, but we certainly have the same mannerisms.

“That’s why you call me angel?”

“That’s why I call you angel.  As much as I thought I hated you, despised you, I realized had it not been for you...I don’t know where I’d be now.” He looks up to me through his lashes.  “Gabby, you saved me.”

“So you don’t drink anymore?”

“I’m a recovering alcoholic.  Every day is a struggle.  I attend meetings regularly, have a sponsor, and all that jazz.”

“Wow.”

“After I started going to the meetings and met my sponsor, I joined a local church.”  He smiles for the first time since this started.  “That’s where I met Cindy.”

“Cindy, your wife?”

“Yes.” 

“How did you find out Mom wasn’t having an affair?”

“It wasn’t long after I started getting my life on track, that I hired a private investigator to try to find her.” He shakes his head.  “It was obvious that she wasn’t seeing anyone.  I had him watch you all for a long time.  He would bring me pictures of you and Sam...and Grace.”  A tear slides down his cheek.  He looks away as he swipes it.  “I thought about trying to go back to her, but you all looked so so happy, Gabby.”

I feel my chest and throat tighten, and I know that fighting back tears is a useless waste of energy.  Both of my eyes well up and overflow like a fountain.  “So you just watched us...just let us go?”

“I know.  It was wrong.”  

“You’re damn right it was wrong!  You should have tried to make it right.”

“I don’t expect you to understand, Gabby.  I just knew that I didn’t want to mess up your new life.”

“So you never spoke to Mom ever again?”

He shakes his head.  “No, I didn’t.”

“How did you know she passed away?”

“I always read the obituaries.  There isn’t a day that passes that I have missed them.”  He clears his throat.  “I know that had to have been really hard on you and Sam.”

“Oh you have no idea.  And you knew, and you still didn’t come back?”

“What was I supposed to do?  Show up at your door and say ‘Daddy’s back’?”

I don’t know what to say to that.  I guess he has a point.  I mean, it’s not like Sam’s even receptive to him now.  There’s no way she would have been then.  “I don’t know.” I sigh as I put my head into my hands.  “I guess I just can’t believe that you had this other family and you got your crap together, but never came back for us.”

He reaches his hand across the table a little closer to me.  “Gabby...”

I glance up and notice the gesture.  I’m not sure I’m ready to be consoled by him.  “Huh?”

“I can’t go back.  I can’t change those decisions.  I have to own what I did in every aspect.” He retracts his hand and runs it through his hair.  “I have dealt with it in every way I could.  The only thing left to do is to ask for your forgiveness and move on.  We can’t change the past, but we can sure as hell make sure the future is better.”

He has a point.  I mean, we can sit here all day long and talk about what he should have done.  They say hindsight is always twenty-twenty.  This is all just too much.  My head has started to throb, and all I want to do is go to sleep.  It has all of the sudden hit me that I am emotionally and physically exhausted.  This little meeting, the puking...it has hit me so quickly.

“Yeah.  I guess you’re right.” I glance over to Bradley, who is staring impassively at me, before looking back to my dad.  “I really appreciate you doing this.  I know it couldn’t have been easy for you, either.”

“You’re welcome.”

I turn to Bradley.  “You ready?  I’m so tired.”

“Yep.” He scoots his chair out and extends his hand and I place mine in his.  

“I’ll let you two out, and then lock up,” Dad says as he gets up and heads towards the door.  After he unlocks the deadbolt, he opens the door.  “You two be careful.  If you have any other questions after all this has settled for you, just call me.  You know how to find me.”

I nod.  “Thanks.”

Bradley puts his arm around my back and leads me out of the door.  I don’t want my dad to see that I’m still upset with him.  After he shuts the door back and locks it, I scoot out of Bradley’s grasp.

He opens the door for me to the car, and I slide in silently while and he does the same.  We’re completely quiet on the way back to the house.  I appreciate his help and support, but I’m still pissed that he was so rude and demanding.  He totally ruined my mood.  He made me lose my cool.  I was nervous enough as it was.  I didn’t need to deal with his being macho.

When we get back home, I let myself out of the car, and we both quietly walk to the bedroom.  The tension between us is palpable.  Our chemistry and need for one another is pulling us together like those huge magnets we had as kids on the fridge, yet our brains are trying to pry us apart.  Both of us are stubborn as a mule, and I refuse to give in to it this time.  For some reason I feel like I have to stand up to him.

I walk to our closet and strip out of my clothes to where I’m down to just my light pink lace bra and matching boy short panties.  When I go into the bathroom to take my contacts out and wash my face, he follows me and acts like he’s busy.  He’s pissed me off even more than I already was.  I turn on my heel to leave the bathroom, and he grabs my elbow right as I think I am out of his reach.  He pulls me back and crushes my body against the wall, pinning my arms above my head.  He has his other hand on the wall beside my face.  His body is so close to mine that I can feel his heat radiating onto my exposed skin.  He glares at me, still silent.  I lift my chin and narrow my eyes at him.  My desire has pooled between my legs, and I am literally bound and determined to not say the first word.

He shakes his head to the side and rolls his eyes.  “You’re so damned set on ignoring me tonight.”

“Hmph.” is all I give him the satisfaction of hearing.

“Why couldn’t you just drink the damn water?”

“It wasn’t about the water,” I spat as I break our eye contact for the first time.  He’s so sexy like this that I can’t even think straight.

He uses the hand that was on the wall to move my chin back up to where I have to look at him.  “Oh really?”  He licks his lips.  “If not the water, then what?”

“You were being rude and bossy,” I pout.

He chuckles.  “I noticed you pouted there, too.  I must say, you’re sexy as hell when you pout fully dressed, but you just took sexy to a whole new level.”

I inhale and exhale sharply, trying to get a grip on the raging heat that is consuming my body.  “It was hard enough without you being a dick.”  I look away again.

“Gabby,” he whispers as he moves a piece of hair behind my ear.  “Do you know how hard it was for me to watch you do that to yourself?  To subject yourself to that?”  

I shake my head and gulp.  “No,” I mutter.

“You know I crave control, and I don’t know that I have ever felt so out of control in my life.  You have no idea how hard it was for me to sit there and watch that unfold.  To watch your heart being sliced open and served on a damn platter right in front of me.” He looks up to the ceiling and I can tell he’s trying to contain his anger, or maybe it’s frustration.  I don’t know what I’m seeing in front of me right now.  “I had to try to do something to help you.  And you shut me out, Gabby Girl.”  When he turns his head to look back at me his blue eyes are intense.  They sear me.  “You shut me out, and you shut me down.”

“I’m sorry,” I whisper as I bite my lip to keep from crying.

“Partners.  You gotta quit shutting me out.”

I close my eyes for a minute.  I hate myself at this moment.  How did I ever get so lucky.  I tip my head and rest my forehead on his, and move our lips to where they are touching.  I want to kiss him so badly.

He rubs his nose against mine.  “I want you so bad, do you know that?”

“Uh huh.” A smile curves on my lips for the first time in what seems like forever.

His eyes turn to icy blue.  He softly kisses my forehead, then drops my hands.  “Goodnight, Gabby Girl.”

What the hell?  “You’re going to bed?” I ask under my ragged breath.

“Yep.”

“Um.  Am I missing something?”

“You’re a smart girl.  Do you really need me to spell it out for you?”

I glance up at the ceiling while I take a cleansing breath.  My stomach has gone from churning, to rolling, to fluttering, and back again tonight.  I don’t know how much more I can take.  “No.  You’re shutting me out.” Tears well in my eyes, and I walk to the bathroom door and lean into the side of the door.  “You’re punishing me?” I ask.

“No, I prefer giving you a taste of your own medicine.”  He pulls the duvet back on our bed and climbs in, then glances back to me.  “Doesn’t taste very good, does it?”

“That’s not fair.”

“What’s not fair, Gabby?  That you can shut me out, but I can’t shut you out?” He scolds me like I’m an errant child and it feels like crap. 

“It’s different.  I shut you out because you were being rude to my dad.  You weren’t acting supportive even if you were trying to be.”  

“Oh, making sure that you had hydration because your mouth was so dry you could barely speak?  How’s that not supportive?” His voice rises as he speaks the sentence.  “Then you completely clam up after I tell you about your dad.  I’m about to call the damn therapist and you’re just pissed so you don’t talk.”  He throws his hands up in the air.  “Gabby, you were a hot mess.  I was worried about you.  I wanted to help you in the only way I knew how and you wouldn’t let me.”

“It’s the way you went about it.” I look away.  “You were mean.”

“Oh, Gabriella.  You don’t know mean from me.  I don’t want to diminish your feelings because I know it’s been a rough day, but I think you’ll feel better in the morning after you’ve had some rest.”  He pats the bed.  “It’s late.  We both have a long day tomorrow.  Come to bed.”

I want to buck him so bad, but I know I can’t.  I know I have to submit on this.  I put my head down as I walk to the bed and climb in beside him and roll on my side.  He snuggles in behind me and I hear him inhale.  “Mmm, night Gabby Girl.”
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I stand at the door after I have closed and locked it while watching them safely get in their car and leave.  I remove the key from the door and shove it into my pocket.  I finish the clean-up of the shop.  I glance back to that table where we sat tonight and shake my head as a tear trickles from my eye.  I have made some horrendous mistakes in my life.  I never thought I’d have a second chance with my girls.  I say a quick prayer as I thank God for the miracle he has placed in my life, my angel.  My Gabriella.  I pray that she can find a way to forgive me.  I pray that we can find a way to build a future and not dwell on our past.  A past, which she can’t even remember. 

As I walk towards the back of the shop, I pick up the vase of flowers I had gotten for Cindy to bring home.  She has been so incredible this morning.  She has been a constant source of support since Gabby literally walked back into my life.  Provided that Gabby, and eventually Sam come around, I don’t think my life could be any better than it is right now.  I have everything I’ve ever wanted.  More than I ever thought or even think I deserve. 

I cut the lights as I pull the keys back from my pocket.  I move the vase to the crook of my arm as I enter in the combination for the security alarm.  I swiftly open the door, close and lock it.  When I turn on my heel to walk to my car, I am blinded-sided.  Everything in my life flashes before my eyes as I see a man dressed in all black holding a gun.  He turns and pushes me to the wall of the building causing the glass vase to crash to the ground, shattering into millions of pieces.

“Take whatever you want,” I try to say strongly as I brace myself on the bricks, both of my hands on either side of my head.

“Shut the fuck up,” he barks.  “Don’t move or say a word.  You do, you’re dead.”  He puts the gun to the back of my head.  I stand there and wait.  Unsure of what to do to get myself out of this situation.  I feel paralyzed.  I’m unable to move, talk, or even think.  He quickly empties my pockets.  I can feel his breath, smell the scent of alcohol and smoke.

Suddenly my world goes black as I feel an intense throbbing pain in my head.  I feel my legs give way and my body slides down to the ground, hitting my head on the concrete pavement.  Warmness flushes through my body as I am unable to keep my eyes open any longer.
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I am startled when I hear the phone ring.  I jump as my eyes flash open and I realize it’s still dark outside.  It’s never a good sign when your phone rings in the middle of the night.  “Hello,” I grumble into the phone.

“Gabriella?” The woman says on the other line.  I think I hear her sniff.  Is she crying?  I don’t recognize the voice or the number.

“Who is this?”

“I’m Cindy, Gabe’s wife.”

“Oh,” is all I can mutter.  Thousands of thoughts start crossing through my mind.  “Is everything okay?”

“No,” she sobs into the phone.  I nudge Bradley and perch myself up on my elbow as I listen intently.  “He was robbed leaving the shop tonight.  He was airlifted to Grady.  He’s still unconscious.”  I swallow and try to think of how to respond.  I am speechless as the guilt consumes me.  He was there late because of me.  Cindy sniffs.  “I just thought you should know.”

I don’t think I can go through this again.  I don’t think that I can lose another parent, especially when I was just wrapping my head around him.  “May I see him?”  As soon as I say it I realize that I am fighting back tears.  Why?  Why am I fighting back tears for this man?  He hurt me to the point I don’t even remember him.  I don’t know him.  He’s a stranger to me.  I should consider him dangerous to me like Bradley and Sam say.  But I can’t.  I shake my head.  “Cindy, may I see him?” I ask urgently.

“Please.  I don’t know if it will help, but he says you’re his angel.  Please come, Gabriella.”

“Okay.  I’ll be there soon.”  I hang up and nudge Bradley.  “Hey, wake up.”  I shake him again.  He’s so hard to wake up sometimes.  “Bradley.  I gotta go, please wake up.”

He mumbles and rolls over trying to nuzzle me.  “Wake up,” I urge him as I shake his shoulders.

“Huh?” Even in the dark those blue eyes can pierce me. 

“It’s Dad.  He was robbed tonight after we left the shop.”  

His playful, half-awake look turns serious. “Is he okay?”

I shake my head, and as I say, “No,” the tears I had been able to contain on the phone start to flow from my eyes.  “He’s at Grady.  He’s unconscious.”  Bradley uses the pad of his thumbs to brush away my tears.  “I want to go see him.  Will you drive me?”

“Of course, I’ll drive you.”  He kisses my forehead.  After our fight, I’m glad to see that he’s being so nice.  “Can I get you something?” he breathes onto my forehead.

I learned my lesson earlier.  I can’t shut him down or out right now.  I need him.  I need to lean on him like no other.  “Some kind of a pain killer for my headache.” And a small smile curves on my lips.  “And some water.”

