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   Dedication:
 
   To my fans, thank you so much for your encouraging words.  Thank you for reading book one and begging for book two.  I never could have imagined the love you have shown to me and I will never lose my humility or humbleness where your generosity is concerned.  I poured everything I have into making this book the best I could.  I hope it does not disappoint you.
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   January 14, 2011 ~ Noon
 
   The Present
 
   Gabby
 
   Gabby had been driving for four hours and it felt good to stretch her legs.  She was wearing skinny jeans and Ugg boots with a knee length double breasted khaki coat buttoned up and tied around the waist.  Her chestnut hair was wavy and fell on both sides of her shoulder reaching her breasts.  She had thrown a black crocheted beret style cap on before leaving Columbia.  After stretching from left to right, back and forth causing popping noises to come from her back, she reached over to the passenger seat and grabbed her purse.  Locking and closing her door, she grinned as she proceeded into Bradley’s downtown apartment building.  
 
   She got into the elevator and took it up to the penthouse floor.  She briefly looked at her reflection on the steel doors and tried to tame her hair.   She pursed her lips to distribute the lip gloss she had applied a few minutes before arriving while still in her car.  When she got out she was immediately at his door.  Gabby cheerfully knocked a rhythm.  Before she could finish her cute little knocking melody, the door flung open.
 
   “Well hello there.”  Bradley surveyed her from head to toe smiling.  Reaching his arms around her waist pulling her closer, he nuzzled her neck while using his hand to move her hair back behind her shoulder.  He pushed his head into the small opening at the top of her jacket trailing kisses on her neck.  
 
   “Well, I take it you missed me?  Geez, aren’t you going to let me in or are you going to completely make me fall apart right here in the hall?” 
 
   Clearly Gabby didn’t mind too much because she closed her eyes and tilted her head to the side sighing as he continued to plant kisses over to her jaw and up to her mouth.  She did nothing to stop him, but instead grasped her fingers tightly around his longer than usual dark locks. 
 
   Flashing his playful blue eyes to hers quickly and never stopping from kissing her, “Mmm, you falling apart right here in the hall sounds really good to me.” 
 
   “Bradley,” Gabby whispered.  
 
   “Mhmm?” He continued planting soft kisses to the other side of her jaw and down her neck going towards her chest.  
 
   Gabby moaned, “We should go inside.”  
 
   “Okay. I. Have. Missed. You. So. Much,” he growled as he began to move back pulling her in with him.    
 
   Bradley’s apartment was most definitely a bachelor pad.  It was decorated in urban contemporary furniture in a combination of khakis, creams, and navy.  The windows went from floor to ceiling and what walls there were between them were painted a contrasting white and gray color.  
 
   As soon as the door was shut behind her, he untied her coat and pushed it off of her shoulders revealing a charcoal poof sweater with three quarters length sleeves, scoop neck, and banded waist.  The sweater was showing a tease of cleavage.  He pulled the shirt away from her body and let go of it quickly almost popping her skin when it quickly shifted back into place. Grinning he muttered, “I like this.”  Reaching down, he picked her up into his strong muscular arms, carrying her towards his bedroom.  Gabby couldn’t contain her giggles.  
 
   Wrapping her arms around his neck, they were mouth to mouth almost instantly.  Tongues ravenously thrashing with hunger and need from not seeing each other in a week.  She pulled away with her big hazel eyes aglow, shaking her head from side-to-side. “You are so crazy, do you know that?” 
 
   “Yes, I do.  Crazy for you.” He kissed her passionately again, then broke it quickly leaving Gabby panting and frustrated huffing and her brows furrowed.  He gently put her down on his king-sized bed.  “Don’t pout like that.   You won’t be let down.” He started to remove her shirt. “I have plans for us later tonight, so I need to make sure I get all my crazies out before we have to leave.  Do you know how hard it is to go a week without my lips all over every square inch of your body?” 
 
   “Nope, I don’t know.  I think you need to show me,” Gabby teased.  Oh she knew how hard it was to go all week without touching him.  But, it turned her on to hear him want her so badly.  All she had done the last four hours was daydream about the way he’d relieve her mounting tension and pit in her stomach.  The long distance relationship had been hard, but not as hard as they had thought.  It was working.  He tried and succeeded in every way he knew how to make it up to her, to show her how much he missed her, when they were together.  
 
   Bradley tossed her shirt to the floor beside the bed. “Oh, Miss Gerhart, I fully intend to show you.” He pulled the back of his white t-shirt from behind and tossed it onto hers beside the bed while pushing her gently back and climbing between her legs.  “I want to reacquaint myself with your body.  I have so much planned for you.”  
 
   Gabby’s eyes were wide and grin came across her face. “Hmm, I like the sounds of that.”  
 
   “No baby, no sounds.” He started at her navel and kissed her softly, gently tugging on her sensitive skin. “The feel of that, that’s what you should like, now shh.”  Then he slowly licked up her midline.  
 
   She arched her back and moaned, “Ah, right.” 
 
   Bradley looked up with a mischievous grin.  “Right,” he spoke, mirroring her words as he took her tenderly kissed her lips gently tugging them with each kiss. His hands started where his mouth had earlier started on each side by her navel and slowly moved up until he reached her breasts and the sensations caused her to shiver below his able hands.  When he felt goosebumps pop through, he smiled as he continued to kiss her.  His lush eye lashes brushed up against her over sensitized skin as he closed his eyes.  
 
   She threaded her fingers through his silky hair as she arched her back. “Ah, I’ve missed you,” Gabby spoke softly.  
 
   “Shh.” Bradley caressed her cheeks with his knuckles and then skimmed them to her hair, moving it back as Gabby tilted her head and sighed closing her eyes.  She grasped his hair tighter as if her life depended on it.  Once her hair was moved to the side, he moved his kisses to her ear, tugging her lobe smiling. 
 
   “Mmm,” Gabby groaned and pulled him to her mouth to kiss him, this time with more passion and urgency.  The doorbell rang, but neither stopped.
 
   “Aren’t you gonna get that?” Gabby asked after it rang a second time.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Clearly it must be important, they have rung it twice.”
 
   “Don’t care.  Nothing’s more important than you.” He moved his kisses to Gabby’s neck and then her chest. “Shh.”
 
   Gabby shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t think they are going to go away, Bradley.  Just go see what they want and come back to me.  I’ll wait.”  Gabby raised one eyebrow and gave him a playful smirk.  
 
   “Hmm, I’m in no condition to go open the door right now.” Bradley looked down at his over worn rugged Abercrombie jeans, which were about to bust at the seams from his arousal.  
 
   Gabby covered her mouth trying to hide her smirk.  “Yeah, you should probably straighten that out.” 
 
   Bradley cocked his head to the side and moving his pointer finger from left to right, “Tisk, tisk, tisk, Miss Gerhart, you are a naughty girl with your double innuendos.  I have every intention of straightening my situation out when I am done at the door.”  He reached down and gave her a chaste kiss.  “I’ll be right back, don’t move a muscle.”  He hopped up from the bed, grabbing his shirt from the floor.  He quickly threw it over his head and smoothed his hair into place as he stumbled out of his bedroom. The doorbell rang once more.  Frustrated at the rude interruption he yelled, “Coming.  I’m coming already!”
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   August, 2010
 
   The Past  ~  Gabby
 
   Gabby’s wavy hair hung just below her shoulders and her face was dewy from being on the beach earlier.  Her speckled hazel eyes were droopy from fatigue and she was dressed in the khaki linen capri pants and a white t-shirt she had worn earlier in the evening before dinner.  She had just come home from her first date with Bradley Banks.  Coming into her childhood home, which was now Sam’s primary residence since she had started medical school, she closed the door, leaning her back against it.  She closed her eyes and pursed her lips shaking her head.  She felt hopeful and happy for the first time since the summer of 2008 when Ian and her childhood friend, Lindsey, had broken her heart. 
 
   But, at the same time, she was terrified.  She had no idea how in the world she and Bradley could make a relationship work.  They were in two totally different places in their lives.  Gabby was going into her sophomore year at Columbia College in South Carolina, while Bradley was nearly ten years older than her and had an established career as the CEO of a prominent commercial architectural firm in Atlanta, Georgia.  Just like every other friendship or relationship in her life, they were socially unequal.  But, as if that weren’t enough of a complication, there was the whole long distance relationship thing to consider, too. 
 
   She had met Bradley months earlier at a wedding for her sister’s childhood best friend, Cade Williams.  There had been fireworks from the moment they saw each other, but Gabby had resisted him thinking that he had a girlfriend.  She felt humiliated when she found out it was his sister.  Bradley was so smug at the reception, almost acting as if he could easily have Gabby.  It had been a roller coaster of emotions because on the one hand Gabby was extremely attracted to him.  However, on the other hand, she was terrified of being hurt.  She knew her social inadequacies were also one more reason why they were probably not compatible.  Gabby ran away from him when he agreed that she probably couldn’t give him what he needed because he didn’t do relationships.  He was more of a one night stand or a casual relationship type of guy.  She had spent the summer unsuccessfully trying to erase him from her memory.  Earlier that day, when she had come home to Charleston from Columbia to see Sam, she had been surprised to see him on the beach looking for her. She was surprised at how much she had longed for and missed his touch.  He talked her into going out for the evening and that is what had led up to this very moment.  
 
   Gabby was taking deep breaths and trying hard to not jump up and down with elation.  Yes, she was scared, but she also couldn’t help but shake the feeling that Bradley was different.  Regardless of their mutual romantic feelings towards each other, he had agreed for them to get to know each other as friends first after learning what Gabby had been through in the only other serious relationship she had ever had.  Besides, there were other reasons for Gabby’s lack of trust.  She had unresolved issues from her childhood.  She had lost her mother at such a young age.  She, herself, wasn’t even sure if she was emotionally ready for a serious romantic relationship.
 
   Gabby was thankful there would be no sexual expectations for this part of their relationship.  Yes, he had said he could handle that she was a virgin.  Yes, he had said that he could wait with her.  In fact he promised that even though they were going to start as friends that he would be exclusive to just her from this day forward.  She wasn’t sure she could trust him.  But, if they were just friends that would take away some of Gabby’s fear of his ability to commit and hopefully lessen the hurt if he turned out unable to keep his third leg in his pants, like Ian.   
 
   After Gabby had regained her composure taking several cleansing breaths, she walked to her room in the small cottage beach home and began to change into her pajamas: a black pair of yoga pants and a fitted black tank top.  She gently brushed away the tangles the breeze from the beach had left in her long wavy chestnut hair while talking to Bradley.  She climbed into her twin sized bed and quickly dozed off to sleep.  She was exhausted from the myriad of emotions she had experienced in a single day.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Gabby woke to the smell of fresh brewed Dunkin’ Donuts medium roast coffee in the kitchen and knew that Sam must already be awake.  That was the only coffee either sister would drink.  Excited about spending the day with Sam, she smiled as stretched yawning.  She grabbed a rubber band and quickly pulled her frizzed hair back into a ponytail.  Hesitating as she glanced in the mirror on her dresser as she walked out of the room, she patted her cheeks and exhaled at the bags under her eyes from her long night.  Looking at the alarm clock, she realized it was only eight in the morning.  Her aching body reminded her that she had only had several hours of sleep.  Rubbing her large round eyes, she yawned once more as she entered the kitchen.  She stretched her arms out sighing. 
 
   Sam was sitting at the small kitchen table with her messy short brown pixie haircut.  Unlike Gabby, she was very petite.  She was already dressed in a white V-neck t-shirt, running shorts and tennis shoes.  The year before, Gabby had gotten Sam into running.  Gabby had missed a lot when she lost her friendship to Lindsey after she caught her with Ian.  She especially missed having someone to go for a run with in the mornings.  When she got to college, although Sam had not been a big exerciser, she was thankful for the extra time with her.  She enjoyed having an exercise buddy.  It had proven to be a great stress reliever for both sisters.  It was just another way they bonded.  They would run with their iPod’s in their ears, side-by-side without saying a word.  
 
   Sam’s large brown eyes glanced up when she saw motion in the doorway.  She was sitting at the table with her cup of coffee reading The Charleston Gazette.  “Hey, sleepy head.  What time did you finally crawl in last night?” A small half smile forming as she emphasized the finally part. 
 
   Gabby was very nonchalant, shrugging her shoulders and walking to the coffee maker.  She picked up the mug that Sam had left out on the counter for her.  “Well, we got home at around 11:30, but I changed and we just went to the beach for a little bit.” She glanced back to Sam with a shy smile and then started to pour her coffe.  “I think it was around one-ish when I finally got home from the beach.” 
 
   Sam rolled her eyes exasperated.  “Well?” 
 
   Gabby could feel Sam’s gaze burning a hole through her head.  Gabby peeked quickly back to her sister.  “Well, what?” she said as she resumed making her coffee. 
 
   “Oh, c’mon, Gabby.  Details.  Spill the beans.” Sam folded the paper and put it down, leaning up with her elbows on the table.  Gabby turned from making her coffee with a huge grin on her face.  She pulled the chair across from where Sam was sitting and sat down.  “Oh, well that speaks volumes,” Sam teased her little sister.
 
   “Oh Sam.  It was so incredible.  He had planned everything, thought of everything.  I’m not gonna lie, I’m terrified.  But he was so charming, such a gentleman.”  Gabby paused.  “And, I just can’t shake this feeling I have when I’m around him.  The chemistry, the electricity I feel when he’s close to me or touches me makes me feel more alive than I’ve ever felt,” Gabby gushed.  She smiled while shaking her head, eyes clasped shut.  
 
   Sam couldn’t contain her elation that it had gone well. “So, where did he take you shopping?”
 
   “Saks.  He’s completely over the top.  But, I thought it was sweet.”  Gabby sipped her coffee. “Get this, dude knew what size I was.” She rolled her eyes as she let out an exasperated smile.  “He got me to get this dress that I would have never bought on my own, but I felt so sexy wearing it and these heels, they were killer.  I didn’t even look at the price tags.  No telling how much he spent in the fifteen minutes we were in that store.”
 
   “So, did you kiss him?” Sam quizzed her sister.
 
   “Well, just cut right down to the chase, Sam.  Geez,” Gabby spatted, “Yes, I kissed him.” Her cheeks reddened as she dropped her head, closing her eyes grinning.
 
   “Is that all you did?” Sam got up to fix herself another cup of coffee.
 
   Gabby’s head shot up and her eyes were wide.  “Oh Sam. Good grief.”
 
   Sam glanced back as she poured the cream and Splenda into her mug.  “C’mon, I want to know, spill the beans already!”
 
   “Well, we kissed once and then he um…” Gabby shifted in her seat and she could feel herself starting to blush. “He fed me coconut cake on the swings at the harbor…uh…with my eyes closed,” Gabby whispered recalling the moment as she closed her eyes.
 
   “Oh. My. Gosh, Gabby.  He’s totally into you.”  Sam made her way back to her chair sitting down with one leg crossed under her.  “I mean, I already knew that, but that’s just hot.  He clearly thought that out, don’t ya think?”
 
   “Oh, I think he thought it all out alright.  I must admit that was one of the most romantic things anyone has ever done for me.  He makes me feel so special, but I don’t get it.  I don’t understand why he wants me.  He could have anyone.” Gabby’s lips formed a hard line.
 
   Sam tilted her head.  “Gabby, I don’t know why it’s so hard for you to see that you are a rare gem.  The complete package.  Any man would only be so lucky to have you. 
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “I am not just saying that because you’re my little sister.  I can’t tell you how many guys last year had crushes on you, but you showed zero interest in them.”
 
   Gabby shrugged her shoulders and put her head down fidgeting with her cup.
 
   “I’m serious, Gabby.” Sam held her mug with both hands and brought it to her mouth taking a sip.  “But anyway, what did you do at the beach?”
 
   “Just talked.  He was sweet.  He carried our shoes and my bag, I mean what man does that,” Gabby giggled.
 
   “Oh Gabby.  He’s smitten.” Sam leaned in and smiled.
 
   Gabby glanced up and inhaled sharply. “He asked about Ian.”
 
   “Oh really, how did he know about Ian?” 
 
   “Well, I just told him I had baggage.  He pretty much figured out it was from another guy.  I told him everything.”  Gabby shook her head.  “Sam, you’re the only person I’ve ever been able to talk to about that.  I mean, it was so easy, too.  And it was cute, he was so mad.  I hope he never meets Ian, because I think he might just have a throw down with him.” Gabby’s eyes lit up.
 
   “I told you he is so into you, Gabby.  So, are you going to see him again?”
 
   “I know.  I feel better about things to some extent but I’m not sure I can just dive back into a relationship.  He understood, though.  He said that we can start as friends, exclusive friends.” Gabby giggled remembering the brief moment on the beach where they had discussed other people and how much he had been able to lighten the mood in just a statement.  
 
   “Exclusive friends?” Sam’s eyebrows furrowed and she smiled a sideways smile. “Explain, please.”
 
   “Well, you know, I don’t trust him because I don’t trust anyone.  He knew that there was no way in the world that I would ever trust him if I thought he was dating other people.  And what would be the point of even trying if he was going to see other people?”
 
   Gabby took a breath shaking her head.  She cut Sam off as she tried to respond.  “I will just get hurt again.  He understood.  Anyway, he said he’d not been with or dated anyone since the wedding, so it wouldn’t be that big of a deal to him.  Clearly I haven’t dated anyone since Ian, so it’s no big deal for me.  I guess it was good to just say it and make sure it was understood, though.”  Gabby stopped, “I’m rambling, aren’t I?”
 
   “Yep, you’re rambling.”  Sam giggled, winking at Gabby.  “We both know what that means, too.”
 
   “Dang it.  I really tried Sam. I tried to not feel for him and I tried to push him away every way I knew how, but it didn’t work.  There’s just something about him and I want more.”  Gabby put her head down.  “Honestly, it scares the crap out of me.”
 
   “Gabby, there is something so special. I really think he could be the one for you. He brings out a side of you I’ve never seen and I like it.  Why can’t you see that?”
 
   “I don’t know what to think or feel Sam.  All I know is that I had just gotten over Ian and felt like I was in a good place.  I don’t want to lose all the progress.”  She shook her head.  “Besides, I think I have a lot of work still left to do on me and I’m not sure I’m emotionally available.”
 
   “Right.  That’s not all, though.  Something else is bothering you.”
 
   “The other thing that bothers me is that I’m not sure either one of us will be able to go back to just being friends.  We’ve kissed, multiple times.  The first time, I didn’t really kiss him back.”  Her eyes lit up just thinking about the second time.  “But the second time, I most definitely kissed him back and I very much enjoyed it.  I don’t know what came over me.  It’s just that I feel this pull towards him and I don’t know that we’ll be able to ignore that.  Ya know what I mean?”
 
   “I think you’ll figure it out.  It’s probably not going to be easy.  Nothing that’s worth having ever is, Gabby.”
 
   “I know that, but —”  
 
   Sam interrupted her, “But, you can’t run away from anything that presents a risk or has the potential to require hard work.  I know this and I know that if you do, you’ll never find someone.  Don’t push him away out of fear.”
 
   “That’s almost exactly what he said, Sam.” Gabby cupped her head in her hands and sighed. “Do you know that he lives in Atlanta?” She only moved her eyes, giving Sam a blank stare.
 
   Sam leaned forward and put her arm out on the table with her palm up gesturing for Gabby to take her hand.  “Gabby, I talked to him on the phone, remember?  Of course, I know he’s from Atlanta.  I also know that means he came a long way to find you.”  She moved her head closer, “Hey,” she spoke tenderly.  “Guys don’t do that if they aren’t interested in something more.  He’s in this.  He wants to make it work.  If he wanted a one night stand, he could have that in Atlanta.”
 
   Gabby tilted her head and placed her hand into Sam’s.  “Yeah, but what if it’s just the challenge.  You know?  The I want what I can’t have mentality?”  
 
   Sam shook her head from side-to-side. “It might be, but that’s a lot of effort, Gabby.  Give him the benefit of the doubt.  I don’t know what it is about him, but I really like him.  I think he could be good for you.”
 
   “I’m trying, Sam.  I really am.”
 
   Sam stroked her hand with her thumb.  “I mean, look at what he did with the whole I don’t have anything to wear situation.  He didn’t let that stop him from taking you out.  He just used that as yet another way to show you he cared and he wanted this to work.” 
 
   Gabby noticed how Sam’s eyes lit up as she spoke about him.  Gabby raised one eyebrow and jerked her head to the side while shrugging her shoulders. “Or, it was just another challenge?”  She sighed putting her head back in her hands.  “He exhausts me, Sam.  I’m not even with him and he’s exhausting me.” She couldn’t contain her nervous chuckle.  
 
   Sam smiled.  “Well, are you going to see him again?
 
   “Yes, today.  I get to pick the date.  I thought we could go to my favorite restaurant.  Then, after it cools down some we could go back to the pier and just hang out around the beach, I love it there.  
 
   Sam interrupted her, “But –”
 
   “Don’t worry.  We’re not going out until later.  He knows I wanted to spend some time with you today.  What do you want to do?”
 
   Gabby’s mood had turned enthusiastic as she thought about her second date with Bradley and spending the day with her sister.  As scared as she was about everything, she was equally as excited about spending more time with him.
 
   “Let’s go shopping.”  Sam got up from the table and put her coffee cup in the sink.  “I know we are both pretty broke, but let’s just window shop downtown.” Sam stood with her back half turned at the threshold of the kitchen and living room.  “I’m going to shower.  We’ll leave in about an hour, if that’s good with you?” 
 
   Gabby had unwrapped a Little Debbie cake from the basket in the center of the table. She covered her mouth as she chewed, “Yep, good for me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
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   January 14, 2011 ~ 12:25pm
 
   The Present  ~  Bradley
 
   Bradley opened the door as the person on the other side was just about to knock again causing her hand to stop in mid-air right in front of his face.  His mouth dropped and words escaped him as his eyes surveyed the familiar face, but the body was unfamiliar.  She was indeed a very unwelcomed guest.  His brows furrowed and his eyes narrowed as he cocked his head slightly to the side.  “Veronica, what can I do for you?” 
 
   “May I come in?”
 
   “Now’s really not a good time.”
 
   “I won’t be long, may I please come in?”
 
   Bradley stepped back and held his hand out motioning for her to come in as he shrugged his shoulders shaking his head in disapproval.  All he could think about was the beautiful girl he had in the bedroom and the things he wished he was doing to her.  But, he had to admit, he was slightly curious what was so important to Veronica.  
 
   Veronica was beautiful, as usual.  She had perfectly straight blonde hair that was cut in a shoulder length bob, framing her face.  She had bright blue almond shaped eyes that were accentuated with smoky eye shadow and long eye lashes.  Her pouty lips were natural with just a small amount of shine from her gloss.  She was dressed in a pale blue oversized sweater, tight black leggings and knee high boots.  Despite the baggy clothing, he couldn’t ignore the fact that she was very pregnant.
 
   Bradley pointed to her belly while also rubbing his chin. “So, when are you due?”  
 
   Stepping closer to Bradley, Veronica answered, “That’s what I need to talk to you about.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yeah, I have played in my head over and over again how to do this and prayed about how you would react –” 
 
   Bradley interrupted her, “I’m happy for you.  I’ve moved on, I hope you’re as happy as I am.”  
 
   Veronica chewed on her lower lip and rubbed her belly sighing, “Is it serious?  You know with the person you moved on with or is it your usual casual fling?”  
 
   Bradley laughed sarcastically.  “No, definitely not a casual fling.  It’s much more than that.  Her name is Gabby, and she’s actually here.” He pointed to his bedroom.  “I’d introduce you, but I somehow don’t think that’s a good idea.  Ya know, hence the not a good time.”
 
   “Right, sorry.” 
 
   “You didn’t have to come all the way here to tell me you were pregnant.  And you certainly didn’t need to worry.  I really am happy for you, Roni.  But, I need to be getting ready.”  
 
   “You asked when I was due.  I’m actually due in March.”
 
   “Wow, you’re carrying the baby well.  I didn’t think you were that far along.”
 
   “Thanks, I guess.  Bradley…” She stepped closer filling the gap between the two of them.
 
   A light bulb went off in his mind and his face turned white as the realization came over him.  He was the reason for her visit. Shaking his head he muttered, “No, you said you were on the pill.”
 
   “I was.  They don’t always work.”
 
   He nervously ran his fingers through his hair.  “Shit, Veronica.  Why are you just now telling me this?”
 
   “I wasn’t sure I was going to tell you at all, but I just thought you should know.”
 
   “Ya think?  Damn, your timing is crap.  I need you to leave.  I’ll call you later.  We’ll work this out, but I really need to deal with Gabby and this situation myself.”  He started to walk toward the door.  “I don’t need you here, especially not today of all days.”
 
   She tilted her head while looking up to him. “Bradley, I love you.  I have always loved you.  I didn’t plan on this, but I am glad it happened.” She leaned in and softly kissed him on his cheek. 
 
   Gabby stood at the entrance to his bedroom door.  “Bradley?” 
 
   He quickly pushed Veronica away and immediately started across the room to reassure Gabby.  Veronica’s eyes narrowed as Gabby started backing away from Bradley, shaking her head.  
 
   “Gabby, it’s not what you think.  I will explain can you give me a minute please.  Veronica was just leaving.”
 
   Bradley continued towards her despite her backward motion. “Gabby, look at me.  It’s okay.” He walked her into the bed.  “Just sit here and wait.  I’ll be right back.”  He leaned in and pushed her hair back behind her shoulders and kissed her on her forehead.  “Wait here.  Trust me, please.”  
 
   He walked back to the door and opened it motioning for Veronica to leave. “Have a good day, Veronica.”  
 
   She stopped at the door and turned back towards him and whispered, “So, that’s it?  Are you going to call me or something?” 
 
   Bradley nodded his head. “Yes, that’s it.  I need some time to process it all.”
 
   A small smile came across her face and she walked away.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Bradley took a long deep breath after he closed the door.  Running his hands through his hair, he exhaled and closed his eyes with his brows furrowed.  When he opened them Gabby was standing in front of him.
 
   “So.”
 
   “It’s nothing I can’t handle.  No need for you to worry about it.  Let’s not let it ruin our night.  Where were we?” Smiling his seductive smile he slowly started walking towards her.
 
   “It was nothing?  The part I heard didn’t sound like nothing.  I thought you weren’t involved seriously with any of the other women?”  She put her hands on her hips and hissed, “You know, what did you call it?  The casual fling or friends with benefits?  That sure seemed like more.” 
 
   “No, Gabby.  You’re more than anything I’ve ever had.  The feelings were…hell…are not mutual with Veronica. I can assure you of that!”
 