He grins.  “Ah, water, huh?” he asks and then gently takes my lips into his.  “Get dressed, and I’ll get that for you.”

I climb out of the bed and open the drawer to the dresser to pull out a pair of black sweats.  There is an elastic for my hair on my bedside table.  I pick that up and start to gather my hair onto the top of my head and secure it with the elastic.

Bradley comes back into our room with a glass of water and pills.  He extends one hand to me.  “For the headache.”  I smile and put them in my mouth and reach for the glass.  He hands it to me.  “Drink it all.”

I smile as I take the glass and turn it back to swallow the pills.  I look at him as I chug the water.  A smile forms around the lip of the glass.

"Atta girl." He smirks and crosses his arms, causing his chest to bulge.  He looks so smug as he says, "You know almost all headaches are caused by dehydration." 

Smart ass.

I finish it and hand him the glass back.  “Almost being the operative word.”  I wink and walk away to get dressed.  As distracting as the playful banter is, I’m worried and I really can’t get to the hospital fast enough.
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I threw on a sweat suit because I know from what I went through with my mom that hospitals are always freezing.  I thought after mom passed away, that I was done with needing to be in hospitals, certainly done with hospitals for parents.  The overwhelming feeling that I have as I walk through those sliding doors is hard to describe.

I’ve just met him, and I feel like I’m already losing him.  I wasn’t sure if I wanted a relationship, but now I feel like that decision is being stolen from me.  It’s being taken away.  It’s not on my terms.  Some punk made it for me.  For what?  For a couple of dollars?  I don’t understand what’s wrong with people.

Maybe he deserved it.  Maybe this is karma catching up with him.  I just can’t resign myself to believe that, though.  I can’t resign myself to believe that he won’t be okay.  I need time with him.  All I’ve been able to think about on the way here was how I was the reason he was even there that late.

This is my fault.  

I don’t know that I will be able to handle the guilt that will eat me alive if he were to die because of being at the shop late begging for my forgiveness.  How will I ever be okay with that?

I prayed the entire way here for him to be okay.  So that I can have another chance if I want one, and so I won’t have to know what it feels like for the rest of my life to know that he died because of me.  My body starts to shake as we walk up to the desk.  There is a security guard there.  “Who are you here to see?”

“My dad.  Gabe Gerhart.”  I pause to keep the tears that threaten at bay.

Bradley fills in the rest for me.  “He’s in the ICU.”

The guard makes a call and asks if we have permission to visit.  When he hangs up he nods his head and points to the area in front of us.  “Go down this hall.  The elevators will be on your right.  Take it to the 4th floor.”  He motions to the left.  “The ICU waiting room will be on your left after you exit.  There’s an intercom for you to buzz to get to the nurses when you get up there.”

“Okay, thank you,” I whisper.  We walk down the frigid, sterile corridor towards the elevator and up to the intensive care unit.

Bradley must notice that I’m shaking because he wraps his arms around me as the doors open and walks me into the quiet space.  The hospital is pretty much a ghost town since visiting hours are over.  When the doors close, he turns me around and pulls me close into a hug.  He kisses the top of my head.  “I wish I could tell you it’s gonna all be okay.”

“It’s okay that you can’t.”

“I wish I could take away all the pain that you have had to endure, do you know that?”

I nod and swallow.  “That means a lot.”

“It’s the truth.”

The doors open to the fourth floor.  Just as the security guard said, there’s nothing on the fourth floor other than the ICU.  We barely have to move before we’re in the waiting room.  This woman with blonde hair and eyes as beautiful and blue as Bradley’s walks over to me.  I assume she’s Cindy.  “You must be Gabby.”

“I am.” I smile.  Not exactly how I thought I’d meet her.  I have a moment where I realize I have a step-mom.  I have a brother.  I have a family.  It’s mine if I want it.  And I don’t think I realized how much I have wanted that until now.  “It’s nice to finally meet you.”  I look over to the boy on the couch playing a hand-held video game.  He looks like Sam.  Lighter hair, but his features look so much like her.  He’s a mini-dad.  “That must be...?”

“Evan.  That’s Evan, he’s your half-brother.”

The tears that have threatened me since I got here escape.  I cover my mouth and turn to Bradley and bury my face into his chest.  He puts his hands on the back of my head and whispers, “Shh.” into my ear.  “I got you, Gabby Girl.  I got you.”

I don’t think it’s any one thing that has caused the flood gates to open.  It’s a combination.  It’s everything I learned tonight.  It’s the assault.  It’s meeting my step-mom and my brother for the first time.  It’s going from essentially being an orphan to having a family that I might lose at any moment.  It’s just too much.  “I need to sit down, and I need water, please.”

Bradley pushes me back and down into an uncomfortable couch.  “You want anything else?”

I shake my head.  I look to Cindy.  “I’m so sorry.  It’s just a lot to take in all at once.”

She sits next to me.  “Sweetie, I completely understand.  I know about everything.  I know this must be so hard and overwhelming for you.”

“You have no idea.”

“You’re right.  I don’t.  I can only imagine.  I just know he loves you so much, Gabby.”

“He had a mighty funny way of showing it.  Even after he got sober, he could have come back, but he didn’t.”

“Right.  You’re exactly right.  He’s lived with that his entire life.  Trust me when I say that decision has tormented him.”

I bite my lip and proverbially my tongue because I can tell this could very well go to a not so great place quickly.  “Whatever you say.”  I have to change the subject.  “So, how’s he doing?”

“The good news is he has been able to communicate with them and open his eyes.  It appears as though this may not be as serious as we once thought.”

I feel like a ton of bricks have been lifted off of my chest.  “I’m glad to hear that.”

“Well, thank you for coming.  Would you like to see him?”

Bradley is walking back up to me with water.  I take a sip and give it back to him. “I would.”

She gets up and holds her hand out to me.  I can’t be mad at her.  None of this is her fault.  I’m sure this is very hard on her, as well.  I place my hand in hers and she helps me up to my feet.  Bradley puts his arm around my waist and whispers in my ear, “You gonna be okay by yourself?”

I nod.  “Uh huh.  I think so.”

“I’ll be waiting here for you, then.”  He kisses the side of my head as he lets me go.

Cindy and I walk to the entrance intercom.  She buzzes the nurses and they let us in.  “Do they not have visiting hours?”

“They just limit it to two visitors at a time and you’re not allowed to visit during shift change.  We’re good.”

“Oh.” 

We walk past the nurses’ station and into a room that is crammed packed with medical equipment, monitors, and a nurse is sitting at a laptop computer typing.  I don’t think I was prepared for how he would look.  I don’t know what I expected.  He’s got two black eyes.  He has a tube down his throat and an IV.  He looks so different than what he looked like just hours ago.

Cindy pushes me towards his head and holds his hand, as she’s positioned closer to the foot of the bed.  “Just talk to him Gabby.  Let him know you’re here.”

I have no idea what to say or whether I can say anything at all without becoming too emotional.  “Ahem...I guess I should start by apologizing.  This is all my fault.”  I look to Cindy.  I guess I’m partially apologizing to her, too.  “Had you not been there late with us, this...this wouldn’t have happened.”  She hands me a tissue, and I dab my eyes.  “I felt so many emotions when I left.  I didn’t know what I wanted as far as a relationship with you goes.  I need you to wake up, Dad.  I need to know you’re going to be okay.”  I start to sob uncontrollably.  “I can’t watch another parent die.  If you don’t wake up, the person who robbed you will be robbing me, too.”

Cindy rubs my back and puts her arm around my shoulders.  “It’s okay, sweetie.  This isn’t your fault.”

I nod, but I don’t believe her.  It’s every bit my fault.  We stand there for a few minutes, and then I decide to go back to Bradley.  I don’t think I can stand watching him like that.  No matter what he did, he’s never been dead to me.  Deep down, I’ve always hoped that maybe things could have been different.  This was my chance at a new life and it’s all about to be stripped away from me.

As I turn to leave, I am compelled to turn back.  I look to the nurse.  “He can hear me, right?”

“We always encourage visitors to talk normally to their loved ones, even if they are in a deep coma.  Because he’s been communicating, we don’t believe he is in a deep coma.  I think he can probably hear you.”

“Okay. Thank you.”  I grab his hand and squeeze it.  “I forgive you.  I need you to know that I forgive you.”  When I try to let go, he squeezes.  He squeezes!  I jump and look wide-eyed to Cindy.  “He just squeezed my hand!”

The nurse smiles.  “That’s a very good sign that he heard you.  He has been more and more responsive.”

I can’t leave.  I want to talk to him more.  I want to know if he can hear me.  “Dad, squeeze twice if you can hear me.  Please,” I cry.  I feel a slight squeeze and then another.  I can feel the eyes of Cindy and the nurse on me.  I look back between the both of them.  “He did it.”
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It’s been a week since the accident, and Dad’s been in and out of consciousness.  The doctors say the prognosis is good.  It just takes time for the swelling on the brain to go down.  They said it’s hard to know how long it will take for someone to fully wake up, but usually when they are getting the response they are from him, then it’s less than four weeks.

I’m still in the middle of my semester, so I’ve not been able to be at the hospital as much as I would like.  It’s been so hard.  We can’t seem to stay away from hospitals lately.  They make my skin crawl, my body cringe.  The difference between this hospital situation and the other is that Bradley has been by my side every chance he’s gotten.  He’s been incredible to me.  I couldn’t ask for better support through this.  Well, I could.  My sister coming around would be very helpful.  It would be nice to know that my family was complete.

I’ve only known Cindy a week.  At first I thought she was being too nice, but I know now that she’s really one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.  I know this partially because of the support their church has offered.  There is a buffet in the waiting room nearly every night from all the food they’ve brought to feed us.

I’ve talked to some of these people while mingling and waiting.  There’s nothing else to do, but talk, pray, and eat.  I haven’t met one single person who had a bad thing to say about Cindy.  Furthermore, they haven’t had one single thing bad to say about my dad.  He’s a deacon.  It’s like he’s a totally different person than what I’ve been told all these years.

And then there’s Evan.  If he’s any reflection of the parent Dad is capable of being, then he’s a mighty fine father.  Evan couldn’t be any more well-mannered and polite.  He may look nothing like me, but he and I share a similar disposition.  He is quiet, smart, and introverted.  He makes me smile every time I see him.

I can’t imagine what he must be going through finding out all of the sudden that you have two older sisters, all the while not knowing if your father is going to be okay.  He seems to be holding up okay.  He’s asked me about Sam.  Every time I bring her up, it irritates me.  She needs to be here.

Everyone is busy in the waiting room.  There are small groups chatting.  There are a few of the elders cleaning up the dinner spread.  I’ve been sitting on the couch sipping a cup of coffee while Bradley rubs my back.  It is nearly enough to put me to sleep.

I glance over to him.  “I need to go call Sam.”

“I called Sam.”

“When did you call Sam?”

“I called her the morning after the accident.  She doesn’t want to be here.”

I look away.  She’s so damn stubborn, but dang him for calling her and not telling me.  “I thought we weren’t keeping secrets anymore?”

“We’re not keeping secrets.  If it was a secret I wouldn’t have just told you I called her.”

“But you only told me because I asked.”

“I did it because I thought she should know and you were overwhelmed and busy.”  I stand up and walk to the window in the corner and cross my arms.  He walks up behind me and puts his hand on my shoulder.  “You’re welcome to call her, but you need to know she’s not receptive.”

I shake my head.  “He’s fighting for his life.  He’s clearly changed.  I just don’t understand why she won’t give him another chance.”

“Maybe you should try to call her, then.  You might be able to get through to her.”

I turn around into his arms.  “I need her.  I have to talk to her.”

“I’ll be waiting here then.  I’ll get you if anything changes.”

I perch up on my tippy toes and give him a sweet, chaste kiss.  “Thanks.”
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Things have been so strained with Gabby since Bradley found our dad.  I don’t know what’s so hard for everyone to understand about me not wanting to have anything to do with him.  I’ve been very vocal in the past about him being dead to me.  Bradley insists I need to give him a second chance, but it’s no one’s decision but mine to decide what I need to do.

Gabby hasn’t been calling me like she usually does.  I have sent her a few texts here and there, but I’ve been trying to just give us both some space until this hopefully blows over.  I keep thinking that if I just wait it out, she’ll come to her senses and let him stay in her past.  I know she’s curious, but I always say curiosity killed the cat.  She needs to chill.

I feel like Joe is the only person I can discuss any of this with.  He gets what is going on because he did the background search.  Ryan is so busy with his residency.  I feel like we barely see each other.  When we do, we’re usually too busy not being able to keep our hands off of each other to talk about this kind of stuff.

I’ve missed having Gabby to talk to, but I’ve been thankful that Joe has stepped up to the plate.  I haven’t told Ryan that we’ve gotten closer.  I reassure myself that it’s okay.  We’re practically family.  He’s my boyfriend’s brother.  There’s nothing wrong with me being friends with him.  Especially since Joe and Bradley are so close.  How could we not be close friends?

Except I know the reason I feel guilty is because of what I feel when I talk to him.  It’s different than anything I’ve ever felt before.  I’m determined to ignore it.  Talk about curiosity.  There’s nothing good that could come from us being anything more than just friends.

So why do I find myself sitting on my bed about to dial his number?  Why can’t I just walk away?  Why can’t I just leave well enough alone?  Do I really need a friend that badly that I’d put my relationship with Ryan on the line for it?  Or is it that I just want to talk to him so badly that I’m making excuses to justify it?

Just as I’m about to throw my phone across the room, it rings.  I know who I want it to be, but it’s not.  It’s Gabby.  I sigh as I answer,  “Hello.”

“Hey.”  She sounds so down, and this is beyond awkward.

“Hey.”

“Bradley said he talked to you.”

“Yep.”  I don’t want to have this conversation right now.

“Are you still coming to Atlanta tomorrow?”

No way am I asking why she wants to know this.  I already know and I’m not opening the conversation for her to hound me.  “I am.”

“Do you think you could come by and see Dad...meet Cindy and Evan?”

“No.  Not happening.  Not now and not ever.”

“Sam, he could die.  We have a step-mom and a brother.  We have a family,” she pleads.

“He’s already dead to me, Gabby,” I say calmly.  “How many more times do I have to tell this to you?”

“People change, Sam.  You can’t live your life holding grudges.”

“Gabby, let’s get something straight.  I remember.  I remember every single thing that he did.”  I take a deep breath.  Do I really want to go here?  You better think twice Sam before you do this.  “I remember you knocking the candy jar over, and it breaking into a million tiny little pieces.”  I take a deep breath.  “I remember the things he said to you, to my beloved little sister.  I remember the sound of his hand making contact with your delicate skin as he hit you over and over again.”

“Sam.”

“You don’t remember, but I do.  It’s not so easy for me to just move on with life.  They say you should forgive and forget.  Well you don’t have to forget.  You’ve already done that.”

“That’s not fair.”

“It’s not fair.  You’re right.  It’s not fair that for all these years you’ve gotten to forget all these horrid details, and I have been haunted by them.”  A tear falls down my cheek.  “And it’s not fair that you expect me to just be able to forget them in the snap of a finger because karma has finally caught up to him.”

“I don’t know how you can be in school to be a doctor and say such horrible things!” she sobs.

“I can’t save someone who I already lost,” I hiss.  How dare her question my intentions or my heart like that.  Who does she think she is?

“But that’s it.  You haven’t lost him.  He’s inside the hospital, and you can have a second chance with him.  Why are you being so stubborn?”

“He doesn’t want us or a second chance.  He could have come back at any time and gotten us, but he didn’t.  What makes you think he even cares that you’re back in his life?”

“If you’d talk to him, then you’d understand.”

My blood pressure must be through the roof.  I hate raising my voice at her, but I’m so frustrated I could scream.  “That’s it, though.  I don’t want to understand, Gabby.” 

“I don’t get that,”  she growls back to me.

“You don’t have to get it.”  I let my body collapse on my bed.  This is so exhausting.  “I just wish you’d respect it.”

“Fine.  I’ll never mention it again.  But you need to know that he’ll be at the wedding.  So you’re going to have to come to terms with it between now and then.”  She pauses.  “I mean, unless you’re not going to come because he’s there.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.  I’m not going to miss your wedding.  But don’t expect me to give him the time of day.”

“Whatever.  I need to go.”

“Yeah.  Me...” She hangs up before I can even finish saying goodbye.  In all these years she has never hung up on me.  It hurts like a knife is being stabbed right into my heart.  I grab my pillow and sob into it.  I hate this.  I wanted to plan the wedding with her.  I wanted that to be a day we both shared and for it to be so special.

In true fashion, leave it up to Gabe Gerhart to spoil it all.  
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I move backwards and when I feel the bench behind my knees, I slowly sit.  Starring into the distance, I try to process everything that she just said to me.  After all of these years of swearing she wouldn’t tell me what he did, she did.

It’s frustrating to hear those things and not be able to remember them myself.  I wish I could.  I think for a moment and decide maybe I’m glad I can’t.  Maybe it’s a blessing.  Because if I remembered like Sam, maybe I wouldn’t be able to enjoy this new beginning.

I hadn’t even told Bradley that I wanted him at the wedding.  Provided he wakes up and is okay.  I don’t think Bradley would mind.  He’s been encouraging me to make it right with him.  He keeps saying that this is clearly a chance for me to make amends.  That regardless of what he did, he’s my father.  You only get one.  You can either disown him for his faults, or you can accept who he is, love him for who he is, and try to make the best of the time you have in the future.  You can’t get back the time in the past.  You can’t change it.  You can only make sure to learn and move forward.

I’ve thought a lot about it.  At first I was very opposed to that.  Mainly because of how that would affect Sam.  But the more that I’ve gotten to know Cindy and Evan, the more I want this family.  I know he’s right.  It’s just hard because I want more.  I want this family to include Sam.  I want Sunday afternoon dinners with all of them.  I want holidays with my entire family.  My past was horrible.  I went through so many bad things.  This is my chance to turn it around.  I didn’t have control over the past, but I do have control over the future.  If I don’t make things right, I’ll have no one to blame for that other than myself.

It’s just that I don’t want to feel like I’m gaining three people, but losing Sam.  There’s nothing I can do about it, though.  I have to decide what’s more important, and that is where the strings of my heart are playing tug-of-war.  I can’t choose practical strangers over Sam.  The thought of losing Gabe, Cindy, and Evan so quickly after I chose them is more than I can fathom.  It’s simple.  I can’t choose.  I have to find a way to have them all.
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The last time I saw Gabby was at the hospital the day I finally got to meet my daughter.  It’s amazing how much a little baby can change your life.  It’s funny how much I thought when I first found out Veronica was pregnant that I didn’t think I wanted it-that I wasn’t ready to be a father.  I couldn’t have been more wrong.

It seems like every time I think I’m getting myself together, and I'm finally on the right path, it seems like the rug is ripped right out from under me.  I don’t know what I did in this life to deserve the fury of hell on earth.  The karma from Gabby should have long caught up with me.

That’s why I have to see her one more time.  I have to make amends with her once and for all.  Everything I said to her that day at her apartment was true.  Everything I felt was true.  But I had ulterior motives.  I have to do it this time so selflessly.

I had thought about getting a pass to get into Château Élan from one of my buddies who lives in there, but that just still seemed so sneaky and wrong.  I know I have to show her I’ve grown up if I expect her to believe a word out of my mouth.  If I’ve learned anything through this experience, it’s that it’s the way we go about situations that set us apart from the rest.

So I called her earlier and begged for her to meet me at the clubhouse.  I realize the timing isn’t great with it being the night before her wedding, but I needed a time when I knew she would be alone.  I needed a time when I knew that Bradley wouldn’t be hovering over her like she’s some kind of frail porcelain doll.  

At first she didn’t want to do it, but eventually with much reassurance that I was being genuine she gave in and said she’d meet me at nine pm.  So I’m parked in the parking lot, and I’m waiting.  My palms are sweaty, and even with the air blasting I’m still burning up.  My mouth feels like it’s filled with cotton it’s so dry.

I see headlights.  I don’t recognize the car, but when it pulls up next to me, I can see it’s her.  I guess she got a new car when hers broke down.  It’s really about time.  That car was beyond too old and unsafe for her.

I get out and keep my distance.  “Hey, Gabs.”

“Ian.” She nods and rests her back up against the car door.  “What do you want?”

“Thanks for agreeing to meet me.”

“Well you made a pretty convincing argument when you said you’d finally leave me the hell alone if I agreed.”

I shrug.  It’s not what I wanted.  I had hoped that we could repair things and at least stay cordial, but I needed to see her one last time.  “Nice car.”

She glances back towards the hood and then smiles.  “Bradley.  Birthday gift.  Ya know.  The other car was beyond repair anyway.”

“I figured.  Your old car was beyond ancient.”

“Cut the small talk, Ian.  I don’t have a lot of time.  Cut to the chase.  Why did you want to see me?”

I glance down because it’s still hard for me to talk about this.  “Did you know we lost the baby?”

I move my eyes up and look into hers.  Her brows have furrowed and her smile quickly fades.  “Yeah, I heard.  I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, me too.  Listen.  I just wanted to say thank you.”

She raises an eyebrow.  “Thank you?”

“Yeah, for all that you and Bradley did for Veronica...for Faith.”

“Bradley was surprised you named her Faith.”

“Yeah.  Veronica wouldn’t budge.  She said regardless of Bradley naming her that it was her name.  It fit.  She just wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Gabby rolls her eys.  “Yeah, that meant a lot to Bradley.”

I swallow.  “I got you something.  I wanted to give it to you.”

“You didn’t have to get me anything.”

“I wanted to.  A wedding gift.  Not that you need my blessing, but to know that I am happy for you.”

She cocks her head to the side.  “Are you really?”

“Yes.  Of course, I am.  I’ve only always wanted you to be happy.”  I open the passenger side door and reach for the gift.  “I realize I didn’t go about that in the right way, but I’ve grown up a lot.”  I shut it and hand the gift to her.  “I need to close this chapter of my life, Gabby.  The chapter where I make impulsive, rash, usually irresponsible and hurtful decisions.”

She smiles.  “Are you officially apologizing to me with no strings attached?  It’s hard for me to trust you.”

“I have meant every apology I’ve ever said.  I just need to know now that you forgive me.  I need to know we’re both moving on and that the bad karma between us is resolved.”

She laughs, and it’s infectious.  Her smile, her laugh...it will always brighten my day and warm my heart.  “Well, let me open this and see what’s in here and then I’ll let you know if I forgive you.”

“Oh.  That’s how this is gonna go, huh?” I’m relieved to see her being playful.  This is going better than I could have ever expected.  I hope it continues.

She was always meticulous opening gifts.  I cross my legs and arms as I lean back against my car and smile as I watch her open it.  When she does, tears start streaking down her face.

“Oh Ian.  I...I don’t know what to say.”  She swipes her tears and brushes her fingers lightly across the frame where it says, “Never lose Faith.  Always have hope.  Love for always.”  Then in smaller writing below that it says 1 Corinthians 13.  

I know I’ve not acted like a Christian, but my parents raised me as a good ‘ole southern Baptist.  I’ve heard that scripture over and over all through my life.  I never fully understood or respected how special it is to find that person who you can love like that verse says.  I understand it now.  If Bradley does that for Gabby, then they have my blessing, not that they asked for it or need it.

I swallow hard because I knew this was going to be a hard gift to give.  “You don’t have to say anything.  There’s a card.  I knew there would be things I couldn’t say out loud to you, so I wrote them down.”

“She really was beautiful, Ian.  Look at all that blonde hair.  There’s just something about a baby with a big flower in her hair.”

I smile.  “I know, she had me wrapped so tight around that...” I take a deep breath and fight back the tears that threaten the backs of my eyes.  “She had me wrapped around that little finger the moment I saw her.”

Gabby chuckles, “She did that to Bradley in a matter of a day, and he wasn’t even her father.”

“I know.  That’s why I have to say thank you.  He didn’t have to be there for them, but he did.  He’s not as bad of a guy as I thought he was.” I look up to the clear sky and back to Gabby.  “And I can see he loves you.  I just want you to be happy.”

“I am happy.”

“I loved you, Gabby, I still do.  I realize now it’s just different.  I am sorry I hurt you.”

“I forgive you, Ian.  I forgave you a long time ago.”

I nod.  “Then I should let you get going.  I know you probably have a lot to do.”

“Nah the girls are just coming to the house.  Bradley arranged a spa party for us.  So about to go get pampered.  It starts at ten.”

“Sounds nice.”

“Yeah.  You and Veronica?  Are you together?”

I shrug.  I don’t know how to label us.  “Something like that.”

“You love her?” she asks.

“With all my heart.”

“Then fight for her.  Never let her go.”  She shakes her head.  “Don’t keep secrets.”  Then she points to the frame and the card.  “Thank you for this.  We’ll treasure it for the rest of our lives.”

We both stand there awkwardly.  I know Gabby is a hugger.  I move my arms almost asking for permission.  She nods, so I wrap my arms around her, giving her a quick squeeze.  Then I let her go.
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I’m in the back of the church with Stella, Emmi, Sam, and Carmen.  They are all my bridesmaids.  Well, Stella is my matron of honor and Sam is my maid of honor.  Everyone looks beautiful.  Those dresses are all stunning.  I decided to let them pick their style, but they are all the same color, a sage green.  It makes the flowers really pop.

Sam still hasn’t really come around about Dad, but we agreed to put that aside to get us through the wedding.  She steers clear of him and avoids him at all costs.  

Dad is by my side holding my hand.  I’m trying not to act nervous, but I am.  It’s not because I have a single doubt in my mind about marrying Bradley, but because I want everything to go as I planned.  I’ve watched one too many episodes of Bridezilla’s to know that a wedding going off without a hitch is a miracle in and of itself.  This is a day I have dreamed about for as long as I can remember.  I want it to be perfect.

I watch Celia talking into her mouth piece as she motions for the girls to start their journey down the long aisle one-by-one.  The string quartet is playing Pachabel’s Canon in D.  The chords send a shiver through my body as goosebumps erupt through my exposed skin. I shift on my feet.  I have never been one to wear heels.  I’d much rather go barefoot.  But everyone insisted that these shoes alone would be the undoing of Bradley.  The thought makes those bumps quickly go away as heat envelops my body.

“Gabby, are you okay?” Dad asks.

“Yeah, I’m more than okay.”

“You know if you’re having second thoughts, we can be outta here in no time flat.  I can take you somewhere far away until this all blows over,” he says to me in a hushed voice.

“No.  I’m sure about this.  Just want everything to go well.”

“You sure?”