   “She’s pregnant?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Gabby continued interrogating him.  “When’s she due?”
 
   “March,” Bradley whispered.
 
   “It’s yours, isn’t it?”
 
   “Gabby –”
 
   “I knew it!  I knew there was no way you could be happy with this situation.  I knew I wouldn’t be enough for you.” Her voice grew louder and tears filled her eyes.  “Were you going to wait for the baby to be born before you told me?  Were you ever going to tell me?” 
 
   Bradley grabbed her shoulders and pulled her close, but Gabby fought him.  “Don’t,” she hissed.  
 
   He put his hands up in surrender, taking a step back.  “Gabby, I just found out five damn minutes ago.  Give me a minute to process the information.  I need to sort some things out for myself before I can try to sort them out for you.”
 
   “You can have all the time you need.  I gotta get out of here.” Gabby grabbed her keys fighting back tears as she ran for the door.  
 
   Bradley grabbed her arm. “Please don’t go, not like this.  We have plans.  You’ve driven a long way and you don’t need to be driving right now.”
 
   She turned and looked up to him with fierce glowing hazel eyes. “Let. Me. Go.”
 
   Bradley’s eyes were locked with hers, as if in a battle of wills.  He continued to hold her until she pulled her arm. When she did, he released it, defeated.  “Gabby, I want you.  I love you.  Please, don’t go.”
 
   She snapped her head back.  “You love me?  Did you love me when you were screwing her?”
 
   “She’s due in March, Gabby.”  He threw his hands up exacerbated.  “Do the math.  June, it was June.”
 
   “Thought you said you weren’t with anyone after you met me at the wedding?”
 
   “I wasn’t.”
 
   “So, it was what before you met me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I want to believe you, but I don’t know if I can.  Would you have told me if I hadn’t come in and interrupted your little intimate moment?”
 
   “Of course, but not like this.  Not today.” He took a deep breath.  “I have something so special and I don’t want it ruined with my baggage.”
 
   “Well, it’s kind of late for that Bradley.  Your baggage isn’t the kind that is going away or can be talked through in therapy.  Your baggage is a kid for cryin’ out loud!”
 
   “Yeah, I’m well aware of this.  I didn’t know Gabby.  She was on the pill.” He closed his eyes tightly before continuing.  When he opened them, they were fierce with resolve.  “I haven’t seen her since before the wedding.  I just quit taking her calls.  You have to believe me.”
 
   “I want to, but I just…I can’t be here.  I can’t be with you.  I really have to go.  Please, just let me go.”
 
   “Where are you gonna go?  You shouldn’t drive back tonight.” He took a step closer.  “At least stay here for the night.  I’ll go stay at my parents if you’ll promise to just stay and not drive back.”
 
   Gabby shook her head and looked away. “No, I can’t be here.”
 
   “I’ll get you a hotel room, then.  Just don’t drive back tonight,” he pleaded.
 
   “I’ll be fine.  Goodbye, Bradley.” Gabby turned on her heal to leave.
 
   He put his hand up on the door preventing her from opening it.  “Hey.  Why do I feel like you are telling me goodbye for good?”
 
   Gabby narrowed her eyes and shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Well, are you?”
 
   “I said I don’t know.  I can’t think around you right now.  I need some time.”
 
   “We’ll get through this, we have to.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.”  Gabby paused as the tears started streaming down her face.  “You’re having a child with a woman who obviously loves you and you clearly felt something for her or she wouldn’t be pregnant.”
 
   “No, I didn’t.  I don’t feel anything towards her.”
 
   “Whatever, I need to go.” Gabby swiftly walked out of the door and pressed the button for the elevator.  
 
   Leaving the door to his apartment open, Bradley followed her waiting for her to respond but she jumped in the elevator too quickly pressing the button for the doors to close.  “Gabby!  Wait.  What do I have to do to get you to not leave tonight?” 
 
   “Nothing,” was all she said as the doors closed and Bradley stood there knowing that by the time he got down the stairs she would be gone. 
 
   She was right.  There was nothing he could do to stop her from leaving.  He leaned back against the wall behind him and slid down with his knees bent.  Leaning his elbows up against his knees, he thumbed through his hair, sighing at how quickly his plans for that night had been thwarted.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
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   August, 2010
 
   The Past  ~  Gabby
 
   Gabby couldn’t contain her excitement as her smile stretched across her face the entire time she got ready.  Granted, there was no need to get dolled up, as she had only planned to take Bradley to her favorite restaurant, A.W. Shucks.  She still couldn’t help but notice that she was putting in far more effort than usual to look casual.  No matter what she had done all day, the kiss she had shared with Bradley was not far from the front of her mind.  She kept having to remind herself that they had to walk before they ran and there was no way that they stood a chance if they didn’t take the time to get to know each other first.  But, she still couldn’t push the thoughts and the warm tingling they brought to her body out of her mind for long.  While she was scared, she knew that she had never felt this way before, not even about Ian.  Maybe that was what scared her the most.  She knew the hurt Ian had caused and the feelings were not even as intense with him as they were with Bradley.
 
   Gabby glanced at the antique alarm clock on her old wooden dresser as the doorbell rang.  Bradley had called her earlier and confirmed he would pick her up at 7pm, and even though he had said he was always late like Gabby, she had not yet experienced his tardiness.  It was 7pm sharp.  She grabbed her things as she smacked her lips together to spread her lip gloss.  
 
   “Gabby,” Sam hollered as Gabby hurried into the living room.  
 
   “I’m right here!” Gabby laughed and looked up to see Bradley standing in front of the door.  
 
   Sam had let him in and he was dressed casually in a white linen button down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows showing his tanned muscular forearms.  How could arms be so sexy, she wondered?  They were dusted with black hair.  His shirt was tucked into khaki pants, which were hanging perfectly from his narrow hips.  Gabby took a deep breath trying to contain the blush that was surely washing over at the moment as she drank in his divine existence.  How had she ever gotten so lucky that this man would be standing in her tiny house waiting on her?  She briefly closed her eyes as he embraced her, softly kissing her cheek.  He handed her more flowers.  This time there were a dozen yellow long stemmed roses.  
 
   “You look beautiful.  These are for you.  Yellow for friendship, as promised.  You know, we have to walk before we run,” he whispered.
 
   “They’re beautiful,” she softly spoke as she brought them to her nose to smell.  “I’ll just be a minute, let me put them in some water.”
 
   “Okay, no hurry.” Turning to her sister, he said, “Sam, good to see you again.  Thanks for sharing her with me again today.” Bradley nodded to her.
 
   “Bradley.” Sam acknowledged.  “No problem.  She’s the happiest I’ve seen her in some time.” It was clear that there was an underlying implied warning Sam’s comment. 
 
   Gabby walked back into the room smiling at Bradley.  “You ready?”
 
   “Yep!”  Bradley waved with one arm as he placed his other in the small of Gabby’s back.  “See you later, Sam.” 
 
   “Y’all have a great time,” Sam said as they were walking out the door. 
 
   Gabby turned her head with a huge grin and giggled. “Thank,Sam.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   “Do you want to sit inside or outside tonight?” Bradley asked as they approached the hostess at A.W. Shucks.  
 
   “It doesn’t matter to me, either is fine.”
 
   “Let’s eat inside tonight, then.”
 
   “Inside it is,” Gabby giggled.
 
   The blonde teenage hostess smiled as they approached, “Just the two of you tonight?”
 
   “Yes,” Bradley replied politely. 
 
   “Would you like to be seated inside, outside, or first available?”
 
   “Inside, please.”
 
   “It’s going to be around fifteen minutes, is that okay?”
 
   Bradley looked down to Gabby for her affirmation.
 
   Gabby nodded her head in agreement. “I’m fine with that, are you?” 
 
   Bradley looked back to the hostess. “Yes, that’ll be fine, then.”
 
   The hostess handing them a black square buzzer replied, “Please feel free to help yourself to a drink at the bar while you wait.  This will vibrate and beep when your table is ready.” 
 
   Bradley smiled and lead Gabby towards the bar. “Shall we?”
 
   Gabby smiling a wry smile replied, “I’ll have a Diet Coke since you likely haven’t made prior arrangements for your underage friend.”  
 
   “No, Miss Gerhart.  I didn’t know where we were going.  Had I, I would have at the least made us reservations.”
 
   Gabby frowned putting her head down. “I’m sorry, I should have done that.”
 
   “Hey.  I didn’t mean it like that, Gabby.”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders with her head still down.  “Well, that’s kinda how it came out.”
 
   Pushing that piece of hair that is always framing Gabby’s face behind her ear, his expression softened.  “I always make reservations.  I am not the most patient man.  I will say that you won’t find me complaining about fifteen minutes longer to look at or be with you, though.”
 
   Gabby blushed.  “You’re so smooth.”
 
   “I’m not trying to be smooth.” He rubbed his chin with his fingers.  “It’s the truth.”
 
   “You barely know me,” she whispered as she glanced up to him.
 
   “I know.  It’s intriguing…you’re intriguing.  I want to know you better.”
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Everything.  Why is this your favorite restaurant?”
 
   Gabby’s face reddened as she looked into his curious blue eyes.  She quickly looked back down fidgeting with the napkin under her glass. “Because this is where my mom used to bring us on special occasions.”
 
   “Ugh, I’m sorry.”
 
   “Why are you sorry?”
 
   “You’ve been through so much, too much.”
 
   “Please don’t pity me.  I don’t pity myself.  You shouldn’t –” 
 
   Putting his finger up to her mouth he hushed her. “I don’t pity you.  I just wish I could change it.”
 
   “Well, you can’t.”  Gabby shrugged her shoulders and glanced up. “Things happen for a reason.  I don’t understand why, but my mother taught me that much before she left.”
 
   “I believe that.  It doesn’t make it any easier to handle, though.”
 
   The conversation was interrupted by the buzzing of the coaster-like device the hostess had given them, startling Gabby.  She looked into his eyes as she started to laugh at herself.  Bradley’s smile broadened.  As the laughter faded away Gabby found herself paralyzed in the moment, totally captured by his gaze.  Bradley arched his eyebrow and moved slightly closer to Gabby’s face.  He picked up his and Gabby’s drink, leaning into her he whispered, “I think that’s us.”
 
   It was difficult for Gabby to form words, and she blinked wide eyed picking up the coaster as the vibration and beeping got even more loud and annoying.  She gulped and tried to regain her composure. “Yep, I’m ready.”
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   They couldn’t have asked for a better spot to have been seated.  The rounded booth was in a quiet corner and allowed them to sit next to each other, but was also far more spacious than what they needed.  Either could have slid farther apart from the other, but instead their proximity was so close that they were nearly touching.  
 
   “What do you usually eat here?” Bradley asked as he opened his menu.  
 
   “I love their bacon wrapped shrimp.  They are stuffed with deviled crab.  They’re just incredible.” Gabby gushed.
 
   “Mmm, that sounds good.” He glanced over to her grinning. “Is that what you’re going to order?”
 
   “I think it is.” She cheerfully replied, tilting her head.
 
   Bradley turned to her with a crooked smile and that eyebrow raised again, “You think?  Doesn’t sound very definitive.”
 
   Shrugging her shoulders, “Yeah, I am pretty sure.  Sometimes I like to see what other people are ordering before I order.”
 
   “Oh, Ok.  Well, do they have a low country boil?” Bradley was glancing from side to side looking for it on the menu.  “Surely they do?”
 
   Gabby leaned over and into him pointing to the bottom of the menu. “It’s right here.  It’s called Ivan’s Steam Pot.” Her eyes wandered up towards his.  When she was this close to him, she felt on fire. Her breathing hitched and she whispered.  “It’s my second favorite thing to get here.”
 
   “Ah, well I’ll have that, then.”  He tapped her nose.  “And, since it’s your second favorite thing, why don’t you get your first favorite thing and I’ll share mine with you.  That way you can have a little of both.”
 
   Gabby squeezed her shoulders inward and clapped her hands stiff and quiet like a cheerleader. “Yummy.”
 
   Bradley threw his head back laughing at her. “I’ll have to get you excited more often.  That was the cutest thing you just did.”
 
   Gabby blushed, “Yeah, I am pretty easily excited when it comes to certain things.  Good food is definitely one of them.”
 
   “Yeah, but we had good food last night and even better dessert.  You didn’t do any cheerleader clapping for that.”
 
   “This is true, but I was far more nervous last night than I am tonight.”
 
   He cocked his head to the side, puzzled.  “Is that right?”
 
   “Yes, our talk on the beach last night helped tremendously.  And besides, you’re different tonight.”
 
   His brows furrowed. “Did you not enjoy last night?”
 
   “I did!  It’s just that tonight, I know we’re just friends…that you aren’t thinking about making out with me.”  She raised her eyebrows while grinning at him.  “Makes a difference.”
 
   Bradley chuckled and rubbed his finger over his bottom lip. “Hmm, did I say that?  About the making out?  Because I haven’t really stopped thinking about that.”  He whispered as he ran his thumb down her cheek, “I’m just using every ounce of self-control to refrain so I don’t scare you away again.”
 
   Gabby sat there for a moment relishing in his touch.  “Oh –” 
 
   The waitress interrupted the conversation and Bradley looked over at Gabby winking, “Right, oh.”
 
   “Hi folks.  Welcome to A.W. Shucks.  My name is Ashlee and I’ll be your server tonight.  What are you two drinking?” 
 
   “I’ll have a Guinness if you’ve got it and Miss Gerhart right here is having a Diet Coke.”  Bradley looked over towards Gabby putting his head down slightly, “Unless you want something else?”
 
   Gabby smiled in appreciation of his consideration. “No, I’m good.  A Diet Coke is fine.”
 
   The waitress affirmed to Bradley, “Yes sir, we have Guinness.  And a Diet Coke for you, ma’am. Can I get you two started with one of our appetizers tonight?”
 
   “Yes, we’ll take an order of the Oyster Shooters.”
 
   “Do you need a few more minutes while I put these in for you, or would you like to go ahead and order now?”
 
   “We’re ready.”
 
   “Ok, and what would you like?”
 
   “I’ll have the Ivan’s Steam Pot and she’ll have the Shuck’s Award Winning Stuffed Shrimp.”
 
   “Okay.  The shrimp come with the vegetable of the day unless you’d like a salad or soup?
 
   “I’ll have a salad with ranch dressing, please,” Gabby politely replied.
 
   “Great.  I’ve got this.  I’ll get you fresh drinks and I’ll have those oysters out to you in a few.  Again, my name is Ashlee.  Let me know if I can get you anything else.”
 
   “Thank you,” Bradley replied as the waitress walked away.
 
   “So, let’s get down to business.”
 
   “Down to business?” Gabby chuckled.
 
   “Yes, let’s talk about what we’re going to do after today.”
 
   “I’m all ears.  What do you suggest?  My funds are limited. I’m not sure how I’m going to afford to keep up with you.”
 
   Bradley cocked his head and narrowed his eyes, “Oh please.  You’re going to have to come up with better excuses, or better yet, how about lose them all together?”
 
   “I’m not making excuses, I’m just telling you.” She shrugged.  “I don’t take hand-outs.  I’m not a cause or a charity.”
 
   He raised one eyebrow.  “What about gifts?”
 
   Goodness he looks sexy when he does that, Gabby thought.  She playfully responded, “Depends.”
 
   “Well, you’ll have to get over it.  If I want to see you, I want to see you.  I won’t let money or your pride get in the way of that.”
 
   “Okay, I guess?” Gabby answered unsure.
 
   He took a sip of the Guiness that the waitress had just brought.  “How often do you usually see Sam?”
 
   “Well, we had planned on doing therapy on the weekends.”
 
   “I said I’d find you someone for therapy.  But, if you plan on doing therapy every weekend, when do you plan to squeeze some time in for me?”
 
   “Well, Sam and I decided that about therapy before our date yesterday.”  Gabby bit her lip, “While we were at the beach…what if I see you every other weekend?”
 
   “We can start with that and see how it goes.”
 
   “What will we do in between those weekends?”
 
   Bradley shrugged. “Text, emails, calls?” 
 
   Gabby spoke softly, “Do you think that will be enough for you?”
 
   “I dunno.  We’ll have to try it and see how it goes.  My question for you is: Are you prepared for it not being enough for you?”
 
   Gabby busted out laughing. “You’re so confident of yourself.”  She rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m sure it will be plenty.”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t be so sure of yourself.  I can tell that it’s taking you as much self-control to not touch me as it is for me to not touch you.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll be fine.” Gabby narrowed her eyes.
 
   “Well, if I have anything to say about it, you won’t be.”
 
   Gabby shook her head as she let out a small laugh. “Sounds like a challenge?  Ya know I told Sam earlier that I worried this was just about the challenge for you.  Is it?”
 
   “And, I thought I told you yesterday that it wasn’t.”
 
   “But, are you sure?”
 
   “Gabby, I’m sure.  Let’s please quit wasting precious time on this topic.  I find you challenging, but that’s not why I want to be with you.  There’s more to it than that.”
 
   “Okay. Sorry.” Gabby looked down at her fidgeting fingers.
 
   Bradley pulled her chin up. “Don’t be.  Let’s just let that go, please.” 
 
   Gabby smiled.  “Alright, so where were we?  Texts, emails, phone calls?”
 
   “Yes, and every other weekend.”
 
   “Are you going to come to me or am I supposed to go to you?  Obviously gas is an issue for me.”
 
   “No, gas is a non-issue.  What do you say we take turns and alternate your place and mine?”
 
   “That sounds fair.”
 
   The waitress walked over and placed two plates with extra napkins down in the center of the table.   Bradley paused, patiently waiting for her to place the items down, and nodding politely sent her on her way.
 
   He turned back to Gabby and playfully tapped her nose.  “So, when is the next time I’ll get to see you then?”
 
   The gesture made Gabby smile and tilt her head.  “So, does this new arrangement start this weekend or next weekend?  The every other weekend thing?”
 
   “I vote for us to see each other next weekend and then start it the week after.”  Bradley winked.  “I don’t think this weekend should count.” 
 
   Gabby giggled.  “Are you going to be making the rules up as you go along Mr. Banks?”
 
   “I just might.  Will you complain, Miss Gerhart?”
 
   “Hmm.  If you make up the rules as you go, are you really playing fair?”
 
   “I never said I play fair, Miss Gerhart.  I do get what I want, though.” He picked up his glass.  His lips curved in a smile around the rim.  He winked as he took a sip.
 
   Gabby was trying to stay focused on the conversation because all of his cute gestures were making her melt.  She was so confused about him.  Shaking her head she said, “Alright, so since you came here this weekend, am I coming to Atlanta next weekend?”
 
   “I would love for you to come to Atlanta next weekend.  Why don’t you see if you can bring Sam with you?  I want to introduce her to my friend, Ryan.”
 
   Gabby pursed her lips before saying, “You mean, as in you want to set them up?”
 
   “Yes, I think they would be perfect together.  I think you’ll agree when you meet him.  He’s a resident.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s a good idea for Sam to get involved with someone so far away, or even at all right now.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “The obvious.  She just started med school and that is so all-consuming.  Besides, she won’t have the time to go back and forth like me.”
 
   He tilted his head.  “Well, why don’t you let her decide that for herself?”
 
   “Okay, I’ll ask her.  What about therapy?”
 
   “I’ll arrange that first thing Monday morning.  You two will have to do that on weekends that we aren’t together or arrange for therapy during the week.”
 
   “You mean you don’t want to tag along to therapy with two emotionally screwed up girls?” She chuckled.
 
   “Don’t talk about yourself like that.  There are a lot of people far more screwed up than you.”  He rubbed his knuckles down her cheek and inhaled sharply.  “Besides, I think you’ll find you’ll mend just fine.”
 
   She leaned into his touch, whispering. “You really think that?”
 
   He broke the contact and she realized she had been holding her breath.  Was she going to have any will power where he was concerned?  He held an oyster up to her mouth.  “Of course.  Open up.” 
 
   She did as she was told, grinning as it slid down her throat.
 
   The conversation came easy for the rest of dinner.  Bradley would feed her bits and pieces from his steam pot, as he had promised her.  It was difficult for either of them to keep their hands to themselves.  They would occasionally brush fingertips or lean into one another and give a playful nudge. 
 
   When they finished, Bradley paid and offered his hand for her to crawl out of the booth.  Because Gabby had school the next day back in Columbia, Bradley took her home as soon as they were done.  
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   He opened the door for Gabby after they arrived back at Sam’s house.  They slowly walked to the door much more comfortable with each other than they had been even the night before.  When they reached the front porch, Gabby turned with her head down.  Bradley gently lifted her chin.  “What’s the matter?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “That’s not true.  You’re sad.”
 
   Gabby glanced up towards him.  “Maybe.”
 
   Bradley pushed her hair on both sides back behind her ears. “You have nice hair, but it’s always covering up your beautiful face.  What might have you sad?”
 
   Gabby blinked slowly drinking in his touch and his words.  “I really like being with you.  The past two days have been…well...”  Gabby shook her head.  “They’ve been too good to be true.”
 
   Bradley cocked his head to the side and furrowed his eye brows. “But, they are true.  Nothing can change that.”
 
   “I know, but I just worry that I’m going to be let down after you leave.”
 
   “How many times do we have to discuss this, Gabby?”  He sighed, “I told you we’ll try and we’ll see how it goes.  If it’s not working, at least we’ll know we tried.  All I want is for us to try.”
 
   Gabby smiled a shy smile and nodded her head. “I know, okay.  Try.  You haven’t even asked for my email or phone number, though.”
 
   Pulling his phone out, he swiped the screen and opened up the contact list.  She was surprised when he showed it to her.  “I got it from Sam the day I called her and asked when you were coming home.”
 
   Gabby’s jaw dropped.  “You’ve had my number and my email all this time?”  
 
   “Yes, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve opened it and almost pressed the button to call you, but chickened out.” He smiled a half smile while shrugging his shoulders.  “Sometimes I just look at your name and think about you…about the night at the wedding.”
 
   Gabby glanced from the phone up into his tender blue eyes.  She couldn’t help but smile.  He was proving to be far more than she ever expected.  “That is so sweet.  Are you just trying to be charming?”
 
   “I don’t have to try to be charming.” He raised an eyebrow.  “I am charming.”  He let out a small laugh, grinning, as he put his phone away.
 
   Gabby giggled and nudged him. “You’re something, alright.”
 
   “Oh you have no idea.” He pulled her into a hug.  “So I’ll email you so you’ll have my info when I get back to the hotel. I’ll call tomorrow and arrange for the therapy to start.” He inhaled sharply and gently caressed her cheek. 
 
   Gabby closed her eyes and savored his touch. “Thank you again for everything.  Goodnight.”
 
   He moved his hand to behind her neck and leaned in and placed a long kiss on her forehead, “Goodnight.”
 
   He turned on his heel and walked towards his car.  Gabby’s breathing was ragged as she watched him confidently turn back towards her to get in the car and wave.  “See you next week.”
 
   She waved back with a huge grin. “Next week.”
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
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   January 14, 2011 ~ 12:35pm
 
   The Present  ~  Gabby
 
   Gabby sank back against the cold metal wall of the elevator as it quickly plunged down towards the ground floor of Bradley’s apartment building.  She was unable to hold back her tears any longer.  Sobbing, she ran out of the entrance to her car as quickly as she could.  As she approached her car she grabbed her keys and unlocked the door.  She fumbled to start the ignition as she was looking over her left shoulder to back out of the parking place.  She pulled her seat belt and fastened it.  Throwing the car into gear, she quickly jerked the car into the street.  
 
   One thing Sam had always told her when teaching her to drive was to never drive while you were crying.  Overcome with emotion, she decided to pull over to gain her composure.  Gabby hated crying.  She stopped at the nearest gas station to fill her tank.  As soon as the car was stopped in front of the pump she leaned her head onto the tops of her knuckles because her hands were still gripping the steering wheel full force.  She sobbed.  
 
   She wasn’t sure how many minutes had passed when someone beeped their horn at her.  She was taking up space at a valuable pump in downtown Atlanta.  She looked into the rearview mirror and wiped the tears away from her reddened eyes with her palms, inhaling a deep breath.  She cut the engine and grabbed her debit card, opening the door to begin pumping her gas.
 
   After filling her tank, she climbed back into her car and pulled back onto the highway.  Before she knew it she was back on I-285 driving towards I-20.  She was driving home.  Her chest was tight and while she had been able to stop crying, she was still sighing and her breath was hitched.  She hated the way she felt after she cried so hard.  She was exhausted and her eyes hurt.  Bradley had been right.  Driving home tonight was not the smartest decision she had ever made, but there was no way that she could admit that to him.  As much as the thought of things being over with them hurt, she knew being near him would hurt so much worse.
 
   She fumbled through the stations trying to find music to help keep her awake, but every song that seemed to come on was a song that reminded her of the past five months she’d spent with Bradley and they made her lips quiver, tears pricking the backs of her eyes.  Finally, she decided to cut the radio off all together and roll the windows down slightly.  The cold winter air felt good on her warm splotchy face.  
 
   She was nearing Augusta, Georgia, when her phone rang Falling Slowly.  She knew who it was.  That was his ringtone.  As she glanced down at the caller ID, it showed the picture she had taken of Bradley when they had been playing putt putt.  It had been his turn and he was leaning forward slightly, knees bent when she had said his name.  He maintained his position, turning just his head to look back at her.  His blue eyes were playful.  His lips were curved into a crooked adorable boyish grin.  The sight of his face was more than she could handle.  She pressed ignore, immediately pulling the car over to the shoulder and let the flood gates down again as her sobs returned.  They caused her body to quake and tremble.  
 
   Before she had pulled back onto the interstate, the phone rang for a second time.  She knew it wasn’t him.  The ringtone was different.  It was “Old Time Rock and Roll”.  That was Sam’s ringtone.  It was from their favorite movie with their mom, Steele Magnolias.  They would dance around the living room pretending bottles were microphones, singing and being silly.  The memory made Gabby smile for the first time since she had left Bradley’s apartment.  It became clear that no matter what she did, she couldn’t get him off her mind.  She also knew by the timing of the call that more than likely Bradley had called Sam and informed her of what had happened.  
 
   Gabby realized there was no way she could even begin to talk to another human being.  Her goal was to put herself back together and get back on the road.  It was getting late and it would be dark soon.  She still had well over an hour’s drive to get back to Columbia.  Like she had done when Bradley called, she swiped the ignore button.
 
   She sat up straight in her driver’s seat of her Honda and arched her back causing it to pop.  She arched again and stretched to the right, making more popping and repeated again to the left.  She cracked her neck from left to right and back again.  Taking several cleansing breaths in and out, she wiped her burning eyes, and dried her chapped face.
 