“I promise, I’m sure.”

“Okay.  Well they say the things that don’t go well during a wedding are the things you remember and laugh about later.”  He turns so he’s facing me and lifts my chin so that I am looking into his eyes.  “Enjoy this day.  It will go by far too fast.”  He kisses my forehead over the veil that is shielding my face.  “You look lovely, Gabby.  Your mother would be so proud.  You look just like her today.”

The mention of my mother brings bittersweet feelings to my heart and the growing pit in my stomach.  I miss her so much.  All of those dreams about this day never included her not being here.  It’s been an emotional day.  It doesn’t help that even though Sam is here and says we’re okay, there is just a touch of tension still in the air about my forgiving our dad so easily.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He moves back to my side and continues to whisper words of encouragement and praise.  His words become a blur as my eyes drift over to the door on the groom’s side, and then close as I remember the first time I ever stood in this church.

It’s as if it’s all happening all over again, as vivid as the first time.  I remember Bradley standing by that door.  The smirk he had on his face.  Those bright blue eyes.  He has turned out to be so much more than delicious eye candy.  If someone had told me a year ago that I would be standing in this position about to marry him, I would have done more than laugh hysterically.  My lips curve into a smile because I’m so thankful that for once in my life ‘Gabby’ and ‘easy’ seem to go in the same sentence.  I’m thankful that I am no longer broken, but rather whole.  I can finally see the big picture of my life, and how everything has come full circle.

“Gabby,”  I hear Celia’s voice as Dad squeezes my hand.

When I open my eyes from my daydream, she’s standing in front of me.  The organ is playing the Bridal March and I hear the shuffling sounds of our guests as they stand in the pews.  It’s time.
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The photographer had begged Gabby to let us take our photos before the ceremony.  She said it would make for an easier transition to the reception, and the lighting would be better.  But Gabby, being the traditionalist that she is, refused to budge on me not seeing her before the ceremony.  She swore it was bad luck and promised that moving forward we would do nothing to encourage more of that.  

I’ve always liked that feisty side of her.  I just watched her as she fought it out with her.  I tried to hide my smile from Gabby because I knew I’d take an elbow in the ribs if she knew I was even remotely amused.  It didn’t take me long through this process to learn that she translates my smirks to being unsupportive of her decisions.  In reality, she is so damn cute when she’s like that, that it takes everything in me to not throw her over my shoulder and take her somewhere private.

My groomsman have all reminded me of my bachelor days as they walked by me opening their jackets to reveal a photo of an ex-fling.  I smile and nod, sometimes even laughing at their choices.  Not because I like these girls or even really remember half of them.  

I laugh thanking God that none of them are the girl in the back of the church about to be my wife.  I chuckle because back in those days, this was the last thing I thought I wanted, and I’m gracious that I didn’t waste more of my life being such a dick.  I feel bad for treating girls the way I did, namely Veronica.  But I wouldn’t change my past.  Without it, I don’t think I would have found my Gabby Girl.

My thoughts are interrupted with the announcement, “Please rise.” 

Feet are shuffling as our guests stand to the loud and abrupt organ playing the wedding march.

I didn’t think I wanted this.  I had no idea how complete another individual could make me feel.  Not just any individual, her.  Gabby.  The doors open, and I see her.  It’s the moment I have been waiting for.  A moment I have yearned for a year.  I knew I couldn’t lose her.  The feeling of emptiness during those three months that summer were almost more than I could bear.

What makes this even more special is to know what we’ve been through to get to this point.  It’s not as if we have had it easy.  I know as I watch those doors open, that if we can get through what we already have, then we can overcome anything.

My hands are folded in front of me as I stand waiting.  The seconds feel more like hours.  I can’t wait to see her.  The anticipation is pulling at my gut.  I’m not nervous about getting married, yet I can’t ignore the overwhelming flutters being tossed about in my stomach.

Gabby is finally in view, and she’s breathtakingly beautiful.  Of course, it doesn’t take much.  The dress is exquisite.  She looks like Cinderella.  I had a feeling she’d choose a full ball gown style dress.  It’s strapless and has a lavender belt with a flower.  The top is beaded, and the bottom has chiffon gathered.  It fits her like a glove.  Her hair is pulled back loosely into a twist.  I notice that the tendril I always put behind her ear is framing her face.  I can’t help but smile.

As beautiful as she is, I can’t wait to find out what’s under that dress.  I am sure that the wait until tonight will seem like eternity.  It will make the waiting for the past year seem like a cinch.  It will be pure torture to know that she’s mine, yet I have to wait to enjoy her.
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I hold Gabby’s hand in the crook of my arm.  I glance at her as we start our walk.  I take in this moment.  It’s a moment that I never thought I’d get the honor of experiencing.  It’s a moment that I thought had been lost on poor choices.  I didn’t deserve a second chance, but none of us do.  None of us deserve the good things that come our way.  It’s by grace, love, and forgiveness that any of us experience joy.  

I’ve followed the girls all these years from a distance.  I’ve been so proud of the women they have become.  I am not going to lie.  When I found out Gabby was seeing Bradley Banks, I was more than worried about her heart.  I robbed myself of the opportunity to have the fatherly talk with boys.  I have been pleasantly surprised by him.  His love and adoration for her is more than obvious.  Man to man, it’s clear that he has every intention of taking care of my daughter for the rest of his life.

It’s abundantly clear that Bradley Banks is Gabby’s soul mate.  I’m grateful that I get the opportunity to participate in this day.  I couldn’t be a prouder father at this moment.  There are two things that could make this day better.  One is for Sam to afford me the forgiveness that Gabby has, and the other is that Grace would be here to watch this moment.  I have many regrets about my past.  She and what happened with the girls are by far my biggest one.

I’ve learned we can’t live in the past, though.  I’ve learned that you have to live day by day.  One step at a time.  One foot in front of the other.  As we walk slowly to the front of this church, I know that I have done the best I can to make sure my present and my future are better.  I’ve done all I can do.  Sam’s willingness to forgive me is out of my hands.  I refuse to dwell in the past.  I refuse to spend the time I have with Gabby worrying.

I glance over to Cindy.  She’s sitting on the first pew of the bride’s side.  She had always wanted a girl and now she has two.  She doesn’t care that Sam doesn’t consider her a mother.  She considers Sam her own.  She loves the girls as if they were Evan, our son.  He’s standing at the front as a groomsman.  I realize in this moment that my life has come full circle.

While I deeply regret my decisions when I was younger, without them I wouldn’t have Cindy.  I wouldn’t have Evan.  Now I have everything I could have ever possibly wanted, well almost, anyway.

I am standing in between Gabby and Bradley. I just got her back, and I’m about to have to give her away. The preacher gives the call to worship and the opening prayer then asks, “Who gives this woman to this man?”  I clear my throat.  “Her family...” I look to Sam.  “...and I do.”  She doesn’t smile, but rather looks to Gabby and smiles.  I know she’s not happy with me.  I understand it.  I’m just glad that she’s not letting it spoil Gabby’s day. 

I take Bradley’s hand and place it into Gabby’s. I turn and lift her veil slightly and give her a kiss on the cheek.  “Thank you for allowing me a new beginning.  Today you start your new beginning.  I love you.”  She kisses me back and a tear has already escaped those big hazel eyes of hers.  I put my thumb up and catch it before I drop the veil back over her face.  

I walk back to the pew and sit next to Cindy, and I’m not able to hold back my own tears at this point.  Cindy threads her fingers into mine and rests her head on my shoulder.  My cup runneth over.
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I have vowed to not spoil her day.  The sight of our father makes me feel sick.  I can’t stand this tension between all of us.  I’m not saying I’m never going to come around, but it’s going to take me more than five minutes to get right with him.

Gabby hands me her bouquet.  The flowers are exactly like the flowers from Cade’s and Kristen’s wedding.  I thought she might want something different, but Bradley insisted the flowers be the same.  This day is very similar to the day she met him.  I wouldn’t want that personally, but it’s not my day, and no one really asked me.

I smile as I put the bouquet in my free hand.  I am facing the groomsman.  Ryan and Joe are right beside each other.  It’s impossible for me to look at one without seeing the other.  I listen to the words to this song and realize I am so confused.  I turn back to Gabby and Bradley because I need to focus on my baby sister.  As frustrated as I’ve been with her, I need to be there for her.
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I am pulled into her side like we’re the strongest magnets attracting one another.  I whisper, “I love that dress, I love everything.  You look sensational, Miss Gerhart.”

She beams.  “You clean up nicely, too.” 

I look into Gabby’s eyes and quietly sing the lyrics of the song that Stella is singing to her.  When she first played this song for me, I knew that I had to do this.  It’s perfect and I love the message.  “She was lost in so many different ways.  Out in the darkness with no guide.”

She has tears in her eyes.  I don’t care if they are happy tears.  It twists my heart in ways I didn’t know possible.  I sing some more.  I’ve never sang to her.  “Sometimes love can come and pass you by while you’re busy making plans.”

I have to stop because I am having trouble holding it together.  When Stella is done, we both look to her and nod because she just did a fantastic job singing that song.  

The preacher starts the ceremony.  Talking about love being patient.  Check.  Love being kind.  Check.  Love enduring all things.  Another check.  Yes, all that is applicable.  There is nothing I wouldn’t do for her.  And I know that there is nothing she wouldn’t do for me.  She’s a rare gem, she’s my gem.  I’m not worthy.

I hardly hear half of what he’s saying.  Good thing we’ve paid someone a lot of money to make a DVD.  We’ll most definitely have to go back and watch this.  I hear, “Bradley and Gabby.  I understand you’ve written your own vows?”

We both look up and nod our head.  We agreed we’d write our own and memorize them.  I worried at first about writing our own.  I worried they wouldn’t be original or that I’d leave something out, but I read them to Mom and Carmen and they both agreed they were good.  I hope she’ll like them.  Here goes nothing.  

“I vow to cherish you, to respect you.”  I squeeze her shaking hands.  “I promise to always embrace you in times of need.  To share your sorrows and your fears.”  Tears are freely flowing from her eyes, and it’s like I’m looking into my own soul.  I can barely talk because my chest feels so tight from fighting off my own tears.  “I vow to forsake all others.  I pledge my unwavering love in sickness and in health.”  I know she’ll think this part is funny.  “For richer and hopefully not poorer, but if that should happen, for poorer, too.”  Everyone else apparently thinks that’s funny, too, because the congregation erupts into laughter.  The only laughter I really hear is hers, though.  It’s the best music to my ears.  I take the opportunity to pull my handkerchief and dab her eyes before taking her hands back into mine.  “I vow to cultivate this.  To be passionate every day with all of my being.  I give you my mind, body, and soul forever.  This is my solemn vow according to God's Holy word.”
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And to think he was worried about being able to write incredible vows.  The man doesn’t do anything halfway.  I have to follow that. I take a moment because every time I try to open my mouth to speak, I feel the sobs that I’ve been fighting back.  My chest hurts it’s so tight.  

“I vow to cherish you, to respect you.”  My voice is quivering, and I’m speaking so quietly I’m not sure he can even hear me.  “I promise to always turn to you in times of need.”  I take a deep breath.  “To embrace you in times of sorrow.  I promise to share my fears and not run from them.  I vow to forsake all others.”  I have to stop because I’m not sure I can continue.  He’s smiling at me, and his eyes are dazzling.  He squeezes my hand as if to tell me I can do this.  I have this.  “I pledge my unwavering love in all times, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health.”  I think back to his vows, and I loved that part.  It makes me smile just thinking about how cute he was when he said that.  “I vow to nurture and cultivate this.  I promise to be passionate and live every day as if it were my last.”  This next part means more to me than anything else.  I know that he is my first and my last.  “You have my mind, body, and soul forever.  This is my solemn vow according to God's Holy word.”

I can see tears in his eyes.  I’ve never seen him cry.  I’ve never seen him anything other than strong, masculine Bradley.  But I must say that it means so much to see that my vows to him made him emotional.  It means he’s human.  This is a day I’ll never forget.

The rest of the ceremony goes by quickly.  We exchanged rings, and now Stella is singing again while we light the unity candle.  I almost burn down the church when I nearly drop my candle getting it out of the holder.  Sam sees it, and the look on her face is priceless as her eyes bulge.  It causes the three of us to laugh out-loud.  I’m sure everyone is wondering what’s so funny.  I’m not sure that they would have been able to see what just happened.  I’m thankful to have that moment to share with the three of us.  It makes me feel like things are maybe okay with us again.

When we’re done, we wait for the music to finish.  Finally, the moment we’ve been waiting for.  It feels surreal as he tells us, “By the powers vested to me in the state of South Carolina and by this church, I now pronounce you husband and wife.”  He prays a simple prayer giving us his and the church’s blessing.  When he’s finished, he gives Bradley permission to kiss his bride.  

That gets the biggest grin from him.  He turns his head to the side and takes a step forward as he slowly lifts my veil.  He wraps his right arm around my waist, his left hand behind my neck and pulls me into a long, sensuous kiss.  I close my eyes and think about how I’m usually pretty shy about showing a lot of affection in public, especially in front of other people and in church, but I don’t care.  He’s my husband.  I’m married.  I’ve thought about this day my entire life, and it’s like I’m watching a dream come true before my very own eyes.  He pulls on my lip, and when I open my eyes, I see he’s opening his.  They are bright, crystal blue and filled with unspoken desire.  They are filled with promise.

We hear, “For the first time, I have the pleasure of introducing to you Mr. and Mrs. Bradley Banks.”

The music starts to play for the recessional and he takes my left arm in his as Sam hands me back my bouquet.  We head slowly down the stairs and then down and out of the church.  When we are outside, he picks me up and spins me in circle, which causes me to erupt into laughter.  Before he puts me down, I look at him and he takes my lips into his once more.  “I can get used to this,” I whisper.

“You better.” He chuckles.
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The photographer was right.  It took us forever to take pictures after the wedding.  It wasn’t something I was willing to budge on, though.  

We’re finally getting into our horse drawn carriage to take us the short distance to the harbor for the reception.  The entire wedding party is in front of us.  They are in the carriages arranged in the order they will be presented in when we arrive.  I can’t ignore the obvious connection between Sam and Joe.  I wonder if Ryan sees it, too.  I wouldn’t have put them together, but because she was the maid of honor and Joe was the best man, they had to be paired together.  I lean over to Bradley, “Sam and Joe seem to be getting pretty close.  Are you sure that Ryan was the right brother to hook her up with?”

“Ha.” He chuckles.  “Are you questioning my match making skills Mrs. Banks?”

I lean into his open shoulder and give him a quick peck.  “I am.  I can see they have the kind of chemistry you and I have.  I know my sister.”

“Hmm.  I don’t think they have our chemistry.”

I look up to him puzzled.  “Excuse me?”

“If they had our chemistry, then they wouldn’t be able to keep their hands off of each other.”

“Maybe.  But my sister is committed to Ryan.  She’s not the kind of girl who would go against that.  Mark my words, though.  I’m right.  You’re wrong.”

Bradley throws his head back in laughter.  “Your words have been noted.”

When we get to the harbor, he helps me out of the carriage.  We are about a block down from the reception.  We are walking down the side of the harbor waiting to be introduced.  While we stand and wait, Bradley takes my hand into his and laces his fingers around mine.  He turns us to face the glistening water.  We both stand there silently.

He nudges me.  “Whatcha thinkin’ about?”

“The last time I was here.  How surreal all of this feels.  You?”

He pulls me into his chest.  “Not so innocent thoughts coming from me.”  He grips my chin with his finger and thumb and pulls me into a kiss.

“Mmm,” I hum.

“I’m wondering what you have under this gorgeous dress of yours.”

“You’ll just have to wait and find out for yourself later.”

“I can’t wait.” He kisses me again, but we’re interrupted as we hear applause and the DJ speaking over the speakers.

Bradley takes my hand into his.  “You ready to have some fun?”

I nod.  “I’m ready.”

The DJ announces, “Ladies and Gentlemen, may I introduce to you Mr. and Mrs. Bradley Banks.”

We walk through the man-made line as everyone cheers.  I glance over to Bradley and drink in the moment.  Just like a year ago, the reflections from the lights bounce off the water and back into his sparkling blue eyes.  A smile curves onto his lips as the song that we had first danced to a year ago to the day starts playing, A Thousand Years by Christina Perri.

“Gabby Girl, what do you say?  May I have this dance?” he asks. 

“Always,” I reply as he leads me to the dance floor.

When we arrive to our spot, the crowd of people who welcomed us have formed a circle around the dance floor.  Bradley brings my hand up to his neck and releases before wrapping his arms around my waist.  

I look up to him, and before I can say anything, he takes my lips into the sweetest kiss.  When he’s done, he moves one hand from behind my back and traces the stray tendril of hair that I purposely left down because I knew he likes it.  “Gabby, I know I must have already told you so many times, but you look...” He eyes me up and down.  

I can’t help but fill in the words for him.  “Like cake on your birthday?”

He chuckles.  “No, not yet.  I’m sure that is a line I’ll use in a little bit when I see what you have under this incredible dress.”

I giggle.  “You keep talking about what’s under this dress.”

“Mhmm.  I have waited a long time for tonight, ya know.”

“I think I’ve waited longer for tonight than you.  Trust me, I know.”

“We did it, though.”  He moves his lips to beside my ear.  He’s so close that it sends shivers down my spine.  This man can make me become a complete mess with just his breath.  He whispers, “I can’t wait to make it so special for you.”

“You could do nothing, and it’d be special.  Not because it’s my first time, but because it’s you.”

He closes his eyes and plants his lips on my forehead as we sway to the music.  I can’t resist teasing him just a little bit.  “I think you’re going to like very much what I have, or don’t have on, under this dress.”

Those blue eyes light up even more than they already were, like a kid in a toy store.  “I hope there is more of the don’t have than the do, Mrs. Banks.”

That little trick backfired in my face.  I have to change the subject.  He’s making me want to skip the rest of this reception.  “In good time, you’ll see.  You know the first time you asked me to dance?” I ask.

“Of course, I do.  It didn’t go so well.”

“Well I remember thinking I had wanted to share this song with someone special.  I wondered if he even existed.”

He touches my nose with his finger playfully.  “And the irony isn’t lost on you that he was standing right in front of you that entire time, is it?” He brushes my lips with his.  “This song...” Kiss.  “Was meant for us.”  Kiss.  “You know that, right?”  Longer kiss.

“Uh huh,” I breathlessly mutter.

He pulls me in closer to where our bodies are perfectly molded into one another.  “You see, Mrs. Banks.  Turns out that you’re very good at...” He motions between the two of us and his eyes become hooded as a small smile curves on his lips.  “This.”
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Bradley and I had agreed that we would stay at the reception until we couldn’t stand it any longer.  We both agreed we would try to stay until at least ten pm.  

We ate dinner and danced with our family until nine pm.  That is when we decided to cut the cake.  I knew when I warned him before the wedding that he shouldn’t put icing on me, that was like talking to a mule.  The man is stubborn and a control freak.  There is one thing you don’t do:  tell Bradley Banks what to do.  The cake was beautiful.  

The garter and bouquet toss was scheduled for 9:15pm.  The thought of Bradley going up my dress to find that garter had made me blush for weeks just thinking about it.  My dress was so big.  I knew that it would be hard for him to get through all the layers of crinolin.  Finally he found it.  His fingers delicately touched my skin as he slid it down my leg.  I knew my face must have turned one hundred shades of red during this period of time, which seemed to be playing in slow motion.  Our friends and family were all cheering, hooping, and hollering.  Our eyes were locked as he smiled his sly, sexy smile.  There were unspoken words being conveyed in that look.  Anticipation was building for the moment we had waited so long to enjoy.  With the removal of that garter, we knew it was the beginning of the final countdown.  The symbolism of that part of the ceremony was fully grasped by the both of us.  I am pretty sure of that.

When we were done with those things, there was still about thirty minutes left to mingle before the time we had both agreed to leave.  We were both giving each other looks, and I can’t tell you how many times I saw him checking his watch.  When I would catch him doing it, he would just look at me and smile.  Eventually, he started a countdown.

And now we’re at zero.  My dad has made his way to me and embraces me.  “Thank you, Angel, for giving me another chance.  I would say that it means the world.” I think he’s choking back tears.  “But it means more, Gabby.”

I pat his back.  “I know, for me, too.  Don’t worry about Sam.  I think she’ll eventually come around.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.  But please don’t worry about me or us.  Enjoy your trip.”

I see Sam glaring at me.  I release him and make my way to her.  “Hey,” I whisper.  She pulls me into a hug. It’s not like I’m never going to see her again, but for some reason, I am overcome with emotion as she holds me and rocks me from side-to-side.

“I’m so happy for you, Gabby,” she cries into my neck.

“Thanks.  I love you, Sam.” I pull back and dab my eyes with my embroidered handkerchief that Bradley’s mom let me borrow.  Even though she and I are okay, there is still something that is just amiss there.  It doesn’t matter, though.  No amount of sibling fighting will ever change the fact she is my best friend.  That she is my sister.  That she is the only piece, other than Emma, of my mother who I have left.  

I smile as I think about Mom and how proud she would have been that I made it to my wedding night, that I found the best man in the world to marry, and I have made amends with my father.  Well, she might not would be totally happy about that.  I think she would be elated to see the new family I have gained today.  She always loved Cade.  I think she secretly had hoped he and Sam would get married.  I always knew there was nothing more to that relationship than just friends.

“Call me when you get back from the honeymoon?”  she asks.

I nod, too overcome with emotion to speak.

“Has he told you yet where you’re going?”

I shake my head.  “No.  I can’t believe he didn’t tell you.”  I laugh.  “He tells you everything.”

“Nope.  I don’t think that anyone knows.  He was afraid that someone would accidentally tell you.”

“It must be incredible.” I glance towards Bradley and I can tell that even though he’s still hugging people he’s getting impatient.  “Listen...” I point towards the door.  “I gotta go,” I whisper as I turn my head slightly.  Sam grabs my shoulders and brings me in one last time for a hug.  

“Be safe.” 

I release her.  “I will.”

I walk, determined, back to my husband.  To my husband.  It’s surreal to even wrap my head around the fact I have a husband.  He holds his hand out for me.  I place mine in his and together we walk to the side as everyone forms a line down to the road.

The same horse and carriage we rode on for our first date is waiting for us at the end.  The DJ comes over the speakers and tells everyone to wish us well as we make our exit.  The line lights up as everyone lights their sparklers, and we make our mad dash down the path.

I glance to Bradley as I try to soak in the feeling of this night.  When we get to the carriage, he holds my hand as I climb up into the seat.  My dress is huge and takes up a large part of the seating area.  He scoots in next to me.  I look out and see Sam, Ryan, Joe, John, Stella, Emmi, and my dad waving at me.  There is another group of Bradley’s family waving.  It makes tears escape my eyes and stream down my cheeks.  The crowd cheers, and I think I hear them chanting.  “Kiss her, Kiss her.”

Bradley pulls me in, and we share a long kiss as we start to move.  When he pulls back, he says, “I’ve waited for a long time to get to call you this.”

I laugh.  “Call me what?”

“My wife, Mrs. Bradley Banks...”  He kisses me again.  “Want me to keep going?”

“Uh huh.”

“With the kisses or the names?”

I grin.  “Both, Mr. Banks.”

Kiss.  “Mrs. Banks.”  Kiss.  “My wife.”  Kiss.  “I love you.”

“Mmm.  It’s about time you start showing me how much you love me.  Where are we going anyway?”

“The Wentworth Mansion.”

I open my eyes wide.  “I have always wanted to stay there.  It’s gorgeous.  Did you know Reese Witherspoon stayed there on her honeymoon night with Ryan Phillipe?” 

He chuckles.  “I didn’t know that, but I’m impressed you do.”

“Well, you know.” I shrug.  “I love Hollywood gossip.”

He kisses my forehead.  “We’re here.”  He gets out of the carriage and takes my hand to help me down.  “How much does that dress weigh?” he asks.

I laugh.  That was kind of random.  “A ton.”

When I’m beside him, he whispers into my ear, “Well, then I’m about to take a load off of you.”

My heart starts to race, and my entire body feels like it’s in a sauna.  “I look forward to that.”

He pulls my hand and walks us up the pathway.  Then with each step, he patiently waits as I grasp all the layers of my dress and slowly make my way up to the entrance.  The foyer of this mansion is exquisite.  The details in the wood work is impeccable.  I gasp.  “This...this place is amazing.  It’s beautiful.”

“It’s perfect.”  He leads me to the elevator.  “Now the elevator is tiny.  That dress is going to nearly take up the entire thing.” He chuckles looking me up and down.

“Hmm, should we take the stairs?” I point to the spiral staircase.  I don’t know why I even recommended that.  It would take me all night to make it up those stairs.  I shake my head as Bradley bursts out laughing.  “No, babe.  We’ll fit.”

The elevator dings, and the door opens to the small entrance.  We squeeze in, and Bradley presses the button for the third floor.  He pushes me up against the wall, and the fabric of the dress makes crackling noises from all the movement.  He puts my face between his palms and brings me into a kiss that takes my breath away.  He’s kissed me so many times, but today every kiss has been different.  It’s like we’ve just met, and this electricity between us is festering waiting to explode into a grand finale of a fireworks show.

“Mmm.  More, please,” I beg when he pulls away.

“Patience.”

We step off of the elevator.  Bradley pulls the gold key from his pocket.  “Wow.  A real key.  That’s rare these days in hotels.”

“This isn’t a hotel.” He grins.

“Yeah, you’re right.  Definitely not a hotel.”

He removes it from the door and slips it back into his pocket.  As the door opens, it takes my breath away.  The lighting is all from candlelight around the room, and there is a fire crackling in the fireplace in front of the king sized bed.  There’s a bath drawn in an oversized whirlpool tub with bubbles along with rose petals that match the flowers from the wedding.  Romantic music is playing just subtly in the background.  The bed has been turned down, and there are chocolate covered strawberries and the same champagne he always gets for us on the bed.

There are flowers everywhere.  And I thought he went all out at The Carriage House Inn for our proposal night.  That was nothing compared to this.  This...this is incredible.  I realize I’ve not said a word, and I’m still standing there, probably looking quite awe-struck. I glance up to Bradley who is watching me amused.  “You like it?”

“Do you even need to ask?”

He shakes his head.  “No.  Your face is everything and then some of what I had hoped it’d be when you saw it.”

“It’s...there are no words.  Thank you.”

He leans down and kisses me before sweeping me off of my feet.  “You’re going to get lost in all the crinoline,” I giggle as I wrap my arms around his neck.