   She looked back over her left shoulder again waiting for an opportunity to merge back into traffic on the interstate.  When the time came, she pressed her foot firmly against the gas and accelerated with resolve.  Her new goal for herself was to make it home without having to stop again for crying over Bradley Banks, to not think about him another minute.  She decided the best way to do that was to cut her phone off and to play car games with herself.  Her favorite was the alphabet game, where you have to find signs or license plates with a letter from the alphabet (in order).  Yes, mindless games would help her forget her worries.
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   The trip home had taken almost five hours after factoring in bathroom breaks, stopping to get herself something to eat, and the time she had pulled over to cry.  Thankful she was finally at her apartment in Columbia, she dragged her suit case out of the trunk of the car, threw her purse on her shoulder and sulked into the building.
 
   When she walked into the apartment, she dropped her things and plopped down on the couch, completely and utterly spent.  She decided she should probably turn her phone back on and let Sam know she had made it home safely.  When it powered up, the voicemail symbol popped up.  She swiped to open the visual voicemail.  There were five messages from Bradley and there were ten from Sam.
 
   Gabby hung her head low and fought back tears once again.  She felt so bad for having caused Sam to worry, but she still wasn’t confident in her ability to talk about the situation with anyone.  Hell, she wasn’t sure of her ability to talk, period.  
 
   She pressed play for the first of Bradley’s messages.
 
   Bradley:  2:34pm
 
   “Gabby, I know you’re upset with me.  Will you please call me back.  Let’s talk this out, please.”
 
   Bradley:  2:38pm
 
   “Gabby, even if you don’t want to talk, at least text me back and let me know you’re ok.”
 
   Gabby wasn’t sure she could continue to listen to his voice.  She had not even been aware of the tears that had once again started streaming down her face as she listened to his messages.  She had never heard him sound like that.  His voice was always confident and strong.  She could hear in his message that he now sounded weak and upset.  She wasn’t sure, but she even thought by the way his voice had cracked that he had maybe even been crying.  
 
   She didn’t want to hurt him by worrying him, because she loved him, too.  But, there was no way she could talk to him.  She had no idea how she could ever be with him again.  He was about to have a child.  Everything she believed about their relationship was now in question.  Even though he had said he had not been with anyone else and continued to profess that as she was leaving, the trust was gone.  He had managed to hurt her just when she had thought that she was safe with him, just when she had let her walls completely down.  She opened her text messages and typed a quick message to let him know she was home.
 
   Gabby:  6:17pm
 
   *Got your messages, just got home.*
 
   Almost instantly, there was a response.
 
   Bradley:  6:18pm 
 
   *What took you so long?*
 
   Gabby wasn’t sure if she wanted to continue the conversation.  She worried she wouldn’t be strong enough to be able to end it.  That would lead her right back into his arms, where she yearned to be despite the hurt she felt.  Did she owe him an explanation of why it took so long, she thought?  The more she pondered it, she thought, no.
 
   She then started to listen to Sam’s messages.
 
   Sam:  2:39pm
 
   “Gabby, I just talked to Bradley.  He wouldn’t tell me what happened.  He just said I needed to try to call and make sure you were okay.  Please call me back ASAP.”
 
   Sam:  2:46pm
 
   “Gabby, I’m really worried about you.  Please call or text me back.”
 
   Sam:  2:55pm
 
   “Gabriella. Nicole. Gerhart.  Call. Me. Back.”
 
   Sam:  3:01pm
 
   “Gabby.  Seriously, I’m worried.”
 
   Gabby couldn’t listen to anymore of Sam’s messages, either.  They were making her feel so guilty and irresponsible for turning her phone off.  Especially before at least texting Sam back to tell her she was ok.
 
   Before she was able to text Sam back, the doorbell rang. 
 
   Gabby’s eyes bulged at the thought of Sam having driven all the way from Charleston to Columbia to see if she was okay.  And all because Gabby had been selfish and not communicated with anyone about her whereabouts or whether she was okay or not.  She grimaced at the thought of how much trouble she was probably in with Sam as she got up from the couch and headed to the door.
 
   She usually looked through the peep hole before she answered the door, but tonight she didn’t because she was so sure it was Sam.  She was completely caught off guard when she opened the door to find Ian standing in front of her with his hands in his pockets.  While he looked familiar, he had matured.  As much as she hated him, he was just as attractive as he had always been.  His timing was terrible, or maybe it wasn’t?  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
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   August, 2010
 
   The Past  ~  Gabby
 
   Gabby had come in from her date, which ended much earlier than their first date the night before.  Sam was watching television on the couch waiting on her sister to return.  She smiled and muted the sound. “Hey, how was it?  You look like a happy girl.”
 
   “Can you pinch me so I can make sure I’m not dreaming.  It just seems way too good to be true.”
 
   “You’re not dreaming silly girl.  And no, I’m not going to pinch you!”
 
   “He’s just…I don’t know.  He’s everything I could ever ask for in a guy.  He can’t be that good.”
 
   “I’m sure he has his quirks, but he really does seem to be an incredible guy.  If you’d just met him on the street, I’d be more skeptical.”  Sam shrugged her shoulders. “But, he’s Cade’s cousin.  I mean, he comes from a really nice, might I add, rich family.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.”
 
   “So when are you going to see him again?”
 
   “Next weekend.”
 
   Sam looked concerned.  “Oh, what about therapy?”
 
   “He said he’d find someone and we could start the weekend after next.”
 
   “Well, that might not be a bad idea.” Sam scooted over on the couch and patted the seat next to her, signaling for Gabby to sit.  “I’m sure we probably aren’t going to get in that quickly anyway.  That will give me some time to get adjusted to my schedule, too.”
 
   Gabby shook her head no to sitting on the couch.  “I’m gonna go pack up and hit the hay.  Goodnight.”
 
   “Night, Gabby.”
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   When she got to her room and logged onto her computer to check email and Facebook, she was surprised to see that Bradley had already emailed her.  
 
   ***
 
   To:  Gabby Gerhart 
 
   From:  Bradley Banks
 
   Subject:  Contact Info
 
   Date:  08/08/2010  9:33pm
 
   I had a wonderful time this weekend with you.  Thank you for trying.  My cell is 555.224.5485.  
 
   Sweet dreams,
 
   Bradley
 
   ***
 
   Gabby’s face gleamed.  She quickly hit reply. 
 
   ***
 
   To:  Bradley Banks
 
   From:  Gabby Gerhart
 
   Subject:  Sweet Dreams
 
   Time:  08/08/2012  9:47pm
 
   thank you again.  i had a wonderful time.  sweet dreams to you mr. banks.
 
   -g
 
   ***
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   The next morning, Gabby and Sam had breakfast and then Gabby headed back to Columbia to start her fall semester.  She was about halfway back to school when her cell phone rang.  She was pleasantly surprised to see the name pop up on the screen.  She wished she had taken a picture of him to put with his contact because she was already missing the way his face had looked on Sunday.  He had not shaved and he had been sporting dark stubble, which made his blue eyes pop even more than they normally did.  She swiped to answer. “Hello.”
 
   “Good morning Sunshine.”
 
   Gabby giggled. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
 
   “Do I have to have a reason to call you?”
 
   “No.  Don’t you have to work?”
 
   “I am at work.”  There was a pause.  “I do have a reason, though.  I just wanted to let you know that I have a therapist for you.  You’ll need to call and make the appointment, though.  Okay?”
 
   “Wow, that was super fast.”  She looked down for a pen, but realized there was no way she could multitask to write down the info.  “I’m driving, though.  Can you email me the details?”
 
   “Sure thing.  You headed back to school?”
 
   She rolled her eyes.  “Ugh, yes.” 
 
   “Alright, well I have some meetings.  I’ll send this stuff real quick and you be careful.”
 
   Her lips closed and her smile was warm as she savored his sentiment. “I will.” 
 
   “I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   “I’ll be looking forward to it.”
 
   “Be safe, Gabby.”
 
   “Have a good day, Mr. Banks”
 
   Gabby was grinning from ear to ear as she hung up the phone.  He had already emailed and called and it had not even been twenty-four hours.  He had promised to find her a therapist and he had.  She was elated.  Part of her wanted to be able to tell Sam, but she knew that she was in class all day.  The rest of the drive back to Columbia was spent thinking back to the past two days.  As much as she had enjoyed Sunday with him, she was not able to escape the constant replay in her mind of the kiss they had shared downtown on Saturday.  
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   She rushed to her first class as soon as she arrived back to campus.  She loved college, and she usually had no problems paying attention in class.  But the first day was always so boring.  Couple that with the excitement of the weekend she had just experienced, and the combination made it impossible for her to pay attention.  She had a smile on her face the entire day.  She doodled in her notebook through each class as she tried her best to listen to her instructors go through the syllabi.  She hated how they would read every line as if they were in kindergarten instead of college.  As if they couldn’t read it themselves.  
 
   After her classes were finally finished, she decided to go to the library on campus.  She was anxious to check her email and wanted to borrow a few books to read for pleasure.  She knew the time was quickly coming when she would be so busy with writing papers and doing projects that there wouldn’t be much time for extra-curricular reading.  On her walk over, her cell phone rang.  It was him again.
 
   She briefly closed her eyes smiling.  Her walking became a little more relaxed and there was a lightness in her step knowing she was about to hear his voice again.  “Hello.”
 
   “Hey beautiful.  How’s your day going so far?”
 
   “Boring.  But, it just got a little better.  How about you?”
 
   “Mine definitely just got better, too.  Do you think Sam is going to be able to come with you this weekend?”
 
   “Shoot!  I so forgot to ask her.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “Well, it’s not too late.  Do you want to ask her?”
 
   “Honestly Bradley, what’s the point?  I don’t think she’s going to come.  It’s her first week of med-school.  There is no way she’s gonna have time to come on a road trip with me.”
 
   “You’re probably right.  I’m not gonna complain about having to spend the weekend with it being just us.”
 
   Gabby’s face reddened.  She was now standing in front of the library walking around aimlessly unaware of the hustle and bustle that was surrounding her.  “I really can’t wait.  Have you planned anything for us or are we just gonna chill out?”
 
   “Do you like to play putt putt?”
 
   Gabby busted out laughing, “Are you serious?”
 
   Chuckling, “Don’t I sound serious?” Bradley asked.
 
   “Um, you really want to take me to play putt putt?” She shook her head giggling.
 
   “I think it will be fun.”
 
   “I always have fun with you, so I’m sure it will be.” The words were out of her mouth before she could filter them.  She spoke softly as she realized what she was saying.
 
   “Oh, and you’ve not seen fun yet.  Gabby…”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   The line was flat.  She waited to see if she’d dropped the call and was about to say his name when he replied.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Oh, now that’s not fair.”
 
   He laughed nervously.  “I am sorry.  I thought I could, but I can’t say it.”
 
   “Say what?” Gabby whispered.  She feared what he was about to say.  Part of her wanted to know and the other part of her hoped it wouldn’t be her worst fear.
 
   “Nothing.  I need to go.”
 
   “Please.” She sweetly begged.
 
   “No, I am scared you’ll go running.”
 
   “I promise I won’t.   I don’t have my running shoes on right now.” She smiled looking up to the sky while twirling one of her long curls.
 
   “Gabby, I don’t think I can make it ‘til Saturday.”  He paused when he heard her inhale sharply.  “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you at all today.  I have been caught daydreaming in meetings and I’m totally off of my game.” 
 
   “Oh.” She looked around briefly doing a little dance.  She was trying to contain her elation.  She quickly pulled herself together.  “Listen, I’m standing outside of the library pouring sweat.  Attractive, I know.  But, I need to run in and get what I need.  Can I call you back and let’s discuss this when I get home?”
 
   He chuckled.  “Ah, no running shoes but saved by the library, huh?”
 
   She couldn’t contain her laughter. “I’m not running.  I just need some time to process and I’m about to melt.”
 
   “Well, I’d rather you melt because of me and not the Columbia heat.  So, I’ll let you go.  But, if you don’t call me back, I’ll come after you.”
 
   “Oh, is that a threat, Mr. Banks?”
 
   “No, it’s a promise.”
 
   Rolling her eyes she sarcastically replied, “Like you’re going to come here after me because I didn’t call you back!”
 
   “I think I proved the distance isn’t going to stop me from seeing you this weekend.  Don’t tempt me to find some business that I suddenly need to take care of in Columbia.”
 
   “Hmph, I promise I’ll call you back.”  She shook her head as she rolled her eyes.  “No need to go all stalker on me.”
 
   “I’m a lot of things, Miss Gerhart, but stalker is not one of them.”
 
   Gabby was quiet and then replied, “I know, I need to go.” 
 
   “Alright, talk to you soon.” 
 
   “Bye”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
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   January 14, 2011 ~ 6:20pm
 
   The Present  ~  Gabby
 
   He was the last person she wanted or needed to see at this exact moment.  She wanted to just kick herself for ever opening the door without looking through the peep hole, but she had been sure given the ten messages Sam had left for her that it would be her sister on the other side of the door.  When she was able to move again, she immediately started to slam the door closed in Ian’s face.
 
   He reached his hand out stopping it.  “Gabs.  C’mon.  I need to talk to you.”
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment before she spoke, hoping that she could get the words out without crying.  “I can’t…no, don’t want hear what you have to say right now.”
 
   “Please, Gabs,” he pleaded.
 
   “No.  You are the absolute last person I want to see or talk to right now. Move your hand or I’ll scream.”
 
   “Gabby.  It’s just me.  I’m the same Ian.  I would never do anything to physically hurt you.  There’s no need to scream.”  His brows furrowed.  “What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed, pushing the door a little more testing to see if he was going to let her close it. “I’ve had a really bad day and you just made it the day from hell.  That’s what’s wrong,” she hissed.  “Goodbye, Ian.”
 
   “Wait, Gabs.  Please.  I am here to ask you to forgive me.”
 
   “Forgive you for what, Ian?  For sleeping with my very best friend?  For telling me that what we had was enough?  For telling me that you loved me?”  She wasn’t sure where the energy had suddenly come from, but she was getting angrier with each word that came out of her mouth.  “Forgive you for ruining my friendship with Lindsey?  Or, for shoving your cuddly relationship down my throat my entire freakin’ senior year?  The year that was supposed to be one of the happiest of my life, but instead was an absolutely blazing hell?”
 
   Ian’s eyes widened at her bluntness.  He gulped and quietly replied, “All of it, Gabs.”
 
   “All of it?” She hissed.
 
   “Yes”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Look, can I please come in?  I don’t particularly care to have this conversation outside in the cold.”
 
   Gabby looked up and around, shaking her head while having an internal argument on all the reasons why she shouldn’t let him in.  Taking a deep breath, she realized she was far too tired to deal with this.  
 
   “Fine.  Come in if you must.” 
 
   She extended her arm, opening the door the rest of the way for him.  After he was inside she closed the door and stood with her back against it.  The gesture made her think of how she had spent her morning dealing with Bradley’s baggage.  Her evening was turning out to be no better.  The difference was that she loved Bradley even though she was hurt to the point she felt raw.  Her mother had told her that you should never say you hated someone, but she was pretty sure if there was anyone on the planet worthy of the word in her mind, he was now standing in her apartment.
 
   “So…” She walked over to her refrigerator and grabbed the bottle of Yellow Tail Shiraz Bradley had bought her the weekend before.  She turned to grab a glass from the cabinet and looking back to Ian, held the bottle up. “Can I get you a drink?”
 
   “I’ll have whatever you’re having. I didn’t think you drank?”
 
   She turned back to the cabinet to get two glasses.  She shrugged her shoulders and nonchalantly murmured, “Things change, Ian.”
 
   “Not all things, Gabs.”
 
   She quickly snapped her head around. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You know.”
 
   “Um. No, I don’t” 
 
   He stood with his hands in his pockets, legs slightly spread.  It was hard for Gabby to look at him because she still found him so attractive.  She could feel a pull towards him, although it was nowhere near as electric as the pull she had always felt towards Bradley.  When he had been good to her, boy was he good.  But, she couldn’t forget the hurt he had caused her.  The hurt they had caused her.
 
   He tilted his head to the side.  “Gabs, I still love you.  I don’t think I ever stopped.  I was a high school boy and all my friends were having sex.  What did you expect?” 
 
   She shook her head, never looking at him, while pulling the cork from the bottle.  “What did I expect?” After pouring the wine into their glasses, she began to walk towards him. “I expected my boyfriend to be loyal to me.  Tell me Ian, was that asking too much?”
 
   “I know, Gabs.  I don’t mean to make excuses.  I just was stupid.  I didn’t know what I was doing.”
 
   “So, what about Lindsey?  Are you still with her?”
 
   “No, why would I be here with you if I was still with her?”
 
   “Oh I dunno.  Being with me in the same damn house didn’t stop you from being with her.”
 
   “You cuss now, too, huh?”
 
   “I know you’re not seriously here to judge me?”
 
   His eyes narrowed a little bit and he smiled a half smile.  He put his hands up in a surrender gesture and swiftly closed the gap between them. “No, not at all.  Just an observation, that’s all.” 
 
   She motioned for him to sit on the sofa.  When she did, she got a glimpse at her cell phone.  “Shoot, I totally forgot I was supposed to call Sam.  I thought you were her, actually.”  She put the glass of wine down and grabbed her phone. “Do you mind if I call her real quick?  It’s pretty important.”
 
   He sat and leaned back putting his arm across the back of the couch almost reaching her shoulder.  “No, take your time.  I’ll wait.”
 
   Gabby froze a moment as his touch neared.  She wasn’t sure if she wanted him to touch her, or not.  She jumped up from the couch. “Great, I’m gonna go to my room for a minute. I’ll be right back.”  She shrugged. “I guess make yourself at home.” As she walked away she frowned at the thought of Ian making himself at home in her apartment.  But it seemed the polite thing to say.
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   Gabby dreadfully dialed Sam’s number.  As much as she hated the situation that was in her living room, she realized now that she was alone, he was if for nothing else a good distraction from the heartache she was currently experiencing.  She was proud of herself for speaking her mind and standing up to him.  Who did he think he was thinking he could just waltz back into her life and ask for forgiveness?  Furthermore, he had not even said he was sorry!  The thought infuriated her just as Sam picked up the phone.  
 
   “Gabriella. Nicole. Gerhart!  Where the hell have you – ”
 
   Gabby interrupted her because being scolded by her sister like she was ten and Sam acting like her mother rather than her sister was the last thing, no wait the second to last thing aside from Ian that she needed.  “Sam, I’m so sorry.”
 
   “You should be.  I was worried sick.  I was just about to leave to come looking for you.”
 
   There was silence for a moment.  “Gabby. Are you there?”
 
   “I’m here Sam.”
 
   “So?”
 
   Gabby’s voice quivered.  “I’m not sure I can talk about it right now, Sam.”
 
   “What did he do to you?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Gabby, do I need to come?”
 
   “NO!” Gabby growled.  Realizing how harsh it had come off, she took a deep breath before she quickly replied, “Sorry.  No, really, I’m fine.”
 
   “You are absolutely not fine.  Tell me what’s going on or I’m coming.”
 
   Gabby rolled her eyes at the ultimatum.  “You know he said he’d not been with anyone else since the wedding?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, his ex whatever the hell she was to him is pregnant with his baby.  Due in March.”  Gabby could hear Sam’s gasp on the other end and she had succeeded in making her sister momentarily speechless.  Although she had to admit to herself the thought of making Sam speechless was slightly comical. “Sam?”
 
   “Yeah. Gabby, I’m so sorry.  What is it with you attracting these…these – ”
 
   “These assholes?” Gabby laughed as she finished her sister’s sentence.
 
   “Well, I think I would have chosen dicks, but assholes works, too.” Sam giggled.
 
   Gabby was thankful for the humor, even if it was at her expense.  “So, that’s it.  I’m home.  I’m fine.  I need to go, though.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re ok?  I am serious, I’ll be there in an hour if you need me.”
 
   “I’m positive.  Can you see about getting our therapist changed?  We can’t afford to continue with Dr. Harrison on our own.”  Gabby wanted to continue, but the finality of the day and the situation was still so new that she found it difficult to even breathe.  
 
   “Gabs, you are not ok.”
 
   “I will be.  I just can’t talk about it right now.  I promise, I’ll be fine.” 
 
   What Gabby wanted to tell her sister is that even though it was someone she was pretty sure she hated, she wasn’t alone and there was no need for her sister to drive all this way or worry.  But, she knew if she told Sam that Ian was in the living room there would be absolutely no way to stop her from coming and kicking his ass all the way back to Charleston or wherever he was currently staying.  
 
   “Sam, I’m really tired.  I’ve driven over eight hours today.  Maybe I’ll be able to talk about it better tomorrow.  Can we chat then?”
 
   “Sure, I just wanted to make sure you were okay.  You scared the living shit out of me, Gabby.  You’re all I’ve got, too.  Don’t do that again, okay?”
 
   “I’m really sorry.  I didn’t mean to make you worry.  I just knew that I couldn’t talk about it.”
 
   “I understand.  Don’t hesitate to call if you need me, k?”
 
   “I know, I know.  I love you, Sam.”
 
   “I love you, too, Gabby.”
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   Gabby opened the door and came back in to find Ian playing with his smart phone.  “Sorry to make you wait like that.”
 
   “No, no problem.  It’s not like I gave you any warning I’d be here or anything.”
 
   Gabby chuckled. “No, that you didn’t.”  Gabby made her way back to the couch and took a long swig of wine.  
 
   Ian turned sideways on the couch to face her. “So, you said you had a bad day.  What happened?”
 
   “Don’t wanna talk about it.” Gabby took another drink.
 
   “You better slow down, Gabs.” He playfully warned her.
 
   She raised one eyebrow at him.  “You don’t get to tell me what I better do or better not do.”
 
   Amused, he got up from the couch and headed towards the kitchen counter.  “Fair enough.” He raised an eyebrow.  “Would you like more, then?” 
 
   Gabby smiled. “Now you’re talkin’.”
 
   Ian walked back over and poured more wine in both of their glasses.  “So, do you have a fake ID or something?  How do you get wine.  You’re not even 21 yet?”
 
   “Well, last year Sam always had the fridge full.  This year, my…” Gabby’s bottom lip quivered as tears pricked the back of her eyes. 
 
   “What is it, Gabs?  You can tell me.”
 
   Gabby snickered, “No, I’m not discussing him with you.”
 
   “Do you have a boyfriend?”
 
   “Did.”
 
   “Well, I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not.  I was hoping that you didn’t. You know, more of a chance for me.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes and huffed, “You’re an ass, Ian.”
 
   Half laughing he replied, “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”
 
   “NO!” She swatted him and nudged him at the same time.
 
   The touch made them both stop.  She had not at all meant for it to be flirtatious, but the chemistry that had been there in high school was still as palpable as it had been before.
 
   “You feel this, too?”
 
   “Even if I feel it, there’s no way in hell I’m acting on it.  I’m too tired to fight with you tonight.” She threw her second glass of wine back and with a little left in her mouth she continued before she lost her nerve. “I’m entertaining you and hearing you out, but I can tell you we are never getting back together.”
 
   He made a noise like he had been hurt as he jumped back.  “Ouch, that hurts.”
 
   “Not as much as you hurt me. I can assure you of that,” she hissed.
 
   “Just give me a chance, Gabs.”
 
   She shook her head and grimaced. “No.”
 
   “Just like that, huh?”
 
   Pouring herself another glass of wine she nonchalantly replied, “Yep, just like that.  I’m happy to be your friend, but I can’t be any more than that to you.”
 
   “I’ll take what I can get, then,” he conceded.  
 
   She tilted her glass towards his. “To friends.”
 
   He grinned and clanked their glasses together.  
 
   “Fine, now tell me what happened with Lindsey?”
 
   “Actually, I caught her cheating on me.”
 
   Gabby threw her head back laughing.  “Oh, karma’s a bitch, isn’t it?” 
 
   “That’s not very nice you know?”
 
   She chuckled. “Sorry, I guess.”
 
   Ian was amused. “But you’re not, right?”
 
   “No, I’m not.  But I’m really sorry for not being sorry.”  She took another sip of her wine. “Oh.  You’re right, I should probably slow down.  Geez, that didn’t take much to make the room spin.”
 
   “Yeah, I couldn’t imagine that you’d be anything other than a light weight, Gabs.”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders and giggled. “What can I say?  Anyway, Lindsey.  Did she cheat on you with your best friend by chance?  Because that would be the icing on the cake for me.”
 
   “I’ll take this beating.  I deserve it.  No, it was actually one of our professors.”
 
   Gabby’s eyes were huge.  “You. Have. Got. To. Be. Kidding. Me?”
 
   “No, they got in a lot of trouble.  But they are engaged now, so I guess it was all worth it?”  Ian suddenly looked sad.
 
   “So, you really weren’t just missing me, right?  You got rejected by Lindsey and then after you got a little taste of your own medicine you realized how good you had it?”
 
   “No, I always regretted screwing things up with you.  But, I was too prideful to come back and admit it to you.”
 
   Gabby shrugged her shoulders. “What’s done is done.” She reached to the coffee table and placed her empty wine glass down. “I need to use the bathroom, excuse me a minute.”
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   Ian
 
   Gabby’s phone lit up on the coffee table by the wine glass, catching Ian’s eye.  A picture of a familiar face popped up on the screen.  He couldn’t resist the urge to answer.  He wished he was a fly on the wall and could see Bradley’s expression when another man answered Gabby’s phone.  “Hello.”
 
   “I must have the wrong number,” Bradley fumbled.
 
   A sly smile formed on Ian’s mouth. “Who were you trying to reach?”
 
   “Gabby Gerhart.”
 
   “She can’t come to the phone.”
 
   “Who the hell is this?” Bradley hissed.
 
   “I could ask you the same thing.”  Even though he knew the answer, he was enjoying playing with his head.  “Who the hell are you?”
 
   “I’m her boyfriend, jackass.  Put her on the phone.”
 
   “No, she doesn’t have a boyfriend anymore.  And from the sounds of how her day has gone, you’re the jackass.  Have a nice night.” Ian heard the commode flush and he quickly ended the call.  He calmly placed it back on the coffee table face down so she wouldn’t see the light from the phone call he’d just intercepted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
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   August, 2010
 
   The Past  ~  Gabby
 
   Gabby was distracted the entire time she was in the library searching for books.  All she could think about was what he had said.  She had never expected that he would want to see her so soon.  Part of her welcomed the idea and the other part of her was scared to death because she knew she was falling fast and hard.  As much as she had tried to maintain in her mind that they were just friends, she couldn’t help the overwhelming feelings he brought to the surface.  She had fallen in love before and she knew she was headed in that direction far quicker than she had fallen for Ian.  And, she had known Ian for far longer.  She had trusted Ian because he had come from such a good family and because he had been so good to his ex-girlfriend, Marissa.  After he and Lindsey had done what they had to her, she wondered many nights as she lie awake crying in her bed if he had done the same thing to Marissa.  She hoped she could trust Bradley.  Every ounce of her wanted to, but she just couldn’t help but be guarded given what she had gone through with Ian.  
 