“No.  I know exactly where I’m going and what I’m doing.”

He carries me over the threshold and gently places me down on the other side.  He wraps his arm around me and starts to sway with the music.  “How do I get you out of this dress?”

“Carefully,” I whisper.

He twirls me around.  “I had this vision of what you’d look like today.”

“You did?”

“I did.  And in my vision, I thought you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.”

He starts to kiss the exposed skin on my back, which sends shivers down my spine.  “Oh.”

“And if you can believe it.”  He nibbles my ear.  “You’re even more beautiful than I could have ever imagined.” He traces down my back.  “This dress...as fabulous as it is...just weighs too much.”

“Ha.  It does weigh a lot.  Do you see the zipper?”

“Nope.” He kisses my shoulder.  This teasing is already killing me.

“That’s because it’s on the side,” I say as I turn my head over my shoulder.

“Ah.  Tricky.”  He turns me a quarter and pulls my left hand to his lips.  He takes my pointer finger and right before he places it in his mouth he says, “Mind.” He sucks it and I can barely breathe. There are sharp, shooting pings making waves through my body.  He removes it and takes my middle finger.  He mirrors what he’s just done, except this time he never takes his eyes off of mine as he huskily whispers, “Body.” My knees are becoming more and more weak because he’s making me languid.  When he gets to my ring finger, he kisses my ring instead of sucking.  “Soul.” He moves my arm above my head and plants kisses going from my hand down. “Forever.”

I throw my head back and enjoy the bliss he’s creating.  When he gets to my shoulder, he finds the zipper to the dress, and he deliberately moves it at a snail’s pace.  As he does, I hear the whistle of his inhale.  Below my dress is a white strapless, lace corset.  I roll my eyes into the back of my head as I enjoy the weight and the tightness of the dress being relieved.

When the dress is finally undone, he lets go, and it pools at my feet, but comes all the way up to my knees because of all of the fluff.  He backs up and looks me up and down.  He’s never seen me in lingerie like this.  It’s all white lace.  The hose have lace at the top where the garter belt clips onto them.  These heels have nearly been the death of me, but I know when I step out and he can see all of me, it will all be worth it.

“You look mighty sexy like that.”  He takes my hand and helps me step out of the dress.  He moves my hand above my head and twirls me.  “You look...sensational, Mrs. Banks.”  I laugh because finding words right now is difficult.  Not just because my mind is fuzzy, but because my mouth is so dry from this anticipation.  “You know what else?”

“What?” I whisper.

“I need to drink you in right now because as fantastic as you look in this...” He runs his hands up and down my bodice.  “This has to go, like now.”

I take a deep breath because his words, each and every one of them, are nearly my undoing.  “Do what you need to do, then.”

“Oh I fully intend to do just that.” He reaches around my back and starts to undo the hooks.  When he’s done, he lets it fall to the floor.

“Aren’t you wearing too many clothes?”  I ask as I push his jacket off of his broad shoulders.

“Why, I think I am.”

He undoes the buttons of his tux and I lean back on the bed propped up on my elbows, waiting and watching.  “I love watching you undress.”

“Do you?”

“Mhmm.” 

When he’s completely naked, he moves the strawberries to the side and puts the champagne on the nightstand.  “Well, I like undressing you.”  He haltingly pulls my panties down, taking the stockings and garter belt with him.  When he reaches my heels, he gently takes them off.  “These really are impressive.  I didn’t picture you in such stilletos.”

“The girls all talked me into it.  Said you’d think they were sexy,” I breathe.

“Oh, and I do.  One day, I’ll make love to you while you’re wearing them...only them.”  He drops everything to the floor.  “But not tonight.  Not our first time.”

“Okay.”  I don’t know why I feel so shy.  It’s not like he’s never seen me before.  Maybe it’s nerves.  I’m not exactly sure what to do.

He pushes me back so I’m lying flat and then starts to plant soft kisses on my ear lobes, then my neck, and then he moves to my chest.  He swirls his tongue around my navel and then farther down.  “Mmm.  Like cake,” he breathes onto my skin.  He flicks his tongue around my opening.  “On my wedding day.”

I arch my back as a moan escapes.  With each swirl and flick he arouses me.  I am so captivated by him that I can’t focus on anything else.  I feel every movement, every touch, all the way to my very core.  I’m climbing closer and closer to my release.  I run my fingers through his hair.  Finally I can’t hold it in any longer.  Shock waves pulse through my body.  “Oh Bradley,” I whimper.  He firmly grips my hips until I have come down from my high and kisses his way back up my belly.

He caresses my face.  “You ready for this?”

“I’m more than ready.”  I wrap my arms around his neck and rub my nose against his.  

“I’ll go slow.  It’s probably going to hurt a little, okay.”  

I nod.

He holds my hand beside my hand as he slowly enters.  Then he stops when I suck in because he’s right, it does hurt.  “You okay?”

“Uh huh.”

He creeps in a little more.  “Still okay?”

“Keep going, please.”

“You don’t have to say that twice.”

He gently thrusts in and out.  I watch his face as he clenches his eyes closed.  “Gabby,” he murmurs.  I savor this moment.  This moment that I’ve waited on for so long.  This man that I love so much is my husband, and he’s making love to me.  Tears well up in my eyes as I am overcome with emotion.

When he looks at me again, he stops immediately, “No,” he says.

I shake my head.  “Keep going.”

“You’re crying.”

“I’m crying because I love you so much, and I’m thankful for you...for this.”

He crushes his lips into mine and starts to move again.  Our foreheads are touching, and he whispers, “I love you.” as he stops.  I can tell that he’s trying to keep his eyes open, but he’s squinting.  “Gabby.  You feel so good.  Are you okay?”

I cup his face in my hands and begin to kiss him.  “Yes,” I breathe between kisses.  I am okay, but this does hurt a little more than I expected.  It’s hard to relax.  I just want to squeeze my legs closed.  

He caresses my hair and then takes one of my hands into his and rests it on the bed.  He slowly starts to move again, but it’s not long before he groans, and then stills.  “I will never get used to this.  I will never get enough of you.”

I have a feeling that he could sense that I wasn’t all that comfortable.  He deliberately pulls out of me and collapses onto the bed beside me and lifts his arm.  “Come here,” breathlessly whispers.  I roll over into his side.  “How do you feel?”

“Sore.”

He lifts my chin and plants sweet kisses on my sensitive lips.  “Let’s go enjoy that bath over there.  It’ll make you feel better.”

He gets up and scoops me into his arms, which is nice because all I could think of was how there was no way I could stand on these legs right now.  He gently places me into the water that is quietly moving in the whirlpool.  I was worried it would be cold, but it’s not.  It’s perfect.  I move to the side thinking that he’s about to climb in, but he doesn’t.  He walks over to the champagne and pours two glasses.  He places the flutes on top of the tray of strawberries and walks them over to the tub.  He puts them on the ledge by the bathtub and puts one foot over and then the other, sinking his body into the water.  Then he pulls me between his legs.  His front to my back.

He takes a glass and hands it to me. “For you.”

“Thanks,” I say as I take the glass from him, bringing it to my lips to take a sip.  “So delicious.”

He picks up a strawberry.  “Try it with this.”  I open my mouth and he puts it in as I bite.  I cover my mouth as I speak.  “Mmm.  So good.  I don’t think I realized how hungry I am.”

“I knew you’d be hungry.  I have no problems feeding you all night.”

“Really?  Is that so?”

“Absolutely.”

“Because I thought you’d want to be doing other things all night.”

He throws his head back laughing.  “I have a full week to do that.  I don’t want you to be so sore tomorrow you have trouble walking through the airport.”

“Yeah, where are you taking me anyway?”

“Surprise.  My lips are sealed.”

I lean in and kiss those lips.  “You and your surprises.”

“It’ll be worth it, Gabby Girl.  Just you wait and see.”

He turns my body around as he picks up the loofa and pours body wash onto it.  The smell is heavenly.  “What kind of body wash is that?” I ask.

“Um.” He turns the bottle over.  “It’s Bath and Body Works, Jasmine Vanilla.”  

“Oh,” I mutter as I inhale.  We need to get some of that when we get home.  “So no hints on where you’re taking me?”  I glance back over my shoulder because I just want to see his beautiful face.

“Hmm.”  He puts his fingers on his chin like he’s thinking.  I wonder if he knows what that does to me when he does that.  “Nope.  No hints.”

I pout and cross my arms.  “No fair.”

He starts to rub by back and it’s so relaxing that I nearly forget my name.  His lips graze my ear.  “I want to see your face when you find out where we’re going.  You’ll know soon enough.  In the meantime, enjoy this.”
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I decide I should probably turn my cell phone on and let my family know where we are now that the secret of the honeymoon destination is out of the bag.  When I do, there’s a text from Sam.  I open it.  It’s me standing on the round step in front of a bunch of mirrors.  I’m wearing my wedding dress, and my eyes are filled with tears.  

It’s the day I found it.  We’d been dress shopping for hours and I was about to lose hope, but then Sam insisted I try this one on last.  I almost wondered if she knew that it was the one before I did.

There is a message below the picture.

When you put the dress on and get tears in your eyes, then you’ll know that's the one.

There is a heaviness in my chest.  I’m determined not to cry.  I put my hand over my chest and try to take a deep breath.  Bradley pulls me onto my side into his arms.  “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Sam.”

“What about Sam?”

“She sent me this message.”  I hand him the phone.

“Wow.  That’s pretty cool.  Why’s she just now sending it to you now, though?”

“It’s the quote.”  I swallow.  “Mom left us each a video before she passed away to be watched the morning of our wedding.”

“Oh.  I had no idea.”

“No, I don’t like to talk about it.  It’s too hard.”

“I understand.”

“Anyway, when she was talking about choosing the right dress...this is what she said.”

“Who found the dress?  You or Sam?”

“Sam.”

Bradley hands me the phone back.  “That was really sweet of her.”

“I know Sam.  I know this is her reaching out.  This is her saying that we’re okay.”

“I knew you would be.”

I smile and text her a message back.

We’re in Venice.  Gondola rides and the very best Italian food, ever.  I love you. Thank you for this.
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Visit www.jbmcgee.com to stay up to date on news regarding new releases.
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Book 3.5 of the This series, Falling, is the continuation of Veronica’s and Ian’s story.  It is coming early Fall, 2013.  Be on the lookout for Blinded, Sam’s story, winter 2013.
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J.B. McGee was born and raised in Aiken, South Carolina. After graduating from South Aiken High School, she toured Europe as a member of the 1999 International Bands of America Tour, playing the clarinet. While attending Converse College, an all girls school in Spartanburg, South Carolina, she visited Charleston often. It quickly became one of her favorite vacation spots. She met her husband, Chad, during Christmas break her freshman year, and they married in 2001. They moved back to her hometown. In 2005, the couple welcomed their first son, Noah. J.B. finished her Bachelor of Arts degree in Early Childhood Education at the University of South Carolina-Aiken in 2006. During her time studying children's literature, a professor had encouraged her to become a writer.

In 2007, she welcomed their second child, Jonah, and she became a stay at home mom/entrepreneur. In 2009, they found out their two children and J.B. have Mitochondrial Disease. In 2011, a diagnosis also was given to Chad. Please take a moment and learn more about Mitochondrial Disease. Awareness is key to this disease that has no cure or treatments.

J.B. McGee and her family now reside in Buford, Georgia, to be closer to their children's medical team. After a passion for reading had been re-ignited, J.B. decided to finally give writing a shot. Forgiven (This Series), is her fourth book and first series.

Please follow J.B. on Twitter and Facebook to stay up to date on the latest teasers, giveaways, and new releases.
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Broken (This #1) - Now Available

Mending (This #2) - Now Available

Conspiring (This #2.5) - Now Available

50 Ways to Market YOUR Online Business - Now Available

Falling (This #3.5) - Coming Summer, 2013

Blinded (This #4) - Coming Fall, 2013

Nitro vs. Niko (A children’s story co-authored with McGee’s two sons, ages 6 and 8) - Coming Fall, 2013

Breathe and Count to Three (A children’s story) - Coming Winter, 2013
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*Points to the sky* I have to thank God, as cliche as it sounds.  All good things abound from him.  I am thankful for the talents He has given me.  I am thankful for the voice He has given me to raise awareness about Mitochondrial Disease, and to be able to share my testimony with others.  Thankful for the drive to know that if you try hard enough, that if you believe in yourself, have faith in the things you can’t see, and use His strength to carry you through the darkness, there is always a light at the end of the tunnel.  You can do anything you want.

To my husband, Chad.  The last nine months have been a whirlwind.  Everything happens for a reason and sometimes when you’re in that tunnel, it is especially hard to understand how you got there, or how you will get out and still be whole.  I know that great things are yet to come for us.  I know that this book writing venture scares you on multiple levels, primarily because you know that it makes me sick.  Thank you for everything you’ve done to try to help keep me well, for being the very best nurse during that last crash, and supporting me.  I know you’re not perfect, but lately you have been pretty darn close.  Cooking, cleaning, watching our children, preparing and serving meals to me.  I don’t think I could write a book boyfriend as good as you and actually have people believe me.

To Noah and Jonah.  May you always know that with forgiveness comes healing, new beginnings, and hope.  There will be things and people in your life that hurt you, as much as that pains me.  During those times may you always remember that it’s the way you go about handling these situations that define who you are, they define your character.  Remember that people are always watching you to see how you will respond.  You reactions can make or break you.  Make sure that you always do your best to lead by example.  Everything I do is to make your life better, and I hope I have made you proud. 