   Finally, she decided to get her two favorite Nicolas Sparks novels, The Notebook and The Wedding. The librarian, Miss Georgia, looked up and smiled as she saw Gabby approach.  
 
   Gabby pegged her to be in her upper sixty’s.  Her voice and accent were very prim and proper, like the native southern ladies always spoke who had been debutantes.  It was clear that Miss Georgia had probably been a beauty queen in her younger days.  She had the most beautiful white hair that she always wore it in a loose bun with whispy tendrils framing her face and falling at her neck.  She was tall but very thin and her fashion sense was classy modern.  She wore minimal natural makeup, because she really didn’t need it.  Her skin was always dewy and she had very few wrinkles.  She had the most beautiful royal blue eyes.    
 
   Gabby grabbed her wallet from her bag and pulled her student ID.  She smiled as she slid it across the table with her two books.  “Good morning, Miss Georgia.  Did you enjoy your vacation?” Gabby smiled.  She loved Miss Georgia because she always saved her the best quiet room during the semester.  
 
   Miss Georgia picked up the library card and scanned it.  “We did.  Thank you for asking.”  She handed the card back to Gabby.  “You’re beaming pretty girl.  What happened to you this summer?”
 
   Gabby could feel her face warming until she felt like she was on fire.  “I met someone over the summer, Miss Georgia.”  Gabby placed the card back into her wallet and slid it into her backpack.  “Long story short, I met him at a wedding in June.  Thought he was a jerk.  He found me through our mutual friends and my sister.  This weekend he took me out and treated me like a princess all weekend.” 
 
   “Oh my, that’s impressive, sweetie.”  Miss Georgia picked up the books and began to scan them. “What made you think he was a jerk?” 
 
   “Oh, you can spot his type a mile away.  Beautiful, smug, over assertive.”  Gabby shook her head rolling her eyes as she realized that her initial description of him made her cringe.  He had proven all weekend he was still beautiful, but he could be kind, caring, and compassionate.  He had impressed her with his self-control to refrain from pushing the relationship physically.  “He’s not like that, though.  I learned that this weekend.”  By this time the receipt had printed for the books and Gabby took the receipt and placed it in the front of top book.  
 
   Miss Georgia smile and curtly nodded. “Well, I hope for you he is your prince charming.”  
 
   “Yeah, not sure about the prince part, but he’s definitely charming, alright.”  Gabby giggled.  “See you later, Miss Georgia.”
 
   “Bye Gabriella.”  
 
   Gabby wasn’t used to being called Gabriella, but Miss Georgia had always called her that because it was on her student ID.  The only other person who still called her Gabriella was Bradley.  She was thankful it wasn’t Gabs.  Since Ian and Lindsey had done what they had done, she had refused to allow anyone to use the nickname anymore.  It had been too painful.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Gabby had been squirming the entire way home, undecided as to what she should do about his midweek proposition.  She had known earlier that if she had not gotten off the phone she would have impulsively said yes, but she needed time to think about it.  For starters, it was the first week of the fall semester.  In a way, if she met him this time it would set a precedent for other weeks.  She worried if they started meeting mid-week on a regular basis that her grades may suffer.  Then, there was the issue of her car.  Her Honda had been a good car, but it wasn’t getting any younger.  She worried if she stayed on the road going back and forth to meet him that eventually her car would give out on her and she would be royally screwed.  She could barely afford the insurance on her fully paid off ride, but if she had to get another car the overall expenses would go up in addition to a new monthly payment.  The more she thought, the more clear her answer became. 
 
   She had grabbed her mail on the way upstairs to her apartment.  Putting it under her arm, she fumbled for the keys to unlock the door.  She squeezed through the small opening hoping not to drop everything and kicked the door shut with her heel.  She tossed the letters across the counter and plopped down on her couch.  She had not had time to check her email all day.  She had meant to do it at the library but she was just ready to get home.  Anxiously, she pulled her computer onto her lap remembering that Bradley had said he was going to email her information on the therapist when she had been on her way back to school.
 
   Gabby had been listening to music on the computer the night before and had forgotten to turn the volume down.  So as soon as she opened the computer, the loud ping of new mail startled her.  She grinned hoping that one of them would be from him.   She had never been so excited for email in all of her life.
 
   Sure enough, there was not only one email from him, but two.   
 
   ***
 
   To:  Gabby Gerhart
 
   From:  Bradley Banks
 
   Subject:  Therapist Information
 
   Time:  08/09/2011  8:39am
 
   The therapist is Dr. Katina Harrison.  She’s in Columbia.  I didn’t know what your schedule was like so I told them you’d call to schedule your appointment.  If you have any issues, please let me know.
 
   I hope you have a great first day back to school.
 
   Yours,
Bradley
 
   ***
 
   Yours, she thought smiling.  She liked the way that sounded.  He had not signed the email the night before like that.  She clicked the next email because she thought if there was a response even required, she could do it in one email.  Besides, she was thinking she would probably call him back.  
 
   Gabby’s face gleamed. 
 
   ***
 
   To:  Gabby Gerhart
 
   From:  Bradley Banks
 
   Subject:  Running Shoes?
 
   Time:  08/09/2011  2:44pm
 
    Are you sure you weren’t fooling me?  Did you really have your running shoes on earlier?  You’re killing me. 
 
   Thomson, GA is halfway.  There are plenty of things to do there.  I’m sure we could find a nice place to have dinner Wednesday night.  
 
   b
 
   ***
 
   Gabby shook her head grinning like a fool, clicking the reply button. 
 
   ***
 
   To:  Bradley Banks
 
   From:  Gabby Gerhart
 
   Subject:  RE:  Running Shoes
 
   Time:  08/09/2011  4:12pm
 
   mr. banks, i told you i had to get some stuff from the library.  no running shoes for me today.  ;)  tell me where to meet you wednesday and a time.  i have class until 3.
 
   -g
 
   ***
 
   She paused before she hit the send button.  While she had been torn about meeting him, there was a very large part of her that knew waiting until Wednesday would be torture.  Just the mere thought of seeing him made her heart flutter.  His voice made her body feel like jello.  Thinking of him moving a stray piece of hair behind her ear or the way he would look at her with his eyes hooded with that sideways smirk caused far more than a flutter.  She felt like her body was sitting far too close to a furnace with those thoughts.  Yes, it was those thought of his touch, his sexy looks, and his mere voice that put her over the edge on meeting him.  She tapped the send button.
 
   She got up from her computer and went into the small kitchen that was really just a few steps from her living room.  The apartment was very open.  There was a small bar that had two black bar stools.  There couldn’t be enough room in the actual area between the bar and the dark cabinets for more than two people.  Even then, she and Sam had nearly bumped into each other frequently.   The apartment had been recently updated, so the appliances were all black and new.  For what she had to pay in rent, the apartment was really quite nice.  She opened the fridge and grabbed the clear pitcher of filtered water and poured herself a glass.  As she placed it back, she  pondered what she wanted to eat for a snack.  She finally decided on pepperoni, cheese, and crackers.  As she was preparing them, she heard the ping of her email.  She hurried back to the computer as if she were a child in a candy store, far too eager.
 
   ***
 
   To:  Gabby Gerhart
 
   From:  Bradley Banks
 
   Subject:  Re:  Running Shoes?
 
   Time:  08/09/2011  4:20pm
 
   Meet me off of exit 172 on I-20.  That’s the Thomson/Washington exit.  There is a Steak & Shake to the left of the interstate from the direction you’ll be driving.  Hope you like greasy cheeseburgers and milkshakes.  Seven sound good to you?  
 
   By the way, that’s about halfway, so maybe two hours of drive time for you.
 
   b
 
   ***
 
   Oh she liked greasy cheeseburgers and milkshakes way too much.  That’s partly why she loved that she was a runner.  She could get away with eating junk like that and then run a couple of miles to burn the calories before they became a huge problem.  She smiled at the thought of sharing a milkshake with him.  She loved Steak & Shake.  
 
   Minimizing her email, she pulled up Google and put in the exit number and her address for directions.  Sure, she had time before she got directions, but she was just curious where that was.  She had never heard of Thomson, Georgia.  Seconds later there was a map on her screen showing a blue line to the exit from Columbia and she wasn’t surprised that it did appear to be a perfect halfway spot.  Driving directions on Google showed that the time would be a little less than two hours and 98 miles.  She was curious how long it would take him to get there.  She took her address out and changed it to Atlanta.  It was a little over two hours for him and 118 miles.  She raised her eyebrows and just sat there grinning.  He had seriously thought about where the best place to meet would be and he made it an exit that would mean she was travelling less time than he was to get there.  The gesture was not lost on her.
 
   She maximized her email and clicked the reply button to his last email.
 
   ***
 
   To:  Bradley Banks
 
   From:  Gabby Gerhart
 
   Subject:  With Bells On
 
   Time:  08/09/2011  4:34pm
 
   looks like it’s the perfect halfway spot.  i’ll see you at seven on wednesday with bells on mr. banks.
 
   -g
 
   ***
 
   Within one minute there was a reply.
 
   ***
 
   To:  Gabby Gerhart
 
   From:  Bradley Banks
 
   Subject:  RE:  With Bells On
 
   Time:  08/09/2011  4:25pm
 
   Hmm, bells on, huh?  You not only torture me with your adorableness, Miss Gerhart, but you’ll jingle for me, too?
 
   See you then, Gabby Girl.
 
   b
 
   ***
 
   Gabby giggled as she covered her mouth.  Gabby Girl?  She had been called a lot of things, but Gabby Girl was never one of them.  She loved the cute nickname and the playfulness of his email.  He’d been mostly stuffy over email all day and she felt like she was arranging a job interview rather than a date with him.  She clicked reply.
 
   ***
 
   To:  Bradley Banks
 
   From:  Gabby Gerhart
 
   Subject:  Jingly emotions
 
   Time:  08/09/2011  4:26pm
 
   what can i say?  you bring out all kinds of jittery jingly emotions, most of which scare the heck out of me.  but, i think i promised to try.  
 
   gabby girl?  cute.  where did you come up with that one?
 
   trying,
 
   -g
 
   ***
 
   Gabby was surprised when there wasn’t a quick reply.  He had been responding so quickly that she was sure he was online.  She was frustrated because it was the first email of the day where she had really shown any kind of emotion and it was going unanswered.  She tried not to sulk, but she couldn’t help it.  She realized that she had already fallen much harder than she had even realized.  She not only longed for his touch, his smiles, his seductive looks, but she also longed for his attention.  She longed to know she was on his mind and that no matter how busy he was that he had time for her. 
 
   She grabbed her cell phone and called to make an appointment for as soon as possible with Dr. Harrison.  She knew that if she didn’t start therapy soon she may very well end up far more heartbroken than she could handle if things didn’t work out between the two of them.  
 
   As soon as she had hung up from scheduling that appointment for a couple of weeks out she called John.  She and John had remained friends despite the Ian and Lindsey debacle.  In fact, he was her best friend aside from Sam.  He had gone to The University of South Carolina in Columbia and so he was nearby.  He was like the big brother she had never had and she knew that she could tell him anything.  More than that, she knew he would help her sort out all of these emotions.  She needed to hear what he thought of Bradley.  Not just because he was her best friend, but because he was a guy.  A guy’s perspective was always welcomed when it came to dating.  She stopped herself for a moment and realized what she had just thought.  Dating.  Not friendship, she had referenced her relationship with Bradley as dating.  
 
   She dialed John’s number and he answered pretty quickly, “Hey Gabby.  How was your weekend with Sam?”
 
   “Hey.” Gabby paused trying to figure out where to start and how to classify the weekend. “Too much to tell you over the phone.  You wanna order a pizza or something?”
 
   “Yeah, your place or mine?”
 
   “Mine, please.” Gabby giggled.  “I definitely don’t want all of your roommates listening to our conversation.”
 
   “Hmm, somehow I don’t think this weekend was all about you and Sam.”
 
   “No, very little about Sam, actually.”
 
   “Ah, I’m curious now.  I will be over in about twenty minutes.  Go ahead and order the pizza.  I’ll pick it up on my way.”
 
   “K.  Thank you, John.”
 
   “For what baby girl?”
 
   “For being a good friend.”
 
   “Don’t get sappy on me, Gabby.  I am still a guy.”
 
   Gabby laughed. “Okay okay.  See you soon.”
 
   Gabby hung up and ordered their favorite pizza, The Works from Papa Johns.  She sat down and started to read The Notebook while she waited for John to get there.  She knew as soon as she started, she’d have to put it away.  She didn’t care, though.  At least that would give her time to get past the beginning boring part of the book.  
 
   Sure enough, twenty minutes later John was there.  She was surprised how she immediately felt better about her situation.  They got plates out and Gabby put a slice of pizza on each of them.  She opened the garlic dipping sauce and put it in the middle of the bar.  “Do you want a Diet Coke?” She asked him as she went to the fridge.  
 
   “I’d rather Coke, but if diet is all you’ve got I’ll take it.”  He winked at her.  “You know I like fizz with my pizza.”
 
   Gabby giggled and winked back to him.  “And you know that Coke is not allowed in my apartment.”   
 
   John shrugged one shoulder and had a sideways grin.  “I figured but it never hurts to ask.”
 
   Gabby got their drinks and walked around to the other side of the bar and climbed onto the stool.  “No double dipping in the sauce!” She teased him.
 
   “I don’t double dip, do I?”
 
   “Noooo,” She exaggerated sarcastically.
 
   She told him everything that had happened during the weekend and about the mid-week appointment proposition as they ate their pizza.  As John finished off his last slice, he hopped up from his bar stool to wash the plate. 
 
   “Gabby, what do you want me to say?”
 
   “Well, I don’t necessarily want you to say anything.  I just want your opinion.”
 
   John raised one of his thick dark eyebrows and looked up to her as he washed the plate.  “You seriously want my opinion?” 
 
   “That’s what I just said, yes.”
 
   “Gabby, I agree with Sam.  And, I say screw the whole let’s be friends first bit.”
 
   Gabby’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. “John Martin!  I should have known you’d think like a typical guy.” She grabbed the towel he had put on the bar to dry the dishes and threw it at him.
 
   “Hey, that was uncalled for!  You asked!”
 
   She rolled her eyes shaking her head, but she couldn’t wipe the grin off of her face.  “Typical.”
 
   “You come dry if I’m gonna wash.”  He tossed the towel back to her. “Seriously.  Most people who have that kind of connection don’t say hey, let’s just be friends and see where it goes.”  
 
   “Well, I’m not most people for starters.”  She walked around the bar to where she was beside him.  “I’m really not in the market to get hurt again.”
 
   “Me neither, but you can’t stop feeling or pretend that the feelings aren’t there to avoid it.”  He handed her the plate he’d just washed.  “You clearly are head over heels for him.”
 
   She looked up to him with big hazel eyes.  Her brows furrowed.  She put the plate down and backed up to the bar putting her head in her hands. “I know, but there’s more than just my hurt over Ian and Lindsey.”
 
   “So.”
 
   “So, don’t you think I should sort that out before I jump into this.”
 
   “Honestly, no.  I think you’re using that as an excuse.”
 
   “We’ll see.  I’m going to start seeing a therapist in a couple of weeks.”
 
   He finished the dishes and turned to her.  “Well, I gotta go.  The guys wanted to go out tonight before things get crazy this semester.” He pulled Gabby into a big brother style hug.  “I think that if you meet him Wednesday, you should greet him with a great big kiss.”
 
   She jabbed her fist into his chest and growled, “Grrr.  You are such a…”
 
   He grabbed her wrist. “A good friend who is telling you that you deserve to be happy?” Smiling as he raised his eyebrow. “Anyway, you’re wound so tight from having not gotten any lovin’ since Ian that you are like a spinning top waiting to be released?”
 
   She shook her head as she narrowed her eyes. “Ugh, your head is always in the gutter.  Just skadoodle.”
 
   “Hey, you asked for my advice and here it is.”  He winked.  “Careful what you ask for baby girl.”
 
   “Seriously, I do appreciate it.  You always speak your, hmmm…” She looked at his head and then down and back up again.  “Your mind.” She busted out laughing.  “I just haven’t figured out which is which yet.”
 
   “What can I say?” He laughed. “Do tell him that if he hurts you, I’ll only be so happy to kick his ass.” 
 
   Gabby looked up to him with a proud smile. “Hey, Bradley!  My faux big bro is gonna kick your ass if you hurt her.”  She giggled.  “Yep, perfect way to start a relationship.”
 
   “I’m serious.  You can tell him or I’ll tell him when I meet him.”  He leaned over and kissed her on the head.  “I’m outta here.”
 
   “Thanks for the pizza.”
 
   He winked as he walked out the door.  “Anytime.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
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   January 14, 2011 ~ 6:45pm
 
   The Present
 
   “Hey, who were you talking to?” Gabby asked Ian as she walked back into the living room after going to the bathroom.
 
   “Oh, it was just one of my roommates.”
 
   “So, did you end up going to Georgia Tech?”
 
   “Yep.  I got a soccer scholarship.”
 
   “I heard that.  Are you playing well?” Gabby sat back down on the couch, making sure to put more space between them than she had earlier.
 
   “I am.  It’s been an awesome experience.  Have you decided on a major?”
 
   “No, I’m hoping I’ll figure that out this semester.  I’m leaning towards social work, though.”
 
   “Seriously, Gabby.  The pay for social workers is so skimpy.”
 
   She tilted her head as she narrowed her eyes at him.  “When have I ever been worried about money?”
 
   “Never, it’s one of the things that makes you so attractive.”
 
   Gabby blushed.  “Just because I finally got to a place where I have been able to move on and forgive you doesn’t mean that you get to waltz back in here and act like things are perfect.”
 
   “Whoa, where did that come from?”  He threw his hands palm up to her.  “I’m not trying to make like things are perfect.  I just missed being with you, Gabby.  I can just be me.  I’ve grown up in the last six months.”
 
   “Have you?”
 
   “Yeah, I have.  Have you eaten anything?”
 
   “I grabbed something on my way home, but it was a couple of hours ago.  You?”
 
   “No, I’m starved.  Do you want to go grab something?”
 
   “I don’t know that I’m up for that tonight.”
 
   “C’mon Gabs, I haven’t had Lizards Thicket in so long.  It’s a Columbia treat.  Even if you don’t eat, just come along so I don’t have to eat alone.”
 
   “Fine, fine.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   When they arrived at Lizards Thicket, Gabby couldn’t help but think of Bradley.  Ian had once been quite the gentleman, but he seemed to have forgotten all of his manners since they had last been together.  Bradley would have never let her open her own doors, and he always pulled her chair out for her before she sat down.  He usually used the opportunity to plant a sweet kiss either on her cheek or her forehead.  The thoughts of him were so painful.  Although, the wine had made the thoughts of him more bearable, she still could feel the tears pricking the back of her eyes.  She quickly took a deep breath and tried to dismiss him.  She knew if Ian saw her distressed he would pry and want to know more of what was going on with her.  She was in no condition to share with him what had occurred earlier in Atlanta, nor did she want to for that matter.
 
   “Gabs, you alright?”
 
   Opening her eyes wide hoping that would stop the waterworks she cheerfully replied, “Yep, I’m fine.”
 
   “You sure, you look pale.”
 
   She quickly replied a half lie, “Yeah, just thinking about the time Sam and I used to come here last year.  I miss her, that’s all.”  It was true she had come here a lot with Sam the year before when they were both living in Columbia, but she was definitely not thinking about Sam at that moment.  She shrugged. It seemed like a believable excuse.
 
   “You two still pretty close?”
 
   “Yes, she’s pretty much the only family I have.  She’s going to med school so she moved back to Charleston.”
 
   “So, I didn’t see any roommates in your apartment, do you live by yourself?”
 
   Gabby had her hands in her lap fidgeting.  “Yes.”
 
   The waitress came to take their drink order.  Ian looked over to Gabby. “We’ll have two sweet teas and give us a minute.  We’ve not had a chance to look at the menu.”
 
   Gabby inwardly cringed at drinking sweet tea.  She had stopped drinking that senior year.  It was nothing but empty calories.  All she could think of every time she took a drink was how many miles she would have to run to lose the pounds it would inevitably put on her.   She put the menu back on the side of the table. “I’m not eating, remember.  I just came alone for the ride so to speak.”
 
   He put the menu back in front of her. “You really should eat with how much wine you just drank at your house.”
 
   She pushed it back, narrowing her eyes.  “Again, you don’t get to tell me what I need to do.  Okay?”
 
   He raised his eyebrows obviously amused at her feistiness. “Okay, Gabs.” He shrugged.  “Whatever you say.”
 
   When the waitress returned with their drinks Gabby looked up to her apologetically. “I’m sorry to ask this, but could you bring me a water, too?”
 
   The waitress was at least in her forties.  She had her scraggly long salt and pepper colored hair pulled back into a ponytail.  She was probably not so unattractive twenty-five or thirty years ago, but it was obvious she had experienced a rough life.  She smacked her gum, which helped mask the faint smell of cigarettes on her breath.  “Sure, darlin’.  What can I get you to eat?”
 
   Gabby smiled politely. “I’m not eating.  Just joining a friend while he eats.  Thank you, though.”
 
   “Ya sure sug’, not even a piece of cake?”
 
   “Hmm, as enticing as that sounds, I better pass on cake.” Gabby giggled.  She loved how friendly the waitresses were here.  People could say all they wanted about people from the south, but she loved southern hospitality and how concerned everyone was with feeding you. 
 
   “What about you, young man?” The waitress looked over to Ian who was obviously glaring at Gabby, none too pleased with her stubbornness regarding eating.
 
   Gabby looked at him and shrugged her shoulder with a playful smile.  
 
   “I’ll have the country fried steak with butterbeans, collards, and cornbread.” Ian put the two menus on the side of the table.
 
   “I wish you’d eat.”
 
   It wasn’t that Gabby had just eaten earlier on her way home as to why she didn’t want to eat with him but her stomach was in knots.  Between the day she’d had with Bradley’s baggage and Ian showing back up trying to charm the pants off her, she worried if she ate anything she would be sick.  The wine had been helpful because it had taken the edge off of these feelings, dulling them.  “I told you I ate earlier.  I’m not hungry.”
 
   Ian looked away.  “Fine.”
 
   The conversation flowed well.  All things said about him, they had never had trouble getting along.  He may have broken her heart a long time ago, but she was over that.  She had been over that.  Not only was he a distraction, he was also good company.  It was nice to be with someone who had known her for so long.  He knew what all she had been through, even if he was the cause for some of the trauma.  He had known her mother and they shared really good memories.  They laughed about the good times and conveniently ignored the bad ones.  
 
   When he finished his dinner they made their way back to the car.  Her fatigue from the day had really set in, but she could also feel the familiar pull towards Ian that she had always had.  She fought desperately to ignore it and not give any indication that she was still affected by him.  She would occasionally feel his gaze in the car on the way home.  Luckily, the drive was short.  When they got back to her apartment, he offered to walk her to her door.  She knew he would probably make a move on her.  She had already resolved to stop it if it occurred.  Again, unlike Bradley who always opened the door for her, he didn’t.  She let herself out and hung her head down as the ache in heart suddenly came back with a vengeance at the thought of her love, Bradley.
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   August, 2010  ~  The Past
 
   Gabby
 
   Gabby spent the rest of the afternoon and evening curled up on her couch reading The Notebook.  She only stopped long enough to go to the bathroom and to eat a salad for dinner.  She loved Nicolas Sparks’ novels.  Despite all the heartache she had experienced, she still wanted the fairytale.  But, then again, every girl she knew wanted the fairytale.  She found herself daydreaming through much of the story about whether Bradley Banks could possibly be her fairytale.  She would catch herself re-reading the same line over and over again.  Then she would just roll her eyes at herself and grin.  No matter how hard she had tried all day, getting him off of her mind was impossible.  Everything she saw or did in some way a reminder of him.  
 
   Even though she had initially been concerned about the mid-week proposition, she was now so excited.  She completely understood what he meant about not being able to make it to Saturday.  Suddenly, waiting until Wednesday seemed like an eternity away.  She was thankful she did at least have school the next couple of days because if she was just hanging out doing nothing she would be beside herself.  Of course, if she had no school she wouldn’t have to wait until Wednesday to see him.  She sighed.  It was the first time ever that she dreaded school and wished that she was already done.  The daydream changed to a life with Bradley.  She was getting far too ahead of herself, especially for them just being friends.
 
   Her thoughts wandered to whether she had made the right decision about the friends bit.  She played her conversation with John on repeat in her mind.  All she could hear was the echoing of his words about her being wound up like a spinning top just waiting to be released.  She shook her head and quietly laughed to herself.  
 
   The more she thought about Bradley, the more she wanted to be with him.  She had been unable to get her fill over the weekend even though they had spent hours with each other at a time.  She wondered if looking at his face would ever get old.  Closing her eyes, she tried to recall the images she committed to memory on the beach.  He was standing so close to her she could feel his breath.  He looked so sexy with his dark hair blowing in the breeze.  His blue eyes the color of the clearest Caribbean ocean she’d ever seen and the way his clothes clung to his muscles.  She thought to that night and the sound of his husky voice whispering in her ear how beautiful she looked as she sat down to dinner.  
 
   When her thoughts got to the later part of the date, she could feel the same nervous electric energy she’d felt at the moment their bodies were pulled together like the strongest of magnets.  It was the most memorable kiss she’d ever had.  She was lying on the couch grinning with her eyes closed recalling her weekend in her head when her phone rang.
 
   She could see it was him.  The grin that had been plastered to her face all day widened as she answered, “Good evening, Mr. Banks.”
 
   “Hey beautiful.  What are you doing?”
 
   She wasn’t sure if she wanted to tell him that daydreaming about him was the only thing she had been able to effectively do all day.  She nervously started twirling her hair.  “Hmm.  Nothing.” She sat up on the couch and leaned into the corner, tucking her legs sideways underneath her.
 
   “Well, you must be doing something.” He chuckled.
 
   She glanced up to the ceiling as a wide smile overtook her face. “I am talking to you.  What are you doing?” She was trying to contain her elation to hear his voice.
 
   “I just wanted to tell you goodnight.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows in surprise.  “You go to bed at nine?”
 
   “Well, I’ll watch TV for a bit, but I wasn’t sure what time you went to bed.”  
 
   “I usually go to bed around eleven, but I’m really tired.”  She giggled as she closed her eyes smiling. “Someone kept me up late all weekend.” 
 
   “Ah.” He whistled.  “Yeah, I’ll take full responsibility for that.  Do you have a busy day tomorrow?”
 
   “I only have two classes, but they are long.”  Gabby picked up a throw pillow from the couch and hugged it hoping to relieve the fluttering in her abdomen.  
 
   His tone perked up as if he was genuinely interested. “What are they?”
 
   “Hmph, well one is biology.  Blah.  And, the other is contemporary poetry.” 
 
    “I’m with you on the biology.  Contemporary poetry, huh?”
 
   “Yeah.  I didn’t want to have to read anything really long.  I’ll be reading a lot of other stuff this semester.  I thought it sounded fun.”  She shrugged her shoulder, “Besides.  Sam took this class at USC with the same professor.  She said it was the best English class she’d ever taken.”
 
   “Sounds interesting.”
 
   Gabby giggled. “Time will tell.  Do you have an exciting day tomorrow?”
 
   “Every day is busy.”  Bradley chuckled. “But, I wouldn’t classify tomorrow as an exciting day.  How about ask me that tomorrow about Wednesday.” 
 
   She whispered, “I must admit I’m excited, myself.”
 
   “Oh, you don’t say?  You know we don’t have to wait until Wednesday.”
 
   Gabby couldn’t hold in her sarcastic laugh, “Oh Mr. Banks, you’re smooth.”
 
   He laughed back, “What can I say?”  He paused, “I can’t get my fill of you.”
 
   Gabby held her breath for a moment as the tingly feelings shocked through her body, “I know the feeling.”
 
   “So do you want to move it to Tuesday?”
 
   “Honestly, it might be better for me.”  She nervously started to twirl her hair and looked up at the ceiling as she thought out loud.  “My classes on Wednesday start a little later than my Thursday classes, so I could sleep in since I assume I’ll be getting home really late.”
 
   “Alright, well then tomorrow it is.” 
 
   Gabby was sure that if she were on video chat with him, he would be grinning that adorable schoolboy grin.  The same grin he had given her on the beach when she had said she would go to dinner.  The same grin he had given her when she said she’d try.  It was enough to make her melt right then and there.  She was quickly realizing that will power where he was concerned was not something she possessed.
 
   “Gabby, you still there?”
 
   She smiled, “I’m still here.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes, I was just thinking.”
 
   “Oh.  Good things, I hope.”
 
   “Yeah, good.”
 
   “Well, I should probably let you go so you can get some rest.”
 
   Gabby rolled her eyes in delight.  All she could hear John’s voice in her head with his remarks about spinning tops needing to be released.  “Yes, tomorrow is going to be a big day.”
 
   “Goodnight, Gabby girl.”
 
   Gabby laughed, “Where did you come up with that, by the way?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  He paused.  “Do you not like it?”
 
   “No I love it.”  There was silence for a moment.  She pondered if she should ask, but decided what the heck.  “Do people ever call you Brad?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “So, if I called you Brad, would you respond?”
 
   “Yes, for you I would.  You can call me whatever you want.”  He chuckled.  “Well anything nice.” 
 
   “Ah, well I’ll keep that in mind.” She teased.
 
   “You do that.  Goodnight, Gabby.”
 
   She said, “Night, Brad,” as she busted out laughing.  
 
   “Hmph, cute.”
 
   “I don’t think I like it.”  She giggled.  “Night, Bradley.”
 
   “Goodnight beautiful.”
 
   They both sat on the phone not saying anything waiting for the other to hang up first.  
 
   “Gabby?”
 
   “I’m here.” She spoke softly.
 
   “Do you want me to hang up first?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “What do you mean you’re not sure?”
 
   “I’m not sure I want you to go.”
 
   He inhaled sharply. “Oh, I know the feeling.  Believe me.  But, the sooner we go to sleep, the sooner tomorrow will come.”
 
   “Well, when you put it that way…”
 
   “So, I’m going to tell you goodnight again and then I’m going to hang up because tomorrow can’t come fast enough for me.  I can’t wait to see your beautiful face again, Gabby.”
 
   Her heart fluttered.  “Okay.”
 
   “Goodnight, Gabby girl.”
 
   Beaming she said, “Goodnight,” as she waited for him to hang up first.  And, as promised the call dropped.  Her breathing was ragged and she felt like she had been running for miles.  She wondered had she been holding her breath for the entire conversation, or what?
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   Bradley
 
   He exhaled and slouched back relaxing after he hanging up the phone from her.  He wasn’t used to feeling these emotions.  In fact, he’d never felt like this before.  He was sure that was precisely why he had tried to avoid it for so long.  The thought of being so out of control was bothersome for someone who craved it in every situation.  
 
   Not only that, he was pretty sure that once a guy got to this point with a girl, that it was inevitable they would surely be whipped in no time flat.  In fact, he wondered if he might already be.  Living the lifestyle he had been living prior to meeting Gabby had prevented that from happening.  He had always thought his father was right.  He would say college was supposed to be a great big party with a little studying in between.  Bradley’s photographic memory meant that he had not needed to study much.   He had enjoyed his freedom.  If he wanted to hang out with the guys or have a one night stand, he had no one to answer to about his decisions.  It had been the time of his life.  
 
   Once he got out of college, he focused on his career and there was certainly no time for serious dating.  Joe had the club and he was able to go and meet women who were in similar situations.  They didn’t want to be tied down because they wanted to advance the corporate ladders in their affluent occupations.  It had been a perfect situation for him.  Why would he have any desire to commit to anyone?
 
   The night of Cade’s wedding when he first saw her, he knew immediately she was different.  He had reflected the past couple of months and even tried to fight it.  Eventually, he realized that he couldn’t get her off of his mind.  He had always laughed when people talked about soul mates and love at first sight, but now he was laughing at himself.  He wasn’t completely sure because he’d never been in love before, but he knew that the feelings he had for her were already so deep.  He was pretty certain that if he had a soul mate, if they existed, then she was his.
 
   He got up and sulked into the kitchen, already missing her.  He poured himself a shot of Brandy.  The warm liquid velvet slid down the back of his throat and into his empty stomach.  Opening the fridge, he picked up a beer and the leftover Chinese food he’d had delivered the night before.  He warmed it and then took both into his bedroom, flipping on the plasma television as he walked past it.  The station rarely changed from ESPN, so Sports Center was on and he listened to talk of the upcoming football season.  
 
   He put his food down on the bedside table and pulled his T-shirt over his head.  The muscles on his groomed chest and abdomen flexed.  He smiled as he thought of Gabby and how much he hoped that one day she would be the one undressing him.  He barely had to touch the worn cut off sweats he was wearing to cause them to puddle at his feet, dropping from his lean hips.  He pulled back the duvet on his king size bed and climbed in gloriously naked except for a fitted pair of boxer briefs.  
 
   He quickly ate his dinner realizing that being awake, yet away from her in an empty bed, was torture.  He turned the television off and thought of being with her until he could no longer keep his eyes open.
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   The next day, he had found it difficult to contain his excitement.  He was sure that he was walking around the entire day with a stupid grin plastered all over his face.  Everyone knew not to ask about his personal life, but it was clear that the office was a happier place because he was happier.
 
   He couldn’t wait for lunch to roll around because he figured she would have a break between her two classes.  He wanted to call to confirm they were still going to meet at the same place and also to make sure the time was still good for her.  Really, he knew deep down that the real reason he wanted to call and not email her was because he wanted to hear her sweet voice. 
 
   He decided he would grab a sandwich at a local deli.  As he waited for his lunch to arrive he dialed her number and waited for her to answer.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   He smiled. “Miss Gerhart, I hope you’re having a good day.”
 
   “I am.  Has your day been exciting?” She asked playfully.
 
   He bit his bottom lip while smiling a wry smile. “Ah, you remembered.  My day has been boring up until now.  But, I must say that I am anxiously anticipating our evening.”
 
   “Me, too,” she spoke warmly.
 
   He cleared his throat and took a swig of his sweet tea.  “I just wanted to confirm the location and time are the same.”
 
   “I assumed they were.”
 
   The waitress walked up with his order and placed it down.  She was smiling at him, and he knew that she found him attractive by her body language.  He politely smiled and nodded his head, motioning that he had everything he needed while mouthing thank you.  
 
   “Good,” he replied to Gabby.
 
   “So, I guess I’ll see you later.”
 
   He chuckled. “Oh yes you will.  I need to eat my lunch.  I’m in dreadful meetings all afternoon.”  He crunched into a pickle slice that was on the side of the basket.  He quickly chewed and swallowed it.  “I hope the rest of your classes go well.”
 
   “Likewise to your dreadful meetings.” She giggled.
 
   “Be careful driving and I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “See you soon.”
 
   Unlike the night before where she had waited for him to hang up first, she hung up relatively quickly.  He furrowed his eyebrows and sighed.  Why did women have to be so confusing?  
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   Gabby
 
   She beamed through the rest of her classes.  The first day of Tuesday and Thursday classes were exceptionally boring, but add to it the anticipation of seeing him again in just a few hours made the last class drag by at a snail’s pace.  She could barely be still.  She fidgeted, doodled, twirled her hair, and chewed on her lip throughout the entire class.  
 
   Usually at the end of class she would take her time packing her things.  She’d usually go to the professor and let them know how much she was looking forward to their class.  She had learned that professors appreciated the gesture and it went a long way in the end to be on their good sides.  
 
   But today as soon as class was over she threw everything into her bag and rushed out of class.  She jogged to her car.  Earlier when Bradley had called, she had just finished her lunch.  She didn’t want to seem like she was in a rush to get off the phone, but she wanted to make sure she had time to get gas so she could leave as soon as she got out of class.  She was thankful at this exact moment she had done that because that meant she would be on Interstate 20, which led to Bradley Banks in just a matter of minutes.
 
   While she waited at the stop lights leading to the interstate, she loosely pulled her curls back into a bun.  She plugged her iPod into radio and started her favorite playlist.  The drive wasn’t too bad.  
 
   She stopped in Aiken, which was about halfway to Thomson to use the restroom.  She had always loved Aiken.  It made her wonder if maybe one day Bradley might like to meet there.  She and Sam had gone there last year at for Christmas at Hopeland Gardens.  The park was one of the most beautiful places she had ever seen.  The history in Aiken was rich, known for its horses and winter colony mansions.  The town in and of itself was quite beautiful.  Crepe Myrtle and Magnolia trees adorned the streets.  Its downtown was charming, much like Charleston.
 
   As she drove the rest of the way, she could already feel the pull towards him.  The tingling had started.  The butterflies were flying in her stomach.  She could feel her body warming at just the mere thought of him.  She longed for his touch and she seriously contemplated John’s words.  In fact, she couldn’t escape them.  
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   Bradley
 
   He had worried about getting stopped in Atlanta traffic, which would have made him late.  He was thankful he had been able to cancel his last appointment.  He made it there before her and was anxiously awaiting her arrival.  He had worked on his cell the entire trip and now while he waited for her in his car.  When he saw her car pull into the parking lot, he felt a sense of relief.  For one, at knowing she had made it safely, and two, that she had not decided to stand him up.
 
   She pulled into the space beside him giving him a playful smile.  He quickly climbed out and was waiting on her leaning on the side of his car smiling.  The sleeves of his light pink shirt were rolled up to just below his elbows.  His arms were crossed causing his chest to almost bulge.  He was trying very hard to look cool and not show just how excited he was to see her.  He carefully watched her every move, which only turned him on even more.  He shifted his stance and crossed his legs.
 
   She tossed several things into her purse and bounced out of the car.  It was just a moment before she was standing inches front of him.  This was because there wasn’t a lot of space between cars.  Bradley had purposely not moved to make her come around to him.  He knew that he had to be careful to not cross the boundaries of the friendship, but he yearned for her close proximity.  
 
   He reached out and gently put his finger around a tendril of hair that was framing the side of her face, the little piece of hair that was usually fairly straight.  He pulled it a little closer, “I like your hair like this.”
 
   She blushed causing him to grin.  He hoped that if things continued to go this well that it wouldn’t be long before she would give into the whole ‘let’s be friends’ first thing.  He was willing to play along, but he wanted her, only her, so badly he could barely stand it.  He pushed himself up off the car and put his hand in the small of her back. “C’mon, let’s eat.  I’m starving.”
 
   She looked up and smiled at him as she softly spoke, “Okay, me too.”
 
   The hostess seated them in a booth towards the back of the restaurant.  It wasn’t too busy since it was a weeknight.  Because of the timing, they had luckily missed the dinner rush.
 
   Bradley waited for her to pick a side and he climbed in to the opposite side so he could drink in her beauty for as long as he could.  “How was your drive?”
 
   “It was nice.  Have you ever been to Aiken?”
 
   “I have.  It’s beautiful.”
 
   She smiled as she recalled her memories with Sam.  “Yeah, I stopped there to take a quick bathroom break.  Sam and I went to Hopeland Gardens to see the Christmas lights last year.”  
 
   “Oh yeah?” He had never been to Christmas at Hopeland Gardens, but he had been to a wedding at The Rye Patch, which was an adjoining winter colony home adjacent to the gardens.  It was a beautiful place with ponds, old hardwoods, ducks, and flowers. 
 
   Gabby responded, “Mhmm.”
 
   “Did you like it?” He leaned onto the table dying to be closer to her.  
 
   “I did.  I was thinking it might be nice for us to meet there one day.”  Gabby all of the sudden looked sad. “That is, if it’s not too far for you?”
 
   “Not too far.”  He winked at her.  “I would like that very much.”  Oh, she had no idea how much he would like that.  He could imagine the sun glistening through the canopy of trees causing those gold speckles in her eyes to twinkle.  He curled his finger over his lips. “But let’s not wait until Christmas.”
 
   Gabby’s eyebrows arched.  He couldn’t help but grin at how adorable she was when she got excited.  “Okay,” she replied quietly.  
 
   The waitress walked up to the table asking what she could get them.  They had not even looked at the menus.  He got the same thing every time he ate at Steak and Shake, so he didn’t need to look.  But, he wasn’t sure what she wanted and he really liked ordering for her.
 
   He glanced to the waitress and back to Gabby nodding.  “Do you know what you want?”
 
   She shook her head in affirmation back at him. “I get the same thing every time I come here.” 
 
   Bradley looked back up to the waitress. “Then we’re ready.”
 
   Bradley ordered The Western BBQ and Bacon Cheeseburger and a Turtle Caramel Nut milkshake.  Gabby shook her head smiling as she looked on at him ordering.  He could see it out of the corner of his eyes.  Bradley glanced over and gave her a puzzled smile.  He would have to ask her what was so funny about his order when the waitress walked away.    
 
   When it was Gabby’s turn to order, her cheeks were red and she inhaled sharply.  “I’ll have the same, but no milkshake, please.”
 
   The waitress rattled the order back off to them both and walked away.
 
   Surprised, Bradley’s beautiful blue eyes were a little large.  “Do you always get that, or was what I ordered just too mouthwatering delicious to resist?” He asked her.  
 
   She bit her bottom lip. “No.  That’s the best burger I’ve ever had.  I always get that here.”
 
   He nodded liking his lips and then mirroring her lip biting gesture, he playfully narrowed his eyes. “I see.  Another thing we have in common, Miss Gerhart.”
 
   She shrugged her shoulder. “What can I say?”
 
   “Why didn’t you order a milkshake?” 
 
   “Do you know how much I would have to run to burn those calories?”
 
   “I do.  What do you say we share mine?”
 
   She blushed and shifted in her seat. “If you insist.”
 
   “I insist.” He gave her a flirty smile.  
 
   It was nice to see he was still having an effect on her.  He wondered if she had any clue the kind of effect she was having on him.
 
   She suddenly looked worried.  He tilted his head and asked, “What’s wrong, Gabby?”
 
   Gabby fidgeted with her fingers in her lap.  She glanced up to him. “I…” She paused, “Nothing.”
 
   “No, tell me,” he pleaded.
 
   “I need to know why you never did the whole relationship thing.  Why such the playboy?” She whispered.
 
   He shrugged and dropped his head, then looked back up to her.  “Well, my dad always taught me to enjoy the ladies.  My parents have a bit of a dysfunctional relationship, Gabby.  I just have never wanted that.”  
 
   “And I just magically changed your mind about this?”
 
   He ran his hands through his hair. “Yes.  Most girls are quick to give themselves to me.  You are different.  You forced me to take a serious look at my lifestyle and the women I associate with.”
 
   “I just find it hard to believe you could change so quickly.”
 
   “I can’t explain it, Gabby.  Trust me.  I never thought I would be this guy.” He shrugged his shoulders again, vulnerable. “But, here I am.”
 
   The waitress brought the milkshake and placed it in front of Bradley.  He was pleasantly surprised there were already two straws in it.  How intuitive of her, he thought.  He was thankful for the interruption, as well.  He desperately wanted to change the mood and the topic of conversation. 
 
   He pushed it to the center and gave her a daring look.  Holding the straw to his mouth, his lips parted and he sucked his first sip, closing his eyes savoring the flavor.  “Mmm,” he groaned.
 
   “Chocolate and caramel are a weakness for me as it is.” She squirmed.  “Add you moaning over there while drinking it, now that’s a lethal combination.” She giggled.
 
   He didn’t move his head from the milkshake, but glanced up at her.  His eyes were on fire with desire and his lips formed a smile around the straw, “Lethal, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, it just solidified what I had been pondering for the last couple of days.”
 
   He looked confused. Given what they had just discussed that could most definitely be a bad thing.  His brows furrowed.  “What’s that?”
 
   She glanced down nervously.  When she looked back up to him, he could see the desire in her eyes. Her voice was low, seductive, and husky when she replied, “The very death of this stupid friendship idea.  I can’t fight this anymore.”
 
   Bradley almost choked on the milkshake.  “Damn, don’t say things like that to me while I’m eating or drinking.” He chuckled when he saw the expression on her face turn to despair.  “Or you’ll be the death of me.  Gabby....”  
 
   She interrupted him, “Now, that would be tragic.”
 
   “You have no idea.  Want to get this food to go?”
 
   “Go where?” She huskily replied.
 
   “Somewhere more private.”
 
   “Mmmm, that sounds delicious.” She winked.
 
   He shook his head as his hooded eyes watched her.  She was sexy, beautiful, and she made him laugh.  He was very impressed at her ability to make whitty double inuendos.
 
   He motioned for the waitress and told her that they needed to leave quickly and asked her to make everything to go and bring the check.
 
   He swiftly pulled his wallet and threw down thirty dollars, telling her to keep the change.  
 
   He picked up their bag and the styroform cup with their milkshake while holding his hand out to her, helping her out of her seat.  
 
   She placed her hand in his and smiled shyly.  “Do you have any idea where we’re going?”
 
   He glanced down at her as he quickly led them to his car.  “Hotel.  Just leave your car, I’ll bring you back.”
 
   She gasped as she bit her lip smiling. “Okay.”
 
   After he opened her door and put the food in the center console, he was unable to contain himself any longer.  He put his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her into a passionate kiss.  He could feel and hear her moaning on his mouth.  He pulled back panting. “Gabby.  We have to get outta here.  Like now.”
 
   She touched her swollen lips as she shook her head in affirmation.  Her eyes gleamed with anticipation.
 
   He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  It was all he could do to not devour her in the middle of the parking lot.  “God, I want you so bad.  Get in the car.”
 
   She climbed in while Bradley raced to his side.  He sped out of the parking place and onto the street.  He surveyed the strip of road for the nicest hotel he could find.  There wasn’t a lot of choices.  He decided the Comfort Inn and Suites was probably the nicest and closest thing he could find.  This was going to be the worst part of a long distance relationship with her, finding a place where they could be intimate.  It wasn’t about the money, but more of comfort and luxury.  He also didn’t want her to feel like a whore by taking her to hotels.  He decided in the future he’d do more research on places and he’d find bed and breakfasts for them to meet.  
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   Gabby
 
   They sat in silence until they arrived.  The heat and desire was palpable.  She was trying to not grin like a fool, and it was taking all the control she had to refrain from squealing.  John’s words that had been playing in her mind over and over came back.  She knew she had made the right decision because John was right.  She was a walking ticking time bomb of pent up sexual frustration, although, she still had no plans of having sex with him.  She hoped that he remembered that.  Gabby started to worry that he had taken her comment the wrong way.  Yes, she wanted to be with him, but she hoped he knew that she wouldn’t budge on the whole sex before marriage thing. 
 
   She was worried if she said anything about it, it would ruin the mood.  She decided she’d just see how things played out and pray for the best, give him the benefit of the doubt.  
 
   When he parked he looked over at her with piercing blue eyes.  He caressed her cheek.  She leaned in to his touch smiling.  
 
   He whispered, “Hey,” as his brows furrowed, “You okay?”
 
   She closed her eyes as she nodded, relieved by his touch.
 
   “No, you’re not.  What’s wrong?” 
 
   “Are you planning to have sex with me?” She asked bluntly.
 
   “No, Gabby.  If anything, I’d make love to you.  It would be so much more than just sex.” He closed his eyes for a moment and then they flashed open with a resolve and calmness about them.  “But, I respect your decision to wait.  I told you that Saturday.”  He kissed her forehead, “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, though.  I can take you back to your car.”
 
   “No, I want to.  I just don’t want to break my promise to my mom,” she whispered.
 
   “We won’t, you have my word.”
 
   “Okay.”
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   Gabby
 
   It didn’t take long for them to get a room and Bradley reached down for her hand as he led the way to the elevators.  The doors of the elevator pulled together causing her to smile thinking about how she and Bradley had that same pull.  The attraction was slow and steady like doors of the elevator coming together.  As soon as they were touching there was a jolt as the elevator climbed.  She could feel the butterflies somersaulting in her stomach with anticipation of the climb her body was taking in its heightened status.  He rubbed her thumb with his.  She gazed up to him as she wondered if he was as nervous as she was.  
 
   The doors were opening just moments later, and she knew her desire had only grown in that minute of being in a confined space with him.  She couldn’t wait to show him this side of her, the side of her that was no longer fighting this, this connection, this pull, this tension.    
 
   He looked down at her and smiled.  That smile was delectable.  She briefly thought back to the first time she had seen him at the wedding and how she had wondered what his sexy body looked like under that tight suit.  She squirmed knowing she was probably about to find that out first hand.  
 
   He stopped at the door, tilting her head up to look at him.  “Hey, you sure?” He asked.
 
   “100%.” 
 
   His eyes lit up as he slid the card in and out and the door, clicking as it unlocked.  “Well, after you, then.”  
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   Bradley
 
   He held the door open for her to enter the room.  All things said, it wasn’t a bad place to stay.  He’d certainly stayed at worse places when he was in college.  But, it was certainly not ideal.  If he had known she would finally give in, he would have arranged for roses, champagne, and chocolate covered strawberries.  In fact, he made a mental note to have that arranged at some point.  
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   Gabby
 
   The energy between them was thick.  She could feel her breathing changing.  She’d never done anything like this before, but she felt so comfortable with him.  She had tried to fight these feelings, but it was becoming impossible.  The more she talked to him, the more she wanted to be with him.  The more she was with him, the more she dreaded having to leave him.  She shook her head and then lunged forward to him as the door closed behind his back.  She grabbed the sides of his face and kissed him.  Their tongues slipped around each other, twisting and turning.  
 
   He breathed in and pulled away.  “Damn, Gabby.  I didn’t expect that.”
 
   She laughed out of breath. “I can’t fight it anymore.  Kiss me.”
 
   “Oh, gladly.”
 
   He pushed her into the room, their heads turning and tongues thrashing.  The kiss was so hard that every once in a while they would clank their teeth together.  They’d both smile and continue, their hands moving wildly, exploring each other’s bodies.  
 
   She reached down and pulled his shirt over his head.  He lifted his arm with a wry smile as he watched her feistiness.  
 
   She had worn a plum sweater over skinny jeans with Ugg boots.  He looked at her as he started to pull her sweater up. “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
   She kissed his neck, then his ear.  “What do you think?”
 
   “Your eyes look beautiful in this color, by the way.”  He smiled as he quickly pulled it over her head, tossing it to the floor.  
 
   She giggled.  “Thank you.  I’ll remember that.”  She winked.
 
   He moaned as he took her mouth back to his.
 
   He gently laid her back onto the bed, using his legs to spread hers.  He prowled on her body as if he were a wild animal on a mission to devour his prey.  She smirked. “You look like you’re a tiger about to have me for dinner.”
 
   “Oh you have no idea of the things I want to do to you.” He closed his eyes as he kissed her cleavage.  “I’ve dreamed about what you’d look like without any clothes on, but right now I think I like the way you look just like this.” He continued to kiss her neck, her ear lobes, her cheek, her mouth. 
 
   She threaded her hands through is hair. “All I could think of at Cade’s wedding was you with your shirt off.”
 
   He stopped grinning. “Ah, and to think I thought you were so innocent, Miss Gerhart.”  He sat up looking down at his chest.  “Is it everything you thought it would be?”
 
   “What can I say?  You bring out feelings and thoughts I’ve never really had before.”  Her eyes widened, “Especially in church!  And, yes –”
 
   “Shhh,” he interrupted her by put his pointer finger over her swollen lips, “No more talking.”
 
   She went to say something and he pressed his finger into her mouth more. “Ack.  Shhh.”
 
   She smiled and pursed her lips sliding her hands down his hard sculpted abs to the waistband of his pants.  She wiggled her finger under the elastic of his underwear.  She couldn’t wait to see what kind he wore.  That was another naughty daydream she had in church that day.
 
   Her hands wandered to the front and she started to undo the button.  He stopped and watched her.  He had an awestruck look on his face and it made her smile.  Bradley made her feel so sexy and wanted. 
 
   He glanced up at her after she undid the button with burning sapphire blue eyes.  She bit her lip as she slowly pulled the zipper down and then put both of her hands inside and pushed them down.  He inhaled sharply, closing his eyes. “Gabby.” 
 
   Her eyes lit up at the tight white Calvin Klein boxer briefs that were holding his bulging erection.  “Shhh.”  She moved a finger up to his mouth. “No talking.  Your rules, Mr. Banks.” She raised her eyebrow playfully.  He opened his mouth and took her finger into his mouth and sucked.  Gabby’s eyes grew large, sucking in air as an explosive tingling shot through her body all the way to her very core.
 
   He reached up and seductively pulled her finger from his mouth and let her limp limb drop to her side.  She tilted her pelvis towards him and he pressed his growing erection into her.  “Ah.” Gabby panted.
 
   She repeated her tilt and he pushed back, again and again until Gabby was a shivering mess screaming, “Bradley.”  He kissed her entire body as she came down from her orgasm.  “I will never be able to get my fill of you.”
 