To KK (Krista Ashe/Katie Ashley).  I think about how we met and it’s very interesting how God put all of us together.  I am thankful to call you an ILR friend.  Thank you for all that you do for me.

To the lovers at Literati Literature Lovers.  You all have been so influential in my success.  Simply put, I wouldn’t be where I am not without you all.  I am forever indebted and grateful for you all.

To Nicole Andrews Moore.  You are one of the funniest people I have ever met.  I am thankful for our mutual friend, who knew that we could do great things together.  Thank you for choosing me to do your graphics and I look forward to the many books I know we’re going to co-author.  More than anything, I appreciate your friendship and your ability to support me in ways that no one else can...as a special needs mother.

To Crystal Spears.  I simply don’t know that I could have done any of ‘this’ without you as my beta reader.  You give very unique insight into my characters.  Your love of ‘this’ has inspired me to do even more with it and I thank you for your friendship and your support.

To Kathryn Crane.  You are an incredible beta reader, editor, and supporter.  But above all of that you are an awesome friend.  I could talk to you for hours on end.  So glad I got to meet you in person and look forward to signing with you one of these days!

To Karen Russell.  Also known as my eagle eyes.  Every book that I ever write will go to you before I press publish.  Thank you for always catching the little things.

To Jennifer Noe.  Thank you for everything you’ve done to help me recently.  I loved meeting and talking with you in Woodstock.  I love your thoughts as I write.  I know we’ll only become closer friends as time passes.

To the UK Girls.  Thank you so much for your support, encouragement, and promotion.  I don’t know if I can fully explain how cool it feels to get fan mail from a different country, see fan pages that have “We Love JB McGee” as the title, and a page devoted to getting me to come to the UK.  I know one day we’ll meet, and it will be a very incredible day.  I am proud of you all and all that you have accomplished in the past several months.

To “B The Word on the Street”.  My street team.  When I was sick and overwhelmed, you ladies stepped up and said, “Let us carry you.”  What do you get in return?  Nothing.  You’re selfless actions mean so much to me.  You have become such good friends and I hope you know how much it means to me that you would sacrifice your family and free time to help me.

To the bloggers.  You have been so good to me.  I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.  Thank you so much for your reviews, spotlights, shares, and love.

To my readers.  You have changed my life.  I love you all.
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It was just after 9am on a Saturday morning when Adam Davenport woke up in the guest room of his brother’s house.  He had been there for a month now and he was in no rush to return to his posh, modern apartment overlooking Central Park.  Why would he be?  He had plenty of privacy here, since Sam and Haley spent so much time at work, at events, and away.  Truth be told, he had too much privacy.  

He folded his arms behind his head as he pondered when everything had begun to change.  First, he and Sam made up.  That was great.  He had his family back.  Sam confided in him, he felt included again, and they were partners…if not in the family business, at least in protecting Haley.  Soon, he was invited to little Abby’s christening, they went out to dinner, and he was the injured hero who spent a month of his life in a coma after he pushed Haley out of the way of that car.  

Even that wasn’t bad…really.  He spent the month sleeping, but still somewhat aware.  He knew that Sam barely left his side.  He knew Haley brought food and cared for Sam.  And then when he was awake and able to, he was taken home…to Sam’s home.  Maybe he should have fought it.  Maybe he should have insisted he go to his apartment and have a nurse.  Instead, he stayed.  And now Adam wasn’t sure he’d want to leave.  Ever.

Having a home, being surrounded by family…he didn’t realize how much he had missed it.  At first it was idyllic.  Haley cooked these amazing meals, baked cookies, and made the old mausoleum a home.  Sam came alive.  He confided in Adam.  Then…everything changed.  Sam fell in love so hard.  When Sam and Haley had trouble he retreated into the study and into himself.  When things were good, Sam and Haley vacationed and ran off together.  And he was beginning to feel lost and alone once again.  The only difference now was that something had been awakened in him; a need he hadn’t known existed.  Now he could never go back to his old ways.

Sighing, Adam realized there was no winning solution.  He would have to be happy with what he could get, the time he didn’t have to be alone, the hours occupied by his new position at the Davenport Agency and his steady progress.  He flushed a little then.  Truth be told, Adam was very nearly completely recovered.  And the only one who knew that was his physical therapist.  Yup.  The therapist said he was 95%.  And really, he only said that so that Adam wouldn’t over do and then undo all the progress he had made.  

Throwing back the covers, he stepped out of the bed, stretched, and walked around the room some.  He pulled on his midnight blue robe and cinched it around his waist.  Though he hated slippers and truly preferred bare feet, he respected Sam’s ways and shoved his feet into a pair of slippers that, in his opinion, added at least thirty years to his age.  He cringed.  Speaking of his age…this morning at 5:27am, he had officially aged one more year.  Then he confidently walked back to his bedside, picked up the cane he let sit against the headboard when he wasn’t using it to keep up the façade and slowly limped down the stairs.
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Neville was in the kitchen, sitting on one of the bar stools in front of the island sipping coffee and reading the paper.  He nodded at Adam as he entered the room and assessed his mood.  While Adam was normally so pleasant, given that he was also incredibly sensitive about his appearance and everything related to it, he could only imagine that Adam might be taking his big day a little hard.  This was one of the big birthdays, after all.  The handsome young man was no longer in his twenties.  And goodness knows that the thirties came with a whole new set of expectations that the man hadn’t seemed ready to embrace before the accident.

The young man sat heavily on the stool and appeared winded.  Still, he gave Neville an encouraging smile.  The servant stood and began to take care of Adam.  “Would you like coffee this morning, sir?  Maybe I can make you some breakfast?”  

“I’d love a coffee, Neville.  And what are my breakfast options?”  He glanced about.  “I was hoping Sam and Haley would be back today.  You know?”  

Nodding, Neville responded, “You had hoped to spend your birthday with them?”

“Yeah, but I guess that’s not going to happen now.”  He looked down to hide his disappointment and instead buried his head in the newspaper.  That should occupy him for a few hours.  Then he just had to figure out how to occupy all of his time after lunch.  “Maybe I’ll go out tonight,” he mused aloud.

“Will you need me to drive you later?”  Neville asked calmly.

“I’ll let you know once I decide what to do,” he replied, already lost in thought.  And before Neville had left the room, Adam was already focused elsewhere.

While in the garage, Neville called Mr. Davenport.  After two short rings he answered.  “Sir, your brother has suggested that he might go out tonight.”

“Ah, is he pouting over his birthday already?”  Samuel laughed.  “Thirty is no big deal.  Of course, it does mean losing that Peter Pan complex he perfected.”  He was leaning back on Adam’s sofa, looking out the enormous windows and admiring the view while Haley let the caterers in.  

“Not exactly, but I do think he expected that you would be home for his birthday,” Neville remarked.

“Don’t worry.  As soon as we get everything organized here, we’ll be home to take him off your hands.  Just don’t let him leave before then.”  Sam ended the conversation and ended the call while Neville pondered how on earth he was going to do that.
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 Adam decided to kick back in the study and enjoy the fire that Neville had started as the sun began to go down.  It was another gray dreary November day where the seasons in New York City kept switching back and forth.  One moment he would swear it was winter, with the frost on the ground, the flakes falling from the sky.  The next moment it was a bit warmer and the last of the leaves was falling.  He couldn’t think of any place that he would rather be.  Haley had made this house a home.  

Sighing, he called Sam’s cell.  It was the fifth time he had attempted to reach him since he woke up.  And still his brother had yet to answer.  They should be home with him.  And if they weren’t here, since they seemed to be here less and less, maybe he should find a place to spend the evening and someone warm and inviting to spend the evening with.

He began scrolling through his contacts and soon one thing became abundantly clear.  He had no real friends.  How was that possible?  How could he be thirty years old and have no real friends?  Adam sat up straighter in his seat, and then leaned on his legs as he looked through them more slowly.  Nope.  Not a one.  He had friends from school that he had hung around, and friends from clubs, and friends that were really nothing more than acquaintances.  There were people that he would call to party with, find out what the current meeting place was, but he really had no relationships of substance save that of the one with his brother.  And now his brother was practically married.  There was no way that they could be buddy-buddy like he needed.

Well, there was no time like the present to make the change.  He could make sure that thirty was his best year yet, if he could just figure out how.  And he leaned back and plopped his feet on the coffee table to think about it.
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Sam and Haley walked into the study just before six that evening.  Haley plopped down on the couch in front of Adam.  Her eyes were sparkling and he could read excitement all over her face.  Doing a quick scan, he realized that she still wasn’t wearing the Davenport Diamonds, so Sam hadn’t popped the question.  

“What has you so happy, sunshine?”  He asked her with a smile.  Haley’s happiness tended to be contagious.  She was so vivacious.  No wonder his brother couldn’t stand to be away from her.

Sam sat next to her on the couch and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.  Like they had been doing it for years instead of months, they melted into each other, one simply becoming an extension of the other.  And Adam marveled over it, wondered what that must feel like.  

“It’s your birthday!” Haley exclaimed.  “I am so excited to celebrate with you.  We thought we’d start my taking you out to dinner.  Then we have a big surprise for you.”  

If Sam hadn’t been holding her, Adam would have sworn that she’d have floated away.  “What’s the surprise?”  Adam asked with a smile.  “I mean, I’m surprised enough that you are here.  I thought that you two had forgotten…”  His voice trailed off and he shrugged, but the sadness in his voice was evident.

Haley’s smile faltered.  She glanced up at Sam, a hint of doubt in her eyes.  He squeezed her shoulder reassuringly and leaned down to kiss her temple.  These days, they were hard to be around and they knew it.  That was part of the reason why they spent so much time away and on their own.  The other part was that Haley felt so much better, so confident, and so ready to face the world with Chase in jail awaiting trial.  She wasn’t in hiding any more.  And it made a huge difference.

“Adam,” Sam began in his scolding voice, “we would never forget your birthday.  So, where would you like to go to dinner?”  

But Adam was already morose from spending the bulk of the day alone and discovering that in thirty years, the only meaningful relationship he had was rather built in, since Sam almost didn’t have a choice in the matter.  Hanging out with the two lovebirds was just the cherry on top.  “Oh, you’re all big on surprises,” Adam said, trying to act happy, “why don’t you surprise me?  I’ll put on a suit and meet you down here in fifteen minutes.  I would have said ten, but it takes me a little longer.  You understand?”  And he tapped his bum leg with the cane before limping out of the study and heading to the guest bedroom.

“Well, that didn’t go the way we had hoped,” Haley said quietly.

“Ah, it’s Adam, I rather expected it,” Sam assured her.  “He has been milking that leg…”  He shook his head.  “It will be good for him to go home and get back in a routine, rebuild his life.  He hasn’t been there for almost two months.  I’m sure it will feel good for him to be back on his own.”

Haley leaned back into Sam knowing that his arms would wrap around her.  She pressed her face against his broad chest and inhaled the scent of him, a combination of cologne and fresh clean male.  She squeezed him close.  “I hope you’re right.  Maybe what Adam really needs is to be around family right now.  Maybe that’s what will help him heal.”

He sat there in silence and considered what Haley had said.  He didn’t want to think that it was for purely selfish reasons that he would send his brother packing.  Sure, he longed to be more spontaneous with Haley, have more freedoms, be as demonstrative as he wanted without worrying about interruptions, but he really did have Adam’s well-being in mind…didn’t he?
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It was just after 6:30pm that Neville drove the group to Adam’s apartment.  And when the vehicle stopped and Adam stepped out onto the curb and recognized his surroundings, he was feeling less than buoyant.  He looked at Sam a moment, trying to read his face before he spoke.  “What are we doing here?”  He questioned.

“Oh, I thought you might want to change that tie.  You have been wearing the same three ties for weeks at the office.  And since we were in the neighborhood…”  Sam’s voice trailed off and he gestured as though the answer was obvious.  He leaned over and helped Haley out of the car then nodded at Neville.

The three headed to the door, greeted the doorman, and made their way to the elevator.  It was very nearly 7pm when Adam stuck his key in the lock and opened the door to his apartment.  It was as dark as he expected.  What he didn’t expect was the aroma of food, the people popping up from behind furniture and through doorways, and the shouts of ‘Surprise!’ that rang out over the clatter of his cane falling to the floor.  He pasted a smile on his face.  He was surprised all right.  And he was dismayed.  This was the last thing he wanted for his birthday.  

Looking over at Haley, Adam finally spoke, “I suppose this was your idea?”  

“Not entirely.  Sam helped a lot,” Haley smiled shyly, clearly awaiting his approval.  She was a lot more perceptive than Sam gave her credit for.

“Thank you,” he said and gave her a half hug.  He meant that much.  He really did appreciate her.  And dammit, she meant well.  Wasn’t it the thought that counts?  With that, he limped into the open loft space that was his living room.
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It seemed to be going off without a hitch.  That’s all that Cammie cared about.  This was going to be one of the very last functions she worked for her parents and she couldn’t very well leave a bad impression that would tarnish the reputation of the family business.  Ah, but she wanted more from life.  Completing her MBA from Columbia University in another month should help in that department.  Maybe then her parents would have more respect for her.  She scowled.  Nope. Doubtful.  They were still so angry that she was leaving the business after the holidays; they were barely speaking to her.  It would take far worse treatment than that to make her change her mind.  