   She played with his hair as he continued to kiss her.  “The feeling is mutual.  I feel so much better.”
 
   He brushed her hair back and whispered in her ear as he kissed her lobe, “Stay here with me tonight.  You can drive back in time for class in the morning.”
 
   “Okay.” She smiled shyly.  “Why waste this perfectly good bed you’ve bought for us?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
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   February  ~  2009  
 
   The Past  ~  Bradley
 
   Bradley had been having an extremely stressful day and all he could think about was getting to the gym to blow off some steam.  It seemed that every project the firm was working on was having problems.  The secretaries seemed to all be on their periods at the same time and were acting exceptionally bitchier than usual.  The confident CEO that he was, always grinned and put on a good front that it didn’t bother him, but he was about fed up to his eye balls in office drama.  He also knew part of his problem was working the late hours had meant he hadn’t had time for his usual time at the bar to pick up a one night stand.  He was not just frustrated with work stuff.  He was sexually frustrated, too.  
 
   He jerked his tie from left to right loosening his it and unbuttoned the top couple of buttons of his shirt.  He picked up his jacket, the papers he had left on his desk, and his briefcase.  He headed through his door to his secretary, Sharon.  She was in her mid-fifty’s.  He had tried to hire several young secretaries when he first got out of college.  The thought of being able to look at sexy women while working had been alluring when he first started at the firm.  But he had found them very distracting and always disappointing.  The young ladies were rarely hard workers or greatly inappropriate.  When he had found Sharon, he was so thankful that he would not be distracted, but she had come with a page full of references.  She was the hardest working secretary of anyone in the firm by far.  She was also old enough to be maternal to Bradley, always making sure he had food and coffee every day, but always maintained professionalism.  
 
   “Sharon, can you please fax these for me?”  He handed her the papers only slowing his stride, but not stopping.  “I’ll be on my cell if you need anything.  Have a good night.”
 
   “Yes, sir.  Don’t forget you have an 8am meeting tomorrow.”
 
   “Got it, good night.”
 
   She briefly looked up and nodded while politely smiling.  “Night, sir.”
 
   He headed down to the gym that was located in the basement.  He kept a change of clothes in the locker room, so he hung his suit up and quickly changed.  He didn’t need a trainer.  He had played sports all through middle and high school, specifically football.  He knew what he needed to do to keep his body in shape.  Because Joe usually spotted him and he wasn’t with him, he couldn’t do any bench presses.  He did his warm-up routine of stretches, wall sits, and jumping jacks.  Then he moved on to leg presses, which were his favorite.  The crunch bench was where he spent a good bit of his time toning his glistening abdomen muscles, and finally ended up with the weights doing bicep curls.  All the fancy equipment in the world couldn’t substitute good ‘ole dumbbells.  
 
   When his workout was finished and some of the stress from the day had been relieved, he showered and grabbed the other change of clothing, jeans and a white button up linen shirt.  He rolled the sleeves to his elbows and ran his fingers through his wet hair enough to smooth it back into its messy place.
 
   Now it was off to Joe’s for his last conquest to relieve the day’s stress.  His next fling.
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   Joe’s bar was just blocks from Bradley’s firm.  When he had looked for office space in downtown Atlanta he had made sure that it was in close proximity to Joe’s place.  They had both played football together in high school.  When Bradley was accepted into the prestigious Clemson architecture program, he had talked Joe into coming with him.  They had both rushed and become brothers of Sigma Chi.  Joe was never serious about school.  He barely graduated with a degree business.  But Bradley had to give it to him.  He had moved back to Atlanta and opened an upscale nightclub in Atlanta.  He was doing very well for himself.  
 
   Joe Adams was taller than Bradley, standing at six feet four inches, making it easy to find him in a crowd.  His body was perfectly chiseled and sculpted.   His messy brown hair was sun kissed from being out on the water of Lake Lanier on the weekends fishing.  Girls in college had been mesmerized by his velvety and smooth caramel brown eyes.  He cleaned up nicely in his suit with no tie and the first several buttons unbuttoned of his white shirt.
 
   Bradley walked in and was quickly able to find him after scanning the crowd.  It was no surprise he was surrounded by beautiful women, as usual.  He chuckled at his friend and hoped that maybe one of those women would be more interested in him than Joe.  
 
   Bradley threw his arm around his back and smiling his charming smile at the ladies said, “Hey, man.  Introduce your brother to your lady friends.”
 
   Bradley surveyed the group to see if any of the girls matched his type.  Eying them with a smug grin on his face, he saw her.  She broke the eye contact by turning to grab her drink from the table behind her.  It was obvious to him that she did this on purpose.  She was perfectly his type.  Blond hair, blue eyes, sophisticated, sexy as hell, and oh so mature.   She was wearing a black and gold sequined dress, if you could even call it a dress because it barely covered her plump behind.  The fabric in the back swagged in a scoop that went all the way down to the very base of her spine.  All he could think of was how he wanted to run his finger down her back as he pushed the fabric down both of her arms until the little piece of cloth pooled at her feet.  He could only imagine what she might have on under that dress.  The thought of her having nothing under it turned him on even more.
 
   He leaned into Joe, “Who’s the blond with the barely dress on over there?” Bradley nodded her head in her direction while smiling a seductive grin.
 
   “That’s Veronica.  She’s one hot little thing, ain’t she?” Joe chuckled.
 
   Bradley laughed.  “Yeah, I’m not sure I’ll even be able to wait to get her home.  I think I’ll take her in a bathroom, your office, hmm, anywhere at this particular moment.  Is she with someone?”
 
   “Nah man, she’s all yours.  Go get her.” Joe nudged Bradley teasingly.
 
   “We still on for fishing tomorrow?” 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Alright, night bro.” Bradley patted the table.  He reached out for his hand and pulled it in and gave him a quick tight hug.  
 
   Bradley confidently walked over towards her with a sly smile on his face.  When she turned back around he was inches from her face.  “Hey there, I’m Bradley Banks.” He held his hand out for her to shake it but that required that she back up a step.
 
   “Veronica Johnson.” Her lips curved into a smile as her head tilted to the side and staring him down.
 
   He just stood there for a moment grinning because she didn’t seem to be affected by him like all the other girls who usually fumbled words until they found their names.  He liked that she was so confident in herself that she didn’t seem to lose her bearings, but he wondered if this was because maybe she wasn’t affected by him.
 
   Releasing her hand, “So, Veronica what do you do?” 
 
   “I’m a corporate attorney, you?”
 
   “I’m a CEO and architect.”
 
   “Oh, a big shot, huh?” She flirted.
 
   As if there had been any doubts from moments earlier as to whether she was into him, they were now gone.  He could tell by the way she shifted her body and her response that the building electricity and feelings were quite mutual.
 
   “Nah, not a big shot.” He shrugged his shoulders and chuckled a little, “Just a normal guy who is a work-a-holic and perfectionist.”
 
   “Well, I can certainly relate to that.  All I do is work these days.”
 
   “Ah, but you’re here.”
 
   “And, so are you, Mr. Banks.” She winked.
 
   “Yeah, but my mind is most definitely somewhere else.”
 
   She swayed from side to side to the music.  “And where might that be?”  She took a sip of her drink and looked up to him under her thick lashes.
 
   “Somewhere more private.”  He inhaled sharply and gently grazed his finger down her skin that felt like satin, “Somewhere where I’d be perfecting undressing you” He closed his eyes for a moment, “And I’d be a work-a-holic to your body.”
 
   She leaned up and slowly ever so gently kissed his bottom lip and then leaned into his ear so he could hear her husky whisper, “Oh, how I’d like that.  Your place or mine?”
 
   Bradley slid his hand to the small of her exposed back and pulled her in swiftly to where she was pressed firmly up against his body, “Baby, I’d take you right here, right now on that table.  Let’s get outta here.”
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   One week before the Williams’ Wedding
 
   Veronica got out of his bed and leaned down to pick up her clothes.  “So, where are you going again this weekend?”
 
   Bradley was laying on his back with his elbows bent, hands behind his head watching the view of Veronica putting herself back together after their weekly good time.  “Charleston.”
 
   After slipping her panties back on she was fastening her bra back, “And what are you doing there again?”
 
   “My cousin’s getting married.  I’m a groomsman.”
 
   “Are you taking a date?” Veronica glanced through the opening of her blouse as she pulled it back over her head.
 
   He tilted his head to the side and gave her a crooked grin raised one eyebrow at her.  “And what do you think?”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders.  She knew that he didn’t do dates, but she really was hoping that eventually he would give in and finally take her on one.  They had been each other’s weekly fling for a year and he’d never asked her for anymore.  She had been happy with that, as well because she had been busy advancing the corporate ladder.  “Well, I am available if you don’t have a date.” 
 
   “Thanks, but you know I’m not interesting in dating anyone.”
 
   Veronica shrugged her shoulders picking up her skirt, “I know, but I thought you might like company. You know after the wedding.”
 
   Bradley sat up and pulled her down to him, “But, then I’d have to introduce you to my family and I’d have questions from them that I don’t want to answer.”
 
   “Are you ashamed of me to the point you wouldn’t want your family to meet me?” She hung her head low.
 
   “No, I don’t introduce girls to my family.  I don’t want pressure to produce an heir or to get married.” He swiftly kissed her, “I gotta get ready.  I’m meeting Joe to go fishing.”  He patted her back, “We good?”
 
   “Sure.” Kissing him slowly and passionately she said, “Just something for you to remember while you’re away.”
 
   “Mmm, get outta here before I take all those clothes off of you again and make myself late to meet Joe.”
 
   She swayed her hips in an exaggerated fashion towards him, “Oh, I’d like to make you late to meet Joe, though.”
 
   He grabbed her head and pulled her into a passionate kiss and then pushed her away, “I bet you would.  See you for our mid-week appointment Wednesday?”
 
   Veronica chuckled, “Mid-week appointment?  Well, I guess it is that.  But, I could think of a lot of other sexy things to call it other than that.”
 
   Bradley got up and opened his dresser to pull out a pair of boxer briefs.  He looked back over his shoulder as he walked toward the bathroom to shower, “It is what it is, Veronica.  If it’s no longer enough for you, then we can just end it.”
 
   “You can be such an ass.”  She grabbed her purse and turned on her heel, “See you Wednesday.  I’ll let myself out.” She hissed.
 
   Bradley cocked a sideways grin, “See ya, Roni.”
 
   He felt a little bad as he got into the scalding hot shower, but then again he didn’t.  They had agreed that they would be casual sex buddies the night at the bar.  He didn’t want anything serious and neither did she.  But, it seemed the more time that passed by the more attached she was becoming.  Bradley wondered what the hell she was thinking insinuating that she could come with him to the wedding.  There was no way that he was going to bring a girl with him around his family.  He would be getting asked when he would make his parents grandparents within a week and he was in no, way, shape or form ready to think about having kids in the distant future, let alone in the near future.  He shook his head closing his eyes as he pushed his hands back on his head, slicking his hair back.  He quickly tried to put her out of his mind.  The whole point with a casual relationship was to not have to worry about this kind of crap and he wasn’t having it.  If she couldn’t keep their deal any longer he’d just find someone new.  
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   The night of the Williams’ Wedding
 
   Veronica, Atlanta
 
   Veronica had met Bradley on Wednesday for their mid-week appointment as promised, but she was so frustrated with him.  Not only had he made her feel like a cheap whore, he refused to even entertain the idea of taking her to an out of town wedding, even as a friend.  She wanted to be more than his mistress and she didn’t know how much more obvious she could make that.  It made logical sense that they would be a young power couple if he’d just get over his commitment issues and make them just that, a couple.  At this point, she’d even settle for friend, for someone he would take in public.  She longed to just go on a date with him.  Her friends couldn’t understand why she put up with his crap.  She was gorgeous and she could have any guy she wanted.  But, looking at him was like looking at perfection.  He had a booming career and was in a position of power.  He wasn’t insecure with her powerful position.  But, those things aside, she’d never had someone in bed like him.  He personified the phrase sex on legs.  He took pleasure in spending hours on end worshipping her body.  She felt like deep down he cared more for her than he let on, how could he not?  But, for some reason he just refused to have anything more with her.   
 
   She was pretty sure that he didn’t sleep around a lot in Atlanta.  He knew she was available and would be at his beck and call whenever he wanted her.  But, she wondered what he did when he went out of town and she wasn’t there.  She pondered the sickening thought that maybe the reason he didn’t want her to go with him was because he had every intention of picking up another girl and having a one night fling with her.  The thoughts made her shiver and she jumped up from her bed determined to go out and have just as good of a time as she was sure he’d have.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
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   August, 2010 ~ The Past
 
   Gabby
 
   They could barely keep their hands off each other.  Even though Gabby’s mind told her to take it slow, she had no will power to Bradley Banks.  He had been quite the gentleman stopping things before they went too far, but they had done everything but have sex with one another.  They had even showered together.  She had never done that and she was a little shy at first, but he nurtured and worshipped her body.  She could definitely get used to him taking care of her the way he did.  She loved feeling so important, loved.  Her face was hurting from the grin that had been plastered on it from the moment she had seen his face at Steak and Shake.  Heck, who was she kidding?  She had had that grin for far longer than that.
 
   By the time they got around to eating, their food was like ice, except for the milkshake.  It had long been melted.  
 
   They were laying in the bed, completely naked.  Bradley had picked up the bag of food they had gotten to go from Steak and Shake.  He pulled a fry and took a bite.  “Yuck, I hate cold fries.  You wanna order a pizza?” 
 
   Gabby laughed, “I hate cold fries, too.  Pizza sounds great.”
 
   Bradley reached over and grabbed his cell phone.  He looked over to her, “What’s your favorite pizza, Gabby girl?”
 
   “Papa Johns.  The Works.”
 
   “I don’t see one of those nearby, second favorite.”
 
   “Pizza Hut.  Supreme.  Pan crust.” She nodded with a grin.
 
   “Pizza Hut it is then, doll.” He leaned over and kissed her.  “You look adorable rattling off your favorite foods.”
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   The next morning, Bradley’s legs were wrapped around hers.  Her back was to his front and he had his arm draped over her exposed stomach.  He nuzzled her neck, “Mmm, you smell good.” He breathed in her scent and moved her hair, exposing her neck.  Trailing sweet kisses he whispered, “Rise and shine, beautiful.”
 
   Gabby pulled the covers up over her head and grumbled something, not even opening her eyes.
 
   “Gabby girl.  Wake up.” He continued to plant soft kisses on her arm, removing the covers she’d just pulled over her head.  “C’mon, I want to take you for breakfast before you leave.”
 
   She rolled over onto her back and looked up into deep blue eyes.  He was even more gorgeous in the morning with his stubble and messy hair.  “Mmm, I don’t wanna leave.”
 
   “I know, me neither.  But, you have school.” He leaned down and tugged on her bottom lip as he kissed her. “You can’t skip the first week.”
 
   Gabby was dreading that she had school.  Maybe it wasn’t school so much, as maybe the distance.  At any rate, she knew she didn’t want to leave.  She wanted to be close to him.  “Ugh, I know.  What did you have in mind for breakfast?”
 
   “Well, for me, I’ll have you.”  He climbed on top of her.  “Then, I’ll get you whatever you want for breakfast.” 
 
   She laughed, “Sounds delicious.”
 
   “It sure does.”
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   They had spent the early part of the morning making out and then they had showered again.  He took her to McDonald’s for breakfast.  It was nothing fancy, but it was still sweet.  He had ordered and fixed her hot cakes platter for her while she was in the restroom.  
 
   He popped a piece of pancake into his mouth, “For McDonald’s and fast food, they sure do have good pancakes.”
 
   “Mmm, I know.  I love their pancakes.”
 
   “So, I’ll see you this weekend, right?”
 
   “I can’t wait.”
 
   He reached over and wiped a little bead of syrup on her chin, “And you’re coming to Atlanta, right?”
 
   She blushed, “That’s what I thought we agreed to do.”
 
   “It is, but just making sure you had not changed your mind.”
 
   “Um, after last night Friday can’t get here fast enough.”
 
   He grinned, “I couldn’t agree with that statement more.  You better hurry up and finish that or you’re going to be late for your class.”
 
   Gabby frowned, “Do you know how hard this is going to be?”
 
   “Yeah, but you’re worth it.  I hope you think I’m worth it.” He reached over and grabbed her hand.   He brought her knuckles to his lips and gently kissed them.
 
   She felt like she would melt right then and there.  She still wasn’t sure what it was about her that made him want her so bad, but she wasn’t complaining.  He was everything she had ever dreamed about, in fact he was more.
 
   “Oh, I definitely think you’re worth it.  I am worried about my car though.”
 
   “Well, don’t.  If something happens to it, I’ll fix it.”
 
   Gabby slumped, “Okay, I guess.  I’m not used to accepting charity.”
 
   “Your boyfriend fixing your car is not charity.”  His proudly smiled while raising one of those naturally arched eyebrows.  “It’s what we do.”
 
   Anytime he did that thing with his eyebrows it made Gabby’s insides a mess.  Butterflies started pouncing around in her stomach, her head felt fuzzy, and all coherent thoughts were amiss.   Combine that with the word boyfriend and she was unable to form words.  She just grinned.
 
   “Say something.”
 
   “Boyfriend?”
 
   “Well, I consider you my girlfriend.  I would hope I have earned the title, in return.”
 
   Gabby gulped.  “This is moving way faster than what I had planned.”
 
   “Planned?”  He chuckled.  “You can’t plan things like this, Gabby Girl.  Trust me, I had not planned on this at all.”  Shrugging his shoulders, “But, here we are.” 
 
   “Yeah, here we are.” She mirrored his words.
 
   “So, what do you say?  Not charity if your boyfriend fixes your car.”  He winked, “Which at this point isn’t even broken?”
 
   She nodded her head and whispered, “Yes.”
 
   “Good, now we have to get your car and get you on the road as much as I hate it.”
 
   Gabby had mostly been playing with her food.  Her stomach was in knots and she had barely been able to eat anything.  She tossed her fork and napkin into the syrofoam platter on top of all the leftover food and before she could pick it up, he had reached across the table and put it on a tray.  He turned on his heel and disposed of the trash and put the tray on top of the trash can.  He was back at her side in an instant holding his hand out to help her get up from the booth.  When she placed her hand in his, he again kissed the top of her hand.  “Thank you for this meet in the middle date.”
 
   She shyly smiled, “Thank you for suggesting it.”
 
   He threaded his fingers through hers and walked her out to his car, opening the door for her.
 
   When the arrived back to the Steak & Shake parking lot, he let her out of the car and pinned her to the side, both of his hands framing her.  Her breathing became more erratic and her lips curved into a flirty smile.  “What are you doing?” 
 
   “Kissing my girlfriend goodbye.”
 
   “Oh…” and before she could say another word, his lips were on hers in a passionate, all consuming kiss.  He slid his hand behind her curly hair and gripped her neck, pulling her closer, deepening the kiss.  She moaned into his mouth.  Completely lost in him, they forgot they were standing in an empty parking lot.  A beeping horn and someone yelling, “Hey, get a room!” caught their attention.  Bradley pulled back smiling his playful mischievous grin.  “We already did that.” He brushed her hair away from her eyes, leaning his forehead on hers.  “Do you know how much trouble I’m having letting leave?”
 
   “Mhmm.” 
 
   He closed his eyes and when he opened them his gorgeous blue eyes were fierce and determined.  “Go.  Now.”  He dropped his arms to his side.  
 
   Gabby reached up and tenderly kissed him one more time.  “Be careful.” 
 
   He turned and leaned up against the car where she had been, crossing his legs and his arms.  “You, too, Gabby Girl.  Call me when you get back so I know you arrived safely.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   He watched her as she got settled in her car.  She waved as she pulled out of the parking space.  He watched her until she made the turn back onto the interstate and was gone.  He shook his head and then climbed back into his car and headed in the opposite direction on Interstate 20.
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   One Week Later
 
   Gabby had arrived home safely last Wednesday just in time for her class.  She had texted him to tell him she made it as she rushed into the building.  He had been so sweet since their mid-week meeting.  The weekend had been so special.  He cooked for her, brought her breakfast in bed, and he took her to the lake to meet Joe.  It had been one of the best weekends she had ever had.  
 
   Now, it was time for the first therapy session.  The scheduling desk had called and said there was a cancellation.  Gabby had gone ahead and taken it because she was anxious to start mending the damage that had been done so many years ago.  Sam was stuck in classes and had told Gabby to go ahead and she would do her session later.
 
   Gabby was waiting outside of Palmetto Health Richland Medical Building 3.  She looked around and took a deep breath.  As much as she had wanted to do this, now that she was here, the task of digging this stuff up had her in a near panic attack.  She tried to slow her breathing and her pulse.  She laughed at herself and thought, we’ll at least we’re close to the hospital if I have a coronary.  She put her keys in her purse and walked through the automatic doors and found the elevator.  
 
   It took her to the 3rd floor and she walked into a serene and peaceful office.  It was decorated in varying shades of sea blues.  There were two matching lush couches for waiting with a rustic white wooden coffee table in the middle.  The office was decorated in a classy beach theme.  There was calming waves crashing over the built in sound system.  Gabby walked up to the young girl, who looked to be a college student of the same age as her and said, “I’m Gabriella Gerhart, here to see Dr. Harrison.”
 
   The girl smiled and pulled a clipboard with a stack of papers and a pen attached.  “I just need you to fill these forms out for us.” She thumbed through the pages giving her instructions on where to sign and as she handed the clip board over to Gabby continued.  “I don’t need your insurance card as the bill has been pre-paid, but I do need your driver’s license.”
 
   Gabby put the clipboard down as she pulled her leather wallet from her purse and handed over her driver’s license, smiling nervously.  
 
   “Thank you, you can just have a seat and make yourself at home while you fill those out and we’ll be with you shortly.  Can I get you something to drink?  A water or a soft drink?” 
 
   “Do you have Diet Coke?”
 
   The girl beamed, “We do!  Can I get you one?”
 
   Gabby relaxed slightly, “That would be fantastic.  Thank you.”
 
   She spent the next fifteen minutes filling out the massive amount of paperwork.  She wondered if the doctor would even really read it before she saw her.  She was nervous just writing her history, she could only imagine how hard it was going to be to start actually speaking about it.
 
   Within five minutes of Gabby giving the paperwork back to the receptionist, she was called back to a room.  There were large windows with a view of the courtyard in between the Children’s Hospital and the main hospital.  The couches matched the couches in the main waiting area and the room was comfortable and calming.  Dr. Harrison was younger than Gabby had expected.  She couldn’t have been older than forty.  She was wearing a khaki pinstripe pants suit.  The jacket only had one button and pleated three quarter length sleeves.  Her auburn hair was cut into layers and was long and straight.  She was very attractive with inviting brown eyes.  She walked over to Gabby and shook her hand, “I’m Dr. Harrison, you must be Gabriella?”
 
   Gabby stood to shake her hand and smiled politely. “So nice to meet you.  Please call me Gabby.”
 
   She grabbed her chart and jotted a note.  Gabby was sure it was probably a note about her nickname.  
 
   Dr. Harrison looked up with a pleasant smile.  “Ah, Gabby it is, then.  Have a seat.” She motioned for the couch as she pulled a winged chair closer to the couch.  “So, let’s talk about why you’re here Gabby.”
 
   “Okay.  My father was an alcoholic for starters.”
 
   Dr. Harrison was steady taking notes on a yellow legal pad.  She looked up to Gabby interrupting her, “Was?”
 
   “I don’t know or really remember him.  My mom left him when I was five years old.”  Gabby paused to see if she would ask another question.  When she didn’t, Gabby kept going.
 
   “I don’t remember anything.  I don’t know why he left.  My sister, Sam, said he did something to me and I don’t know what.”
 
   “And that is why you’re here?” Dr. Harrison empathetically asked quietly.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What does your mother say about this?  Have you asked her?”
 
   Gabby could feel tears prick the back of her eyes.  She tried to speak, but she knew she couldn’t without full out sobbing and opening flood gates.  She took another moment.  
 
   Dr. Harrison reached and grabbed a box of tissues and put them beside Gabby.  She handed her the one.  “Take your time, Gabby.”
 
   “My mother passed away when I was in high school.  Cancer.”
 
   Dr. Harrison frowned, “I’m very sorry for your loss, Gabby.”
 
   Tilting her head, conceding, “It’s okay.  Thank you.”
 
   “No, it’s never okay to lose one parent so young.  Certainly not both.  Do you have any other family?”
 
   “I have a sister, Sam.  An aunt, Emma.”
 
   Dr. Harrison doesn’t look up, she continues to write.  “Is your sister older or younger.”
 
   “Older.” Gabby whispers.
 
   “Yes, that’s right.  I remember Mr. Banks telling me this would potentially be a joint session.  He arranged payments for both of you.”  She stopped writing and looked up, “Where is Sam?”
 
   “Sam is in medical school at MUSC.  She is going to have her own session separately.”
 
   “Okay, well.  Let’s go back to the issues with your father.  I assume that’s why you’re here, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Does Sam remember?”
 
   “She does, but she won’t tell me.”
 
   She is back to writing in on her notepad.  “Ah, smart sister.  Tell me, are you having nightmares, Gabby?”
 
   Taking a sip of her diet coke to try to wet her now dry mouth, Gabby responds, “No.” 
 
   “Are you having anxiety during the day or any other symptoms that might be associated with this trauma?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  I just know that I have lived with these walls up to protect me.  Anytime I’ve ever let them down, I am crushed.  I know it’s not healthy.”
 
   “We’ll see.” She puts her pen and pad down on her desk behind her.  “Do you think knowing what he did would help you or hurt you?”
 
   Gabby shrugged her shoulders, “I don’t know.  That’s what I was hoping you would tell me.”
 
   “Well, typically, the people who we try to retrieve repressed memories with are having nightmares or some other symptom associated with the repressed memories.”
 
   Gabby glances up to her. “Okay.”
 
   “And you’re not having those things, right?” 
 
   Gabby nodded in affirmation, “Right.”
 
   “So, my professional opinion is that we leave what’s in the past and focus on the future.” She stood and went to her file cabinet and pulled a brochure.  “Have you heard of Solution Focused Therapy or Cognitive Behavioral Therapy?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, I looked over your paperwork and I think you would benefit from a combination of both of these therapies.  I’d like to conclude today’s session and have you read over these therapies before we move forward.”
 
   Gabby thumbed through the literature, “So, you don’t think I need to remember.”
 
   “No, in fact, I think it could potentially do far more damage than healing.”
 
   Gabby breathed a sigh of relief, “You have no idea how happy I am to hear that.  I really wasn’t sure if I could handle going through that emotionally.”
 