Looking around the room, Cammie sighed.  This…was pretty bad.  And then she considered how she would be spending her Sunday afternoon, dressed as a clown, making balloon animals for a five year old’s Circus Circus Birthday Party, and remembered that it could always be worse.  Although here she was, hot pink bustier, black mini skirt, fishnet stockings, and a pair of the most uncomfortable black heels she owned, working as the bartender for some thirty year old bachelor’s birthday party.

Tightening her long blond pony tail, and smoothing her hair down, she freshened her lip gloss, mashed her lips together and pasted a smile on her face.  Something told her this was going to be another long night.  And the birthday boy had only just arrived.

Cammie watched as he made his way through the room and hid a genuine smile.  He was doing his best to make it look like he was mingling, but clearly he was making his way as directly to the bar as possible.  Maybe he was just as thrilled as she was to be here?  Before she could give it further thought, guests began ordering drinks and she was struggling just to keep up.  And then, there he was, standing in front of her.  

“Tell me you have something back there that’s older than I am,” Adam said with a sigh.

“Oh, I don’t know.  It’s rare that we carry anything older than forty years to these events.”  She pretended to be looking while biting her cheek to keep from laughing.

“Jeeze!  Thirty!  I’m only thirty!”  Adam sat heavily on the vacant wooden bar stool.  He cupped his face in his hands for a moment, then stood some to get a better look at the stool.  “Hey, these are nice.  Are they mine or yours?”  

“Ours.  You really wouldn’t know the difference?”  She wondered for a moment what it must be like to have so much that you couldn’t keep track of it all.  Then she shook that thought from her head and added, “I was just teasing you.  I know this is your thirtieth birthday.  It is, after all, kind of why I’m here.”  She shrugged, smiled, and noticed a guy gesturing for her at the end of the bar.  “Give me just a second.”  And without a moment of hesitation, she glided down to the guest, heard his order and prepared it for him with ease and efficiency.

Adam turned his head, but not quick enough.  She definitely caught him staring.  Damn.  He was still chuckling to himself when she returned.  

“What’s the joke?” She asked.  She was used to pretty much every eventuality that could occur at a party.  She had been raised in the business.  Her parents had started the birthday party business when she was a child after a few years of producing successful imaginative gatherings to celebrate her birth.  It didn’t take long for them to realize that they could easily turn a profit and gradually, they left their day jobs to do this full-time.  

“No joke,” Adam admitted.  “You just caught me looking.  That’s all.  I must be losing my touch.  I used to be so smooth.”

Before she even considered what she was about to say, the words escaped her lips.  “Please.  You were never that smooth.  You just thought you were.  Although maybe those rocket scientists you always seemed to find attractive were genuinely impressed.”  Instantly, Cammie’s mouth snapped shut.  Once again she had said too much.  It really was her biggest flaw.  Or maybe eating her emotions was.  Crap.  Either way, it all came down to her mouth.  And thanks to her amazing metabolism, only her verbal vomit was getting her in trouble these days. Why couldn’t she be more like her little sister?  

Yes, Cin was perfect.  She had their father’s Mediterranean coloring and long, thick, dark hair.  She had a perfect hourglass figure.  And she always knew what to say.  Always.  She never had to waste time regretting her words or anything else for that matter.  Plus, she was the perfect daughter, wholly content to work with her parents until she married and popped out the first grandchild.  Judging from the way she was working the party, Cin planned to do that sooner, rather than later.  Cammie shook her head in disgust.

“Listen, I have watched you in action at roughly 117 parties since you hit puberty.  At each and every one of those events, you managed to find some female to hook up with.”  She was about to continue, but he interrupted.

“One hundred and seventeen?  I’d like to know where you get these numbers.  That can’t possibly be right.”  He started counting on his hands while she smirked at him.  It was obvious that he was serious.  She had hit a nerve.  Ah, but she was serious, too.

“You know, if I’m off at all…it’s by maybe three.”  She sighed.  He counted.  A hand waved from the end of the bar.  “I’ll be back.  You know, chances are your smart phone has a calculator if you think that would speed up the process.”  

It only took her a few moments to pass the gentleman at the end of the bar a few bottles of an imported beer.  For some reason, there was always some jerk who wanted to know if they carried Heineken and hinted, if not said outright, that he’d like to grab her heiney.  And this guy…was one of those so she wasted no time getting back to Adam.  He had taken her advice.  He had his calculator out and was talking to himself.  Every once in a while, he would smile, suggesting that the memory of the moment wasn’t so bad.

“What number are you on now, champ?”  She teased him as she washed a couple of glasses and put them away.  

“Eighty-seven,” he said seriously. 

“And how many years to still factor in?”  She poured some shots of Goldschlager and passed them to the server who requested them.  Too many of those and this party would get completely out of hand.

“Just six…”  He tapped a few more numbers into the phone.  “Well, this can’t be right.”

Laughing, she nodded, “Oh, it can be.”  She leaned toward him.  “Let me see.”
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Thirty was supposed to be this banner year.  Now it was looking like a huge wake up call.  He had discovered earlier in the day he had no meaningful relationships, as evidenced by the fact that this was his party and other than Sam, Haley, and now the bartender, no one had even spoken to him.  They were enjoying the free food, the free booze, the nice music.  The loft had never looked better…except maybe for that time with the one girl who came home with him from.  Well, crap.  One more name he had forgotten.  There was something about this bartender.  

“So, do we know each other?  Have we ever been properly introduced?”  He was really starting to feel badly about his life.  On the bright side, at least he had over half his life to be better.  This woman was better.

“No,” she said, biting on the inside of her cheek.  “We’ve never really met.”  She was laughing at him.  He could tell.  That’s what the cheek biting was about.

“Are you sure?  There is something very familiar about you.  We never…?”  He decided to use his tried and true method of recognition.  He squinted at her.  Then he looked at her with one eye open.  

She crossed her arms over her chest.  “What are you doing?”  

“I don’t believe you.  You have just a hint of bitter that usually only comes from a one night stand with me…in my experience.”  He gave her a challenging look.

“Don’t you mean your vast experience?  Seriously.  What’s the tally?”  She wiped the counter, walked a few feet away, passed out a couple of sodas and then returned to him.

“I don’t think the tally matters,” he said straightening.  “I think that you have made your point.”  He wanted to stay and talk to her, but he was already feeling low enough.  He decided instead to walk away.  Walk away now before he had anything else to regret.  In some ways, he was sorry he had never noticed her before.  He’d show her.  He wouldn’t hook up with anyone tonight.  And if he did, it would only be with her.
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The rest of the party was spent mingling.  Haley really knew how to plan a party.  She had thought of everything.  Instead of having a huge birthday cake, she had opted instead to have cupcakes.  They were perfect.  They came in a variety of flavors.  They were low maintenance.  And since they were on the dessert table, they were serve-yourself.  He rather envied his brother.  How in the hell had Sam managed to snag her?  She was beautiful and smart and talented.  He could see it all.  Maybe now he was ready to find someone special to settle down with, too.

Looking around the room, he saw a woman here or there waiting for him to make a move, watching for him to make eye contact.  He smiled and was polite, but he didn’t attempt to move beyond that.  Mostly what he noticed as he walked around the room was that he had nothing in common with these people.  He had been in the hospital for a month before convalescing at his brother’s home.  Not one of them stopped by.  Nobody here really cared.  And he wished that they would all just go. If they weren’t going to go, he would rather just leave.  

That’s when Haley came over to sit with him on the black leather living room sofa.  “Happy birthday, Adam.  I hope this is your best year yet.”  She squeezed his arm and then leaned in to give him a kiss on the cheek.  Sam walked over almost instantly.

“Hey now, you just giving kisses away?”  He bent low.  “If so, I’m next.”  And that comment earned him a kiss and a giggle.  “Did you tell him?”  

Shaking her head, she said, “Not yet.  You want to do the honors, since you seem so excited?”

Sam looked at Adam.  And the first thing Adam noticed was that his brother looked like he was absolutely beaming.  Still, he was suddenly filled with a sense of foreboding.  “We figured you were probably missing your own place and all your things, so we hired a nurse to come stay with you until you are back to par.”

From the look on their faces, he could tell he was supposed to be really excited.  This was clearly meant to be a really nice gesture, thoughtful, considerate, a real solution to the problem.  Clearly, he was the problem.  Only they hadn’t even mentioned it to him.  They just…kicked him out.  Packed him up and dumped him at his place.  Really.  All alone.

“Um, maybe it would help if we introduced him to his nurse?”  Haley was looking up at Sam with those big green eyes of hers.  She wanted the best for him.  She was genuine.  That he believed.  

He looked at Sam.  That rat bastard…he just wanted Haley to himself.  That was obvious.  And no doubt they had found him some huge, hairy nurse who could pick him up if he fell or something.  

Nodding, Sam gestured to the woman who had been standing over near the window.  It was the same woman he had made eye contact with previously, the one he didn’t recognize, the woman he hadn’t encouraged to talk with him.

“Hello,” she said sensually.  

His eyes narrowed.  “You are my nurse?”  He openly looked her up and down.  After assessing the situation, he spoke the first words that came to mind.  No sense in censoring now while all the cards were on the table.  “You look more like Ferris Bueller’s nurse.”  He crossed his arms across his chest to show he wasn’t at all pleased with that idea.

Haley looked confused.  “Ferris Bueller’s nurse?”

“Haven’t you ever seen Ferris Bueller’s Day Off?”  He spat.  He was getting more frustrated by the moment.  Clearly, they saw him as superficial as he had been feeling.  He was the family joke.  He could see it now.  He was the playboy, the black sheep, the one not to be taken seriously.  And really, it was his fault.  His chin dropped to his chest and he sighed.  Suddenly, more than anything, he wanted to be taken seriously.

He looked at Sam.  It wasn’t that long ago that Sam had needed to lighten up and that’s when he found Haley.  Maybe he could find the woman to shape him, make him a better man.  He was ready.  This was what he wanted.  He looked at the nurse again.

“My name is Kiki.  I am more of a medical assistant.  I’m working on my nursing degree.  And they told me that really, you needed help more than you needed a genuine nurse.”  She glanced back and forth between the brothers.  “I’m confused.”

Adam stood.  “I bet you are.  It was nice meeting you, Kiki.  I won’t be in need of your services.  You are free to go.  Here, have a cupcake.”  He passed her a cupcake from the stand next to the table.  He leaned over and gave her a light kiss on the cheek because it seemed like the polite thing to do and it always seemed to make the breakups go more smoothly.  Then he walked off, walked to his bedroom to collect himself.  Once inside the room, he shut the door.  He leaned heavily against it.

He didn’t know what to do.  He wasn’t the destructive kind.  He didn’t break things.  He wasn’t a girl so he wouldn’t be crying.  It finally came to him.  He needed a drive.  A nice drive would clear his head.  He could never be wholly rude. He wouldn’t storm out of his own party.  He would bide his time.  He would wait.  And when they were all gone…it would be time for a nice long drive.
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From her vantage point behind the bar, Cammie could see everything.  She saw the discussion.  She saw the introduction.  And somehow, after watching him in action for years, her only surprise was that he went to his bedroom alone.  Maybe the girl was going to meet him in there at a predetermined time.  Yet, when he turned to close the doors, she realized that he looked upset, had been ever since he walked away from her.  She couldn’t help but feel responsible.  It seemed she had hurt his feelings.  Sighing she made a mental note to remedy that after the party.  Though she had no desire to be a part of her parents’ birthday party business any longer, she wasn’t going to ruin it for them, either.

OEBPS/Images/image00178.jpeg
Cligpter





OEBPS/Images/image00177.jpeg
able off Contends”





OEBPS/Images/image00176.jpeg
DB ediction





OEBPS/Images/image00175.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00174.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00218.jpeg
Scowledyements”





OEBPS/Images/image00173.jpeg
J-B. MCGEE
COPYRIGHT 2012 J.B. MCGEE





OEBPS/Images/image00217.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00172.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00216.jpeg
OTHER BOOKS BY |.B. MCGEE





OEBPS/Images/image00171.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00215.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00170.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00214.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00213.jpeg





cover.jpeg
A





OEBPS/Images/image00212.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00211.jpeg
Cligpter 23





OEBPS/Images/image00210.jpeg
‘Ffﬁéfzz





OEBPS/Images/image00209.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00208.jpeg
|AN





OEBPS/Images/image00207.jpeg
Cllgpter 21





OEBPS/Images/image00206.jpeg
?ﬁéfz@





OEBPS/Images/image00205.jpeg
GABE GERHART





OEBPS/Images/image00204.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00203.jpeg
Cliapter 15~





OEBPS/Images/image00202.jpeg
Cllopter 17





OEBPS/Images/image00201.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00200.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00199.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00198.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00197.jpeg
Cligpter 12





OEBPS/Images/image00196.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00195.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00194.jpeg
@W /6





OEBPS/Images/image00193.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00192.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00191.jpeg
Cligpter





OEBPS/Images/image00190.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00189.jpeg
Cligpter |





OEBPS/Images/image00188.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00187.jpeg
Cliapter 5





OEBPS/Images/image00186.jpeg
Cligpter





OEBPS/Images/image00185.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00184.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00183.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00182.jpeg
@Wz





OEBPS/Images/image00181.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00180.jpeg
JANUARY 2011 | [THE PRESENT





OEBPS/Images/image00179.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00220.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00219.jpeg
Finally
C?ﬁw{//ﬁ