   “Well, we’re going to leave the past in the past.  We’re going to focus on the present and your bright future.”  Dr. Harrison stood up and motioned for Gabby to follow her, “Please make an appointment with Anne up front for next week.”  She extended her hand, “It was a pleasure to meet you, Gabby.  I look forward to helping you.”
 
   Gabby shook her hand back and smiled, “Thank you, Dr. Harrison.”
 
   Gabby scheduled an appointment for the next Wednesday.  She was hopeful and excited about therapy.  She couldn’t wait to talk to Sam and tell her than there was no need to rehash the past.  Although, Gabby thought for a moment and realized, Sam may very well have far more work to do on herself having remembered whatever her father had done to her sister.
 
   When she got to her car, she texted Bradley.
 
   *Had my first therapy session today.  I love the doctor you got for me.  She’s very compassionate and professional.  Thank you.*
 
   Before she could put her seat belt on and turn the car on, there was a reply.
 
   *I am so glad to hear that.  In meetings this afternoon, but I’ll call you later and we can talk about it, that is if you want to.*
 
   She grinned and replied.
 
   *Of course.  I can’t wait to hear your voice.  I miss you.*
 
   She put her phone in the cup holder and backed out of the parking place and took a right out of the hospital and then turned onto Interstate 277, headed back home.
 
   A text came in but she decided to wait until she was at a stoplight before she read it.  
 
   *I miss you Gabby girl.  More than you know.  Talk soon.*
 
   There was no need to reply.  He was busy.  But, she had an idea of how much he missed her.  She was pretty sure she was free falling head over heels for him.  On the one hand she was terrified, but on the other hand she was so excited.  He treated her like a princess.  How could she not enjoy it while it lasted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
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   January, 2010:  Hours Earlier
 
   Bradley picked himself up off the floor and sulked back into his apartment.  He knew at this point he had to cancel his plans for the evening, as much as that pained him.  He was not a man they typically cried, but tears streamed down his face at the loss of Gabby.  He knew he would fight for her, but he wasn’t sure that there was anything he could do to fix this screwed up situation.  The first thing he had to do before he even began to attempt to get her back was figure out what in the hell had happened with Veronica.  He had been so careful.  Even though she was on the pill, he also secretly kept track of her cycles and he knew the last time they had been together was too early in her cycle for her to have gotten pregnant.  Something just didn’t make sense and he couldn’t place his finger on what it was.
 
   He grabbed his keys and cell phone and headed out the door.  As soon as he was in car he called Joe. 
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Joe, are you around today?”
 
   “Yeah, what’s wrong?
 
   “I’m on my way.  I need to talk to you.  I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Alright, you sound upset.  Be careful, dude.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Bradley threw his car into park and hustled into Joe’s empty club where he was greeted with a worried Joe.  “Dude, what is wrong with you?”
 
   “Veronica.  She’s pregnant.  Did you know?”
 
   “Shit man, you have got to be kidding me?”
 
   “No, wish I was.”
 
   “It’s yours?”
 
   “So she says but something’s not adding up with this.”
 
   “How far along is she?”  Joe reached for the bottle of Goldschlager, poured a shot, and pushed it across the bar.  “Here.  I mean you two haven’t been together in forever.”
 
   “She’s due in March.” Bradley threw the shot back squinting as the warm spicy liquid burned all the way down to his stomach.  “The timing is right, but it’s not.  I can just feel it.”
 
   “Well, March means she got knocked up in June, and that would be right.”
 
   Bradley thought about how he had been so careful anytime he was involved with women.  He knew there were a lot of women who would jump at the chance to entrap him by getting pregnant.  He had worked too hard to be careless.  
 
   “I know, but Joe she only had like three days cycles and she had just gotten off the day before and she was on the pill.  It just doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “Well, I hate to say it but you know Mike from college.  His wife got pregnant on the pill.  It’s just not 100%, man.”
 
   “Ugh.  Gabby was there when she came to tell me.”  He cradled his head in his hands.  “Veronica leaned in to kiss me and Gabby saw it.  She bolted and I have no idea how to make things right with her at this point.”
 
   “I’m sure she just needs some time to comprehend.”
 
   Looking back up to Joe shaking his head, “I’m not sure comprehension is enough.  I’m going to be a father.”
 
   Joe came from behind the bar and sat by his best friend.  He just placed his hand on his shoulder blade and said, “I hear ya, man.”
 
   Bradley looked over at Joe.  “Does Veronica come in here much anymore?”
 
   “No, I haven’t seen her in a long time.” Shaking his head, “Certainly haven’t seen her since she was visibly pregnant.  I would have told ya.”
 
   “You know she wasn’t happy that I wouldn’t take her to the wedding.  I’m glad I didn’t or I wouldn’t have had a chance with Gabby.”  Thinking about the fact that he had already had a hard enough time with Gabby thinking Carmen was his girlfriend made a rare small smile form on his pouty lips.
 
   “Yeah, I do remember her coming in that weekend while you were gone.  She was in a pissy mood.”
 
   “I mean you know me, I had no intentions of ever wanting anything more than what she gave me.  Until Gabby.”
 
   “Yeah, and I know she came in after the wedding bugging the hell outta me trying to figure out where you were and if there was someone else.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry about that.” Bradley chuckled. 
 
   “Damn, you know Bradley.  She did leave with some guy the night of the wedding now that I think about it.  I never mentioned it because you came back completely over her, smitten with Gabby.”
 
   “Hmm.  Maybe the baby isn’t mine.  I had already planned on asking for a paternity test first thing Monday.”
 
   “Yeah, I definitely think you need to do that.”
 
   “Did she ever come in with the guy after that?”
 
   Joe threw his head back as he recalled the week after the wedding.  “She was with this guy named Ian for a little bit.  He was really young.  Everyone was calling her cougar.”  Rolling his eyes, “Man that pissed her off!”
 
   Bradley’s eyes shot up at Joe and then he looked back down at the shot glass he had been spinning in place.  “Nah that would be too much of a coincidence.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know.  The asshole that broke Gabby’s heart in Charleston’s name was Ian.”
 
   “Hmm.  That would be a little too convenient.”
 
   “Did you happen to catch his last name?”
 
   “No.  But, I know he was a big shot soccer player at Georgia Tech.  He’d been using a fake ID.  I recognized him and told him not to come back.”
 
   Bradley gave Joe a wild look and hopped up from his seat.  “I gotta go.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   When he got to his car, he tried to call Gabby.  But, it kept going to her voicemail.  He couldn’t blame her for not wanting to talk to him, but he really was very frustrated with her knee jerk reaction to assume the worst.  She had not even given him a chance to try to figure things out for himself or them.  He wished she would at least acknowledge that she was getting his calls and that she was ok.  But, nothing.  
 
   Finally, he realized he had to call Sam.  He just stared at her number, dreading the call he knew he had to make.  The thought of disappointing either of them, Sam or Gabby, made him feel like he was going to vomit.  He finally tapped the screen to initiate the call and then tapped speaker.  He waited for her to pick up and on the last ring before voicemail he heard the click and her hello.  “Sam.  It’s Bradley.”
 
   “I know who are you, Bradley.  Caller ID.  What’s up?”
 
   “Something’s come up, Sam.”
 
   “What do you mean?  About tonight?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s not happening.  She left and is on her way home.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Listen, she won’t answer my calls.  She’s hurt.  Not physically, emotionally.  Can you see if she’ll at least answer your calls and let you know that she’s okay?”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I just need you to cancel everything for tonight and call her to make sure she’s ok.  I can’t get her to answer.  I’ll explain everything later.  Just do it, okay.”
 
   He hung up before she had time to fire back.  He knew he was in trouble with her.  He didn’t have time to worry about that though at this particular moment.  He quickly glanced over his shoulder and threw the silver 370z into gear and out into traffic.  
 
   He used the voice command to call Veronica.  
 
   “Bradley, I was worried I wasn’t going to hear back from you.”
 
   “Are you home?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you alone?”
 
   “Of course, I’m alone.”
 
   “I’m on my way.”
 
   He hung up quickly and threw the phone to into the passenger seat.  He was driving like a bat out of hell, but he didn’t care.  He swerved in and out of lanes because he couldn’t get to her place fast enough.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
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   October, 2011 ~ The Past
 
   Gabby was pretty sure she was head over heels in love.  There was no denying it.  She wasn’t sure when it happened.  She pondered it often.  Looking back she wondered if it could have even happened the night she met him, if there really was such a thing as love at first sight.  But she knew it for sure when she had not been able to think about anything else since she left him after spending her first night with him in Thomson, Georgia.  The reasonable side of her kept telling her this was just lust, but it seemed so much deeper than anything she’d ever had.  Even with Ian.
 
   When she was not with him, he was all she could think about.  She wondered how his day was going.  She longed to be able to surprise him with lunch, but the distance prevented the normal daily interactions most couples took for granted.  She would daydream about him in class and he was the first and last thing she thought of every day.
 
   It was nice that money was no issue for him, though.  Over the last several months, they were spending every possible moment together.  Whether it was on the phone, through email, or on the road meeting in different places, they were only able to stay away from each other long enough to work and go to school.  Even if the meeting was only for a couple of hours, they would shop, have dinner or breakfast, or just go to the park and enjoy each other silently while reading or napping on a blanket.  Every moment she spent with him she cherished.  
 
   Gabby had little time for anything other than school and Bradley.  She missed her sister and felt bad that they weren’t getting to spend a lot of time together.  But, Sam was all consumed with school.  Gabby would talk to Sam a lot on the road trips to see Bradley.
 
   This particular weekend, Gabby was beyond excited.  Sam was coming to Atlanta with her.  Bradley had said it was time for her to meet his parents.  Since Gabby didn’t have parents, he said it was important for them to also meet Sam.  But, Gabby knew this was partially an excuse to finally get Sam to come to Atlanta.  He had been dying to introduce Sam to Ryan, Joe’s older brother, who’s a resident at Emory.  Bradley had gone on and on telling Gabby how perfect they would be together.  Gabby would just laugh when he talked about it.  He would get so animated and excited.  
 
   Sam had driven to Columbia to ride with Gabby to Atlanta.  Because they both had Friday classes, it was late afternoon before they were able to leave.  They had brought along a few snacks because they knew Bradley had planned on taking them out to dinner when they got to Atlanta.  The sisters were excited for some alone time before the big weekend.  Gabby gushed about Bradley and Sam told Gabby about how school was going for her.  
 
   “So, Bradley is trying to set me up with someone you said?”
 
   Gabby glanced over to Sam smiling, “Yes, his name is Ryan.  He’s in his residency at Emory.”
 
   “Did you tell Bradley that I don’t have time to date, especially a resident in a totally different state?”
 
   “Hmph, yeah.  This is Bradley, do you think he’s going to back down that easily?”
 
   Sam looked out of the window smiling, “It’s sweet that he is thinking of me, I guess.”
 
   “He says you two would be perfect for each other.”
 
   “Yeah, we’ll see about that.  How does he know this guy again?”
 
   Gabby started flipping through the stations.  She hated commercials on the radio.  “It’s his best friend, Joe’s, older brother.
 
   “And why not set me up with his friend, Joe?”
 
   Gabby busted out laughing, “Trust me.”  Gabby rolled her eyes.  “You do not want him to hook you up with Joe.”
 
   Sam whipped her head back to Gabby.  “And why is that little sister?”
 
   “Because Joe makes Bradley’s playboy days look tame, that’s why.”
 
   Sam sighed, “Why am I not surprised?”
 
   Gabby shook her head, “Don’t get me wrong.  He’s a great guy.  He just is a bit wild.  He owns a very nice upscale club downtown.”
 
   “Well, I’ll entertain your man.  But, I really have no intentions of getting into any kind of relationship with a man right now.  Certainly not a long distance one.  Let’s change the subject.”
 
   Gabby giggled.  “Tell me about the whole not looking for a long distance relationship thing.  Um, I do believe we’re driving to see my boyfriend, who is four hours away!”
 
   Sam chuckled, “Precisely my point, Gabby.” 
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   The girls had spent the rest of the trip catching up on how their classes were going and Sam’s new life in medical school.  Gabby gushed over Bradley and how romantic he always was to her.  The car ride passed rather quickly. 
 
   Gabby called him when she got fairly close to let him know they were there.  He had said he would meet them downstairs.
 
   Sam looked up and around at the location of Bradley’s apartment.  “This is a nice place, he has here.” 
 
   “Yeah, it’s definitely a bachelor pad, but it’s very nice.” Gabby stretched when she got out of the car.  She had pulled her hair back for the ride.  She reached up and pulled her tie from her hair, knowing that Bradley loved her hair down and curly.  
 
   As she was about to reach into the back to get their bags, his arms were around her waist.  He turned around, “I’ll get those.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck as he leaned down to kiss her.  “Thank you.”
 
   He was still holding Gabby.  He looked over to Sam, who was now smiling rolling her eyes at their public display of affection.  He winked, “Welcome to Hotlanta, Sam.”  
 
   “Hi Bradley.” Sam giggled.
 
   He released Gabby.  “Let me get these bags and let’s get inside.”  He reached to the back and pulled their bags. “Is that everything?”
 
   Gabby smiled at him, “Yes.”  She reached up and planted a kiss on his cheek and put her arm around his neck.  “I’ve missed you so much.”
 
   He looked down with a sideways grin.  He whispered, “You have no idea how much I have missed you, but I’ll be happy to show you tonight when your sister isn’t being grossed out by us.”
 
   “Is that a promise, Mr. Banks?”
 
   “Oh, you better believe it is.”
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   Bradley put Sam’s bag into the guest bedroom and carried Gabby’s to his room while Gabby gave Sam a quick tour of the place.  Bradley found them and walked up to Gabby from behind and wrapped his arms around her waist.  He nuzzled her neck, causing Gabby to close her eyes while leaning back into his arms.  
 
   “You girls about ready to get dinner?”
 
   They giggled and spoke in unison, “Yes, I’m starving.”
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   Bradley
 
   “Where are you taking us?” Gabby asked.
 
   “It’s called One.  It’s a really cool place.” He glanced over to her.  She was seated beside him and Sam was in the backseat.  They had driven Gabby’s car because his car was a two seater.  He smiled, “The foods excellent.  I thought you two would enjoy the menu.” As he spoke the last sentence, he looked in the rear view mirror and smiled at Sam.  
 
   Gabby was turned around bracing the side of the seat as she and Sam spoke about Atlanta.  Gabby would point and show her different places Bradley had taken her.  Bradley just smiled and would glance back and forth between the two of them as he drove them to dinner.  
 
   He had planned the entire weekend out for them.  He was very excited.  Not just because he had been dying to set Sam up with Ryan since he had really gotten to know her on the phone in August, but because this was the weekend he’d introduce Gabby to his family.  He’d never really brought a girl home since high school.  He knew it was a necessary next step in the relationship.  He had fallen in love with Gabby and he needed for Sam and Gabby to see that this relationship was important to him.  
 
   “This used to be an old warehouse.  They turned it into a chic and beautiful restaurant.” He parked the car and cut the ignition.  He stroked the side of Gabby’s face with the pad of his thumb thinking how beautiful she looked tonight as the lights from One reflected off her delicate skin.  She was glowing. “I hope you’ll like it.” He whispered. 
 
   She reached up and stilled his hand smiling, “I’m sure we’ll love it.” As she nodded back to Sam.  “Let’s try not to totally gross her out tonight.” Gabby giggled.
 
   “Hey, I am in the car and yeah – stop with all the lovey dovey stuff.”  She giggled back.
 
   He went to Gabby’s side, helping her out of the car and then helping Sam climb from the back.  He put his hand in the small of Gabby’s back as they walked inside.  He had already made reservations and it wasn’t like the staff didn’t already know him.  This was one of his favorite restaurants in Atlanta.  He knew Sam would really like the décor, so he had saved bringing Gabby until a weekend Sam could come along with her.  
 
   As soon as he walked in he saw his buddy, Dave.  He had called him earlier to arrange for the reservations.  He was a little shorter than Bradley, very attractive, with dark hair and dark eyes.    Occasionally, he would work out with Bradley and Joe. He was wearing a black button up shirt with One embroidered on the left corner pocket and black slacks.  He caught Sam blushing.  He would have to remind her that he would not be a good fit for her.  There was a reason he, Dave, and Joe had all been such good friends.  He personified the bad boy stereotype, even though he had his act together professionally. “Hey Bradley, we have your table waiting.  Good to see you, man.” He leaned in and gave him a quick pat on the back as they shook hands.
 
   “Thanks, good to see you, too.”  
 
   “Who are these two lovely ladies you have with you tonight?”
 
   Bradley put his arm around Gabby’s waist pulling her close. “This is my girlfriend, Gabby.” He motioned to Sam, “And her sister, Sam.”
 
   “Girlfriend, huh?”
 
   Bradley gave Dave a condescending smile, “Yep, girlfriend.” Bradley was rubbing Gabby’s back trying to help her relax.  He could sense her tensing up over the awkward situation. 
 
   When they reached their table, Bradley pulled the chair out for Sam and he and Gabby scooted into the booth on the other side of the table.  After Dave had walked away, Bradley shrugged, “He’s really a nice guy.”
 
   Sam and Gabby looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders, too.  “Whatever you say.” Gabby fired back sarcastically.
 
   He turned to her and pulled her face close to his resting his forehead on hers, “Okay, he’s an ass.  Forget about him and don’t let it ruin our night, please.”  He could feel and see Gabby’s body relax as she smiled.  
 
   Gabby playfully whispered, “I love you.”
 
   He brushed her nose with his finger smiling a wry smile, “Love you, too, my Gabby Girl.”
 
   “Hey, there is another person with y’all tonight.” Sam shook her head rolling her eyes.  “Could you really try to refrain until we get home and you’re tucked away in your room?” 
 
   Gabby and Bradley smiled and both took a deep breath.  It was going to be hell and torture for him to try to contain his affection for her all night.  He hadn’t seen her in days and he had barely been able to touch or kiss her since they got there.  He wondered if it was killing her the way it was him.  He put his hand on her thigh and squeezed.  He smiled as she placed her hand on his. They looked up into each other’s eyes, the chemistry was nearly palpable.  “We’ll try.” They conceded.
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   They had spent all of dinner talking about Ryan, Joe, and Bradley told stories about his family in preparation for their big day on Saturday.  He had planned for the four of them: him, Ryan, Gabby, and Sam, to go play putt putt.  He knew Gabby would think it was silly, but he thought it would be a lot of fun.  It had been ages since he’d played and that would be something that would allow Sam and Ryan to flirt, but not be too uncomfortable if things didn’t go the way he thought they would.  He grinned when he thought about how he had dreamed for a week about getting to watch Gabby leaning over putting for eighteen holes.  
 
   The ride back to his place had been quiet.  The girls were stuffed and tired from their long days.  Bradley had his hand around the back of Gabby’s neck thumbing through her hair.  She loved it when he did that.  She would wiggle her head around with her eyes closed moaning, which of course inadvertently turned him on.  
 
   When they made it back into the apartment Sam gave Gabby a hug, “I need to study a little bit and then I’m off to bed.” Waving to Bradley, “Thank you dinner.”
 
   “Night Sam, you’re welcome.” Bradley grinned at her.  He was thankful she was there, but her words were music to his ear.  All he wanted to do was get his girl to his room and worship her body until he could no longer keep his eyes open.  
 
   “Night, Sam.” Gabby smiled.
 
   They stood and watched her walk and close the door to her room.  As soon as she was gone, Gabby turned and held her wrists around his neck on her tippy toes, “So, what are we doing tomorrow?”
 
   He crushed his lips to hers, possessing her mouth.  He didn’t want to talk about tomorrow’s plans.  He wanted to finish tonight’s first. 
 
   She moaned as his hands wandered to her rear, he pulled her leg up to his hips.  “Hop on, we’ll talk about tomorrow, later.”
 
   Gabby giggled and jumped into his arms, throwing her legs around both of his hips.  “Okay.”
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   Gabby
 
   Gabby woke up to soft kisses on her arms, then her neck, and then to her mouth.  “Rise and shine, beautiful.”
 
   She grumpily groaned as she turned towards him. “You’re such a perky morning person.” 
 
     “I am an especially…” He chuckled as he pushed his growing erection to her.  “Perky morning person when I wake up next to you, love.”
 
   Gabby moved her hand down, “Oh, yes.  Most definitely the perkiest morning person I’ve ever met.” She giggled.  “I can’t seem to keep you satisfied.”
 
   He brushed her hair back, “I don’t know that I will ever be able to get enough of you.” He kissed her softly and slowly.  “You’re beautiful in the morning.”
 
   Gabby rolled her eyes, “Whatever.”
 
   “No, you are.”
 
   “Well, I guess you’re the only one that needs to think that.  So, if you do, then I guess I’m good.” 
 
   He raised that one sexy eye brow, which almost always made her melt, “Damn straight.” He climbed on top of her and kissed her deeply this time, full of passion.  “Oh, Gabby.  You do realize I’ve got it bad for you, don’t you?”
 
   She rubbed her hands up and down his toned back, “Good.”
 
   He moved his kisses to her ear lobe and flicked it with his tongue causing her to wiggle.  She could feel his smile on her skin.  She closed her eyes and moved her hands to his hair.  Oh how she loved his messy wavy hair in the morning.  
 
   “Bradley.” She tilted her hips up to his.
 
   He continued down her torso, planting kisses.  “Yeah?”
 
   “We need to hurry up.  I bet Sam is already awake.”
 
   “Okay. Now Shh.” He placed his finger on her lips and she grabbed it between her teeth smiling.   
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   Bradley
 
   Bradley had arranged for Ryan to meet them at the apartment.  Ryan had a Land Cruiser, so they had all loaded into his vehicle. Bradley and Ryan were in the front and the girls were in the back chatting.  He and Ryan were having a casual conversation, although Bradley was pretty distracted.  
 
   They had just finished a quick lunch at Olive Garden and now they were headed to Captain’s Cove to play putt putt.  After putt putt was finished, Ryan would take them home to get ready for the evening festivities.  Bradley had made reservations at the Waterside Restaurant at Stone Mountain.  This is where Gabby and Sam would meet his crazy family.  
 
   He was glad they had a busy day planned and for the conversation.  He was trying so hard to keep his mind off of the anxiety he had about introducing Gabby to his father.  
 
   If Gabby thought meeting Dave had been uncomfortable, he could only imagine how badly tonight could go.  His mother had a tendency of turning a blind eye on his father’s indiscretions.  She loved him.  She had taken vows to be faithful to him, to love him for eternity and that was what she fully intended to do.  His father was a local politician and attorney.  Now that Bradley had Gabby in his life, he realized how screwed up and dysfunctional the relationship between his parents really was.  He had always know it was wrong, but his father had engrained into him that it was okay for me to behave in such a way, especially men of power.  He had always looked up to his father and he had a good time looking at women when he was with him.  
 
   After Gabby left him at the wedding, he had played back the conversations over the years with his father.  He looked back on his life and how many women’s hearts he’d broken.  He realized he wanted more, but more than anything didn’t want to turn out to be his father.  If he didn’t change, he was full well on his way.  He wasn’t sure if he would be able to do it.  That’s why he had waited so long before contacting her.  He wanted to make sure that he was able to go for a period of time without being with anyone.  He knew he needed women in the past.  He wanted to make sure that he was in a position to give her what she needed; a man who could value her decision to wait until she married to lose her virginity. 
 
   When they got out of the car, Gabby grabbed his arm. “Hey, are you okay?”
 
   He pulled her into a hug and rubbing her nose with his, “I’m fine, why?”
 
   “You just seem quiet today, not yourself.”
 
   He caressed her checks with the back of his hand, “I’m sorry. I’ve wanted to give you space so you can enjoy your sister.”
 
   “Well, snap out of it.  I want my playful Bradley back for putt putt, please.” She smacked his butt.
 
   His eyebrow raised and he tilted his head, “Did you just smack my ass?”
 
   She giggled as she tried to back up but he squeezed her harder.  
 
   “Nope, you’re not getting’ away.”
 
   Gabby stood tall and determined, “I sure did.  What are you gonna do about it?”
 
   He pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes playfully, “Hmm, let me think about it.  I have a few things in mind.”
 
   Gabby shook her head and winked. “I’m sure you do.”
 
   Gabby and Bradley were behind Ryan and Sam.  They were playing couples against couples. Bradley was leaning up against the fence and had his club palm resting on the top of the club, his legs crossed.  “They look like they are hitting it off pretty good.” He nodded towards them.  “What do you think, Gabby Girl?”
 
   Gabby leaned up to the fence beside him, scooting in close.  “I think you did a nice job, Mr. Banks.” She giggled.  “Let’s add matchmaker to your title.”
 
   He chuckled, “I’m pretty good at reading people.” He turned towards her, “Like you.” His voice was husky. “I know right now that it’s all you can do to resist making out with me right here in the middle of all these people.”
 
   Gabby’s brows furrowed and she gave him a sarcastic smile, “Well, that’s a given most anytime I’m with you.”
 
   He leaned in to where their faces were nearly touching, “Me, too.  Kiss me.”
 
   She leaned up and kissed him soft and slow until Ryan whistled and Sam yelled, “Oh C’mon, there are little kids around!”
 
   Their lips were still on each other, but they both curved them into smiles.  
 
   “Did I mention that Sam forgets she’s my sister, not my mother?” Gabby teased.
 
   “Hey, it’s your turn anyway Gabby.”
 
   She reached up and gave Bradley a quick kiss on the cheek and skipped up to the green.
 
   Bradley resumed his spot on the fence and crossed his hands in front of him as he watched her putt.  This was precisely why he had chosen putt putt and he couldn’t help but grin at how adorable she was at being pretty horrible at putt putt.  
 
   When she was done, it was his turn. Ryan and Sam had taken the place where he and Gabby had been standing waiting on them to do their round at the hole.  Bradley was an avid golfer.  It was almost a pre-requisite for being in the corporate world.  He had tried not to show off too much, but he was an excellent putt putt player.  As he was about to sink a birdie, he heard Gabby call his name.  “Hey, are we’re on the same team, don’t sabotage me.” He winked as he looked back over his shoulder to her.
 
   Gabby had her phone out and was smiling as she took a picture of him. “We are indeed on the very same team.  But, I thought you looked so cute like that.  I wanted to get a new picture of you for when you call me.” 
 
   Bradley shook his head, “Hmm, maybe I’ll just take a picture of you next time you go to putt.”
 
   Gabby giggled, “You do that.”
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   Gabby and Bradley had gone ahead and gotten out of the Ryan’s Land Cruiser to give them some space.  Sam was standing near him at the driver’s side.  It was obvious there was chemistry there.  Bradley put his arm around Gabby, “C’mon.  Let’s go on inside and give them some time.”
 
   Gabby smiled up at him as they started to walk away. “You did a nice job with them.  They really seemed to hit it off.” 
 
   He looked down and kissed her head, “Yeah.  I told you, I’m good at reading people, baby.”
 
   Gabby giggled.
 
   They spent about an hour and a half showering and getting dressed up to go to meet his parents.  Gabby was visibly nervous.  Bradley walked up and turned her around grabbing her shoulders, “Babe, it’s gonna be ok.  They are going to love you.”
 
   “I’m just nervous.” She fidgeted.
 
   “I know, me too.”
 
   Gabby’s lips formed a half smile and she arched an eyebrow, “Why are you nervous?” she asked sarcastically.
 
   “My dad is a bit of a womanizer, Gabby.  I don’t bring girls home.  I just worry how you’ll feel around them.” He shrugged.  “I mean, I know they are going to love you.  But I worry my Dad will be a dick to me and make you feel uncomfortable.”
 
   Gabby cupped his face in her hands, “Why would he be that way to you?”
 
   He looked down closing his eyes, “We have a great relationship when I do what he wants me to do, but if I buck him he is just an ass, okay.”
 
   “Buck him about what?”
 
   He looked at her and his pained baby blue eyes were detached, “Let’s not discuss this now.  Let’s go have a nice night and just remember how much I love you.”
 
   She smiled as she ran her fingers through his wet hair from his shower, “You look really nice tonight and I love you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
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   January, 2011:  The Present
 
   2:00pm
 
   Bradley
 
   He ran up the steps to try to release some of the stress that had building up in him all day.  This had turned into one of the worst days of his life and he had this infuriating woman to thank for it all, and he fully intended to do just that.  He knew that if he took charge she would be turned on and let her guard down.  There had been several times in the past when he would have had a terrible day at work and he would come over just like this and totally take control of her in every single pleasurable way he could.  
 
   He pounded on the door with his fist.  “Roni, it’s me.”
 
   She opened the door and looked alarmed.  “Hey.”  She looked up to him with concern as she rubbed her belly, “I should have known you would blow up like this.”
 
   “Oh, you sure as hell should have.” He barged past her into the apartment.  “Now, shut the damned door.”
 
   She did as she was told and slowly started walking towards him with a sly smile on her face.  “I knew you would come around.”
 
   He stood there relaxing slightly and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Did you?”
 
   She closed her eyes looking up to him waiting for him to kiss her. “Mhmm.”
 
   All he could think about was Gabby and how he wanted her in his arms instead of her.  He strummed his finger down her cheek, “Tell me, did you plan it?”
 
   “Plan it?” she looked up bewildered.
 
   “Yeah, did you come off the pill or something hoping to get yourself pregnant?”
 
   “No!  I told you, it’s not always 100% effective.”
 
   He leaned in a little closer to her, teasing her, “But, you said you weren’t upset about it either.  Are you hoping we’ll what, get married and live happily ever after?”
 
   “Well, I’m not gonna lie.  I would like that very much.”
 
    It took every ounce of self-control to not shove her away.  “Do you want to hear what I want?”
 
   “Of course.” She fluttered her eye lashes that were covered in mascara.
 
   “I want you to tell me the truth.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About whether I am the father or whether Ian is.”
 
   She swallowed and it was obvious to him she was trying her best to lie, “I don’t know an Ian.”
 
   He pushed her away, “You really are a lying, conniving little bitch.”
 
   She huffed and turning on her heel.  “How dare you.” 
 
   Bradley grabbed her arm and spun her back around.  “Excuse me.  How dare you?”  He pulled her closer, “You tell me everything or so help me God I will use every piece of ammunition in my arsenal to get you disbarred for conspiracy to commit fraud.”
 
   She jerked her arm away from his and started to sob.  “You wouldn’t.”
 
   Again, using his ability to seduce her to his advantage, he took a step closer narrowing his eyes.  “Oh, I would and I will.  Spill it.  Now.” He firmly spoke through clenched teeth.
 
   “I love you, though.”
 
   “No, you don’t love me.  You love the idea of me.”  He gestured between the two of them, “This isn’t love.”  He closed his eyes tightly trying to keep back the tears that were pricking the back of his fierce blue eyes, “You’ve got five seconds to start spilling your guts or I’m outta here and I’ll wage war against your ass so fast you won’t know what hit you.”
 
   Her voice and bottom lip quivered, “I’m not sure if the baby is yours.”
 
   “Mhmm, keep going.” He balled his fingers into a fist at his side.
 
   Her eyes were filled with tears and she was having trouble talking. “I had only been with you up until the night of your cousin’s wedding.” 
 
   Bradley closed his eyes as he listened because he couldn’t stand to look at her any longer.  He briefly opened them before closing them again, “Keep going.”
 
   “I met Ian and he made me feel so incredible and wanted.”  Veronica blinked quickly, a look of anger spread across her face.  “He didn’t make me feel like a cheap whore.”  She looked out of the window.  “I had too much to drink and so did he.  We left and came back here and he made love to me all night.  Are you happy now?”
 
   Bradley chuckled facetiously, “Oh, no I’m any and everything but happy right now.  Keep going.”
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   “Seven years of education plus all the time and effort you’ve been pouring into making partner.  That’s a lot to just throw down the drain.  Is that your final answer?”
 
   She sat down and cupped her head into her hands.  Her sobs were causing her body to heave.  
 
   “I didn’t think that was your final answer.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry you got caught.” He hissed.
 
   “No, I am.  I just wanted us to be together.  To be a family.”
 
   “Let’s get something very very clear.” He took a deep breath trying to maintain his cool.  “There never was an us.  There will never be an us.  No kid would change that.  I love Gabby.  You knew that and damn you for trying to tear that apart.”  He walked closer to the door.  “And I’ll give you credit.” He laughed sarcastically.  “Your little scheme almost worked.”
 
   She stood up, “Please don’t go.”  She sobbed.
 
   “Did you not just hear what I said?”
 
   “She’s so young.  She has all kinds of emotional baggage.  She’s no good for you.”
 
   He pointed to her and it was all he could do to not raise his voice.  Through gritted teeth to refrain from screaming at her, “She has emotional baggage because of people like you and that dickwad.  I will have my attorney call you on Monday to arrange for a paternity test.”
 
   He turned the door knob and walked out slamming the door closed so hard that it popped back open.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
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   October, 2010 ~ The Past
 
   Gabby was fidgeting as they entered the Waterfront Restaurant. “Baby, don’t be nervous.  It’s gonna be okay.” He looked down and grabbed her hand.  “Have I told you that you look stunning tonight?” 
 
   Gabby was wearing the strapless dress she had worn to Cade’s wedding but with the plum scarf he had bought for her.  Her hair was loosely pulled back with bouncy curly tendrils hanging down framing her face.  Gabby didn’t wear much makeup.  It was another thing he loved about her.  She didn’t need it.  She was beautiful the moment she woke up and she could wear a sheet better than any woman he’d ever seen.
 
   Gabby smiled a shy smile, “I think you’ve told me once or twice, but do feel free to tell me again.” She winked.
 
   “You look beautiful and they are going to love you.”
 
   Gabby nodded. “You’re pretty beautiful yourself in that suit.”
 
   “Beautiful, huh.  Not handsome, but beautiful.”
 
   Gabby raised both eyebrows as her eyes grew, “Uh huh.  Beautiful.” She said playfully.
 
   He loved this restaurant.  There were floor to ceiling windows around the entire building.  This table was in a quiet corner that had arguably the best view in the entire restaurant.  The water was beautiful as the sun was setting.  Stone Mountain really was beautiful.  The leaves were just starting to turn and there was a nip in the air signaling fall was in the air.  Bradley loved this time of year.  Football season was in full swing, the smells reminded him of his mom baking for the holidays, and he loved that it wasn’t too hot or too cold.  He had enjoyed taking Gabby to a few Georgia football games, even though she was most definitely not a Georgia fan.  He smiled as he thought about bringing Gabby back to Stone Mountain at Christmas time.  He knew she would love the lights.  In fact, he could see her in his mind giggling and the way the lights would reflect off her eyes, making her even more beautiful.  There were so many things he couldn’t wait to share with her.  
 
   Holley Banks was a stunning woman.  She was slender and tall.  Bradley had got his height from both his father and his mother.  Her black hair was cut in an inverted stacked bob.  Bradley also got his piercing blue eyes from her.  They were beautiful.  She stood and smiled as she held her arms out for Bradley to hug her.  “There’s my baby boy.” After she hugged him, she pulled back and walked to Gabby.  “And, you must be Gabby.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”  Gabby embraced her.  “It’s nice to finally meet you, Mrs. Banks.”  Gabby pulled Sam closer introducing her, “Mr. and Mrs. Banks, I’d like you to also meet my sister, Sam.”
 
   “Yes, Sam.  We’ve heard a lot about you, darling.” Mrs. Banks smiled as she embraced Sam. 
 
   Carmen was standing back through all of the introductions.  Gabby and Bradley had gone over to her house a couple of times for dinner on the weekends.  Sam already knew her from the wedding.  She nodded smiling at Carmen, “Hi Carmen.  Nice to see you again.”
 
   Carmen walked up and hugged both of the sisters and her brother.
 
   The rest of the evening was spent discussing Gabby’s and Sam’s future plans.  Mrs. Banks told embarrassing stories about Bradley’s childhood.  There was lots of laughter and for the most part his dad had been surprisingly pleasant.  
 
   When they had finished their coffee and desert, they stood to leave.  Mr. Banks grabbed Bradley’s arm, “Son, can I have a word with you?”
 
   Bradley looked down to Gabby, rolling his eyes. “You and Sam go ahead, I’ll catch up with you in a minute.  Here are the keys.”
 
   Gabby looked up to him giving him an are you ok look.  “Okay?” 
 
   He nodded and kissed her head.  
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   Bradley
 
   Bill Banks was tall and obviously in good shape.  There was no denying that Bradley had excellent genes.  Even though Bradley strongly favored his mother, he also looked a great deal like his father.  Holley and Bill Banks were a beautiful couple.  They’d made gorgeous babies together.  Bill had short salt and pepper hair and blue eyes, as well.  He was dressed in a pinstriped tailored suit.  Even for an older man, he was extremely attractive.
 
   When Bradley and his father were alone, he knew what was coming.  He was thankful his dad had been so cordial all night.  At least he had not embarrassed Gabby, or any of them for that matter.
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “Son, you don’t bring women home.  And the one you do bring home is just a kid.  What the hell are you thinking?  Have I not taught –”
 
   Bradley interrupted him, “She’s not a kid, she’s my girlfriend.  And, I love her.” Bradley hissed.
 
   “Well, what about the distance?”
 
   “Not that it’s any of your business, but it’s not been an issue thus far.”
 
   His father pursed his lips and ran his fingers over his mouth.  “This girl doesn’t seem to have a lot of money.  Are you sure she’s not just with you for you money, son?”
 
   Bradley went to turn on his heel.  “We are so not having this conversation.”
 
   “Son, don’t you walk away from me.”
 
   Bradley stopped and turned half his body.  “Dad.  I looked up to you my entire life.  I thought you were cool.  It took Gabby for me to realize that what you’ve been doing to mom all these years is disgusting.”  He clenched his teeth and squeezed his fists by his side.  “I don’t want that for my life, not anymore.  We’re done here tonight.”
 
   His father stood there speechless as Bradley walked away.
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   It had been a couple of weeks since Gabby had met Bradley’s parents.  Sam and Ryan had stayed in touch and things seemed to be going well for them.  They had agreed to just be friends.  Gabby and Bradley could only laugh at the attempt to contain the obvious explosive chemistry they had shared that day playing putt putt.
 
   Gabby had been continuing the therapy with Dr. Harrison.  She had thought a lot about what she had proposed and was anxious to leave the past in the past.  She was working hard to move past the hurt she had experienced over the course of her short life by focusing on her future.  That person was Bradley Banks.  She was 99% sure she was going to choose social work as major.  Bradley had been very supportive of her desire to help battered women and children.  
 
   Gabby was now on winter break and she had been staying with Bradley in Atlanta.  What was even better than staying with Bradley for several weeks was that Sam had agreed to come to Atlanta for Christmas.  
 
   Bradley had talked to Ryan about a special date he had been planning for Gabby.  He had something very important to ask her and he wanted to make sure that everything was perfect.    He also thought it would be a great way for Ryan and Sam to spend more time together.  He knew it would mean more to Gabby if Sam was there.
 
   He had been working mostly from home during the time Gabby had been staying with him.  Her being with him had made him want her even more, not just physically, but emotional.  He loved being with her.  Even if they weren’t saying a word, he loved her being beside him on the couch.  He loved getting to look at her while he ate his meals.  He would never get sick of watching her sleep.  
 
   He had told the sisters that they were going on a road trip and to dress warmly.  He wished he had taken a picture when Gabby saw the limo pull up to the apartment.  
 
   “What is this?” She looked over to him.  She was so excited she could barely keep her feet on the ground.
 
   Bradley had arranged for a limousine to take them to their destination and back.  He thought it would be nice to not have to worry about driving.  The girls would be able to talk.  They would all be able to drink.  He hadn’t been able to see Ryan much since he was in residency, so he knew they would enjoy catching up on sports.
 
   He kissed her hand.  “It’s a limo, climb in.”
 
   Sam giggled and looked up into Ryan’s brown eyes.  “Did you know about this?”
 
   He smirked and conceded, “I did.”
 
   Sam put her hands on her hips and sighed.  He bit his bottom lip grinning and she busted out laughing.
 
   Gabby and Sam climbed into the back of the limo and Bradley made sure everyone had a drink.  He had arranged for their favorite champagne. 
 
   “Where are you taking us?” Gabby asked.
 
   “Yeah, Mr. Moneypants.  Where are you taking us?” Sam chimed in.
 
   Bradley smirked as he looked at Ryan. “Should we tell them?”
 
   Ryan bobbed his head from left to right, “Hmmm.  Nah.”
 
   The girls both nudged their guys simultaneously.  “Not fair.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Gabby had gotten excited as they approached Hopeland Garden’s in Aiken, but slouched when they passed the entrance.  She had hoped that was where he was taking her ever since they had taken the Aiken exit.  She wondered where he might be taking her if not there.  What else was there to do in Aiken that would be so special, she thought?
 
   When the limo pulled into the parking lot of the old shopping center next to the Applebee’s, she remembered that you have to take a shuttle to Hopeland Gardens at Christmas to see the lights.  She and Sam made eye contact and beamed at the realization he had made arrangements for them to come together to see the Christmas lights.  
 
   Bradley placed his hand on Gabby’s leg.  “Hey, I thought it was time to make some Christmas traditions.  I know how special this was to you and Sam last year.”
 
   A tear streamed down Gabby’s face and she was unable to speak.  She just shook her head and cupped his face in her hands.  He leaned over and kissed her, whispering, “I love you, Gabby Girl.”
 
   He had told her he loved her at Thanksgiving.  The past couple of months had been the best in her life.  She couldn’t believe they were actually true.  “I love you, too.”
 
   Sam and Ryan watched on and Sam just rolled her eyes.  Ryan’s hand was resting on the side of his leg barely touching Sam’s leg.  She moved her hand closer, and then slowly threaded his fingers through hers.  Neither looked at each other, but both were blushing.
 
   Bradley pulled away, “C’mon.  Let’s get in line.”
 
   “Oh you mean you didn’t pay someone off to get us to the front of the line?” Sam winked.
 
   Bradley gave her a condescending playful look. “No, I didn’t think all these sweet people with children would appreciate that.”
 
   “Awe, Bradley.  You’re so sweet,” Sam teased.
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   The wait for the shuttle had not been too long.  The ride to there was only a couple of minutes.  Gabby felt like she was in high school riding on a bus with her boyfriend, hands threaded together laughing with her sister and Ryan.  She smiled at the couples with children and prayed that one day, these traditions would evolve into their family traditions.
 
   “The lights are beautiful, aren’t they?” Gabby asked Bradley.
 
   He leaned down and kissed her.  “They are, but not as beautiful as how you look with the lights bouncing off of you.”
 
   Gabby couldn’t do anything other than grin like a fool.  She shook her head and finally found words.  “You’re so smooth, such a charmer.”
 
   Bradley shrugged his shoulders, raising his eyebrows, and said, “Hey, what can I say?”  
 
   Gabby nudged him. “Let’s get some hot chocolate.”
 
   Ryan motioned for the opposite direction.  “We’re going to go to the dollhouse thing over there.  We’ll catch up with you two later.”
 
   Bradley smiled a wry smile.  “Sure, man.”
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   Bradley
 
   Everything was going as planned.  He and Ryan had already talked and planned for him and Sam to give them some space.  He just needed to wait for the right time.  His palms were sweaty even though the temperatures were just above freezing.  He was thankful for his gloves so that she couldn’t tell just how nervous he was.  
 
   It didn’t matter what she said, even though he wanted her to say yes.  He just needed to finally ask her, get it off his chest.  Her staying with him had only made him want it even more.  It was the next logical step in the relationship.  
 
   “Bradley?” Gabby nudged him.
 
   He shook his head trying to snap out of his nervous thoughts.  “Yeah, sorry.” 
 
   She handed him his hot chocolate.  “Do you want to go into that Racing Hall of Fame or do you want to just walk around?”
 
   Bradley smiled, “Let’s just walk around.”
 
   Bradley held his hot chocolate with one hand and put his other around her back, bringing her close to him to keep her warm.  She walked with both hands on her cup, blowing and sipping her drink.
 
   When they got to a bench overlooking one of the big ponds that went in front of the stage, Bradley motioned for her to sit down.  
 
   “This is so pretty.  I love this place at Christmas.”  Gabby squeezed her shoulders in trying to stay warm. 
 
   Bradley put his empty cup down on the bench.  He turned towards her and shook his head, “You really don’t even have a clue how gorgeous you are, do you?”
 
   She shook her head smiling.  “No, I don’t see it.  But, you say it an awful lot.”
 
   “Gabby…” He ran the back of his fingers down her face.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Please don’t freak and run away when I ask you what I’m about to ask you.”
 
   Gabby’s brows furrowed with concern.  She looked around.  “Where exactly would I run?  We took a shuttle and a limo.  I’m kinda stuck and at your mercy at the moment.”  
 
   “I just mean from us, from this.” He wanted her to know it didn’t really matter what she said.  He knew she would immediately think that what they were wasn’t enough if he didn’t clarify. “Gabby, I need you to know that no matter what you say, I love you and I want you any way I can have you.  I still mean that.”  He leaned in and kissed her.
 
   “You’re really making me nervous.  Just ask whatever you need to ask already.”
 
   “Did you know there’s an all-girls school in Gainesville?  It’s about an hour or so north of Atlanta?”
 
   Gabby shook her head.  “No.”
 
   “Please just think about this before you answer,” he hesitated, “I am willing to pay your tuition if you’ll transfer there next semester.”
 
   Gabby’s mouth gaped open.  “Why would I do that?  I don’t even know if I can transfer that fast.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders.  “Because I’ve already started looking for a house closer to there so we can live together.  So we can be together, Gabby.” 
 
   She swallowed and whispered, “You want us to live together?”
 
   “I do, Gabby.”
 
   She kissed him softly.  “I love you.  This is a huge step, though.”
 
   “I know.  It is for me, too.”
 
   She nodded, “Yeah, I guess it is, isn’t it?”
 
   “Huge.”
 
   “Can I think about it?  I will need to see if I can even transfer this late.”
 
   He pulled her into a hug because she was shivering.  He kissed her on the head.  “If not this semester, then please tell me you’ll do it this summer and transfer for fall term.”
 
   She pulled back.  “I think if things are going well, summer seems a little less scary and overwhelming to me.  This has moved so fast, Bradley.”
 
   “So, you’d agree right now to summer?” His eyes beamed.
 
   “If things continue to go well, yes.”
 
   He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her passionately.  “I love you so much,” he whispered. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
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   January, 2011:  The Present
 
   Bradley
 
   When he got back to his car he punched his fists against the steering wheel.  Taking a deep breath, he realized he had to get out of there.  He couldn’t give her the opportunity to see how much pain she had caused him.  He pulled out and went about a mile down the road to a gas station.  He pulled over and just hunched over the steering wheel in despair.  
 
   After a few minutes, he realized he had to talk to Gabby.  He searched the floor board for his phone that he had so carelessly thrown across the car in anger.  He had hoped when he looked there would be a missed call from her or something, but nothing.  There were multiple missed calls and texts from Sam demanding to know what had happened and to let him know she had also been unable to reach Gabby. 
 
   He tried to call Gabby.  It went straight to voicemail.
 
   Bradley:  2:34pm
 
   “Gabby, I know you’re upset with me.  Will you please call me back.  Let’s talk this out, please --- I love you.”
 
   He tried again in a couple of minutes.
 
   Bradley:  2:38pm
 
   “Gabby, even if you don’t want to talk, at least text me back and let me know you’re ok.”
 
   He filled his tank up and decided that if he couldn’t get her on the phone, he’d just drive to Columbia.  He headed to his place to grab an overnight bag and while he used the voice command to call Sharon.  When she picked up, he barely gave her time to say hello. “Sharon, It’s Bradley.”
 
   “Mr. Banks, what can I do for you?”
 
   “I wanted to let you know that I’ve had something come up in South Carolina and I need you to cancel my schedule through Wednesday, please.  I’ll check in Monday with further instructions for you.”
 
   “Yes, sir.  Anything else?”
 
   Running his hand through his hair, he exhaled.  “No, that’s it.  Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome, sir.  Safe travels.”
 
   “Bye, Sharon.”
 
   By the time the phone conversation had ended he was pulling into the parking garage of his apartment.  He hopped out, shoving the phone into his pocket and rushed inside the elevator that took him to his place.  He grabbed his overnight bag and started grabbing jeans, a couple of tees, sweaters, and some boxers, throwing them into the bag.  He grabbed all of the toiletries he needed and the medication he usually took on a daily basis for ADHD.  
 
   On his way out of his bedroom, he remembered the gift bag he had stored in his closet.  He had planned to give it to her later that evening before everything had gone awry.  He swiveled and turned to the closet, grabbing the bag in one fluid motion.  He stood in place for a moment as he did a mental check of everything he might need.  When he realized he had everything he couldn’t replace in South Carolina if he forgot it, he cut off all the lights and headed back out to his car.  He had decided he would stay in South Carolina for as long as he needed to sort out the mess with Gabby that Veronica and Ian had created.   
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   Bradley was about halfway into his trip to Columbia.  He had frantically been trying to call Gabby, but no luck.  He couldn’t even remember how many messages he had left for her.  He didn’t want to tell her about Veronica and Ian over the phone, but he was worried about her.  He wanted to at least make sure she was okay.  The other concern was that he was driving to Columbia, but he worried that maybe she had decided to stay in Atlanta or even go to Charleston to see Sam.  Ultimately, it was not knowing where she was and whether she was okay or not that worried him the most.  He knew Sam had not been able to get in touch with her earlier.  He really didn’t want to have to talk to Sam again so he had not tried to call her. 
 
   He was relieved when he heard the chime of a text on the cell phone.  He wasn’t sure who it was from, but he silently prayed it would be from Gabby.  He reached down and pulled his cell phone from the cup holder in the center console of the compact car.  He swiped the screen and saw that it was indeed from Gabby.
 
   Gabby – 6:17pm
 
   *Got your messages, just got home.*
 
   He quickly punched the button for the voice command and immediately replied.
 
   *What took you so long?*
 
   He waited and waited but nothing.  She never answered him.  She was clearly still upset with him and was giving him full force silent treatment, including texts.  He exhaled running his fingers through his hair, he was thankful she had at least let him know she was home.  He decided he’d give her a little bit of time to get settled and then try to call her again.  
 
   At 6:45pm, he decided he’d try to call her.  His brows furrowed and his face crinkled when he heard a guy’s voice on the other end.  
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “I must have the wrong number.” Bradley fumbled.
 
   He could have sworn there was a small chuckle on the other end before he heard the other guy say, “Who were you trying to reach?” 
 
   “Gabby Gerhart.” Bradley spoke authoritatively.
 
   “She can’t come to the phone.”
 
   Bradley was fuming at this point.  As his emotions heightened, so did the amount of gas his foot was giving his car increasing the speed.  “Who the hell is this?”
 
   “I could ask you the same thing.  Who the hell are you?” 
 
   It was a good thing that Bradley was only talking to the fool over the phone because if he had been anywhere near him he would have slapped the living shit out of them.  He wasn’t just furious at this point, either.  He was concerned.  Who the hell had Gabby’s phone.  “I’m her boyfriend, jackass.  Put her on the phone.”
 
   “No, she doesn’t have a boyfriend anymore.  From the sounds of how her day has gone, you’re the jackass.  Have a nice night.”  
 
   The line went dead and Bradley threw his phone into the passenger seat while banging his fists against his steering wheel cursing.  He accelerated the gas even more determined to get to Gabby as soon as possible.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   When he arrived at Gabby’s apartment, he noticed that her car was in the parking lot.  He didn’t see John’s car in the parking lot and he was 99% sure that the guy on the phone had not been John.  He’d met him a couple of times and they had always gotten along well.  John’s accent was different, though.  His accent was more southern than the guy from earlier.  He really didn’t know any other guy friends that Gabby had.  She really seemed to keep to herself and other than he, Sam and John, he didn’t think Gabby had many friends that she hung out with on a personal level. 
 
   He looked through the rear view mirror smoothing his hair into place.  He couldn’t help but think that he looked like crap, but then again, who wouldn’t given his situation.  He shook his head from side to side when he thought about how differently his day had gone than he planned.  It was all still very surreal, as if he were watching his life unfold before him.  As if he was in a movie watching some actor go through these terrible motions.  He reached over and grabbed his cell phone.  He’d be lucky if that dang thing survived the day it was having.  He couldn’t help but smile at thinking of how many times the phone had been thrown over the course of his nightmare.  He climbed out of the car and made his way up the steps thinking he should have stopped and at least gotten her flowers.  But, he also had not wanted to waste time getting her flowers when he was worried that she could be in danger.  
 
   When he got to the door, he knocked and no one answered.  He put his ear up to the door to see if he could hear anything.  Nothing, it was completely quiet in her apartment.  The lights were all off and the front porch light was on, as if she wasn’t home.  This time, he punched the door with his fist.  “Gabby, let me in, it’s Bradley.”  Still nothing.  Finally, a neighbor who had heard his banging opened their door.  An older man opened the door, “Hey man, she’s not home.  She was just leaving when I got home about twenty minutes ago.”
 
   Bradley frowned and sighed.  “Do you know what he looked like?”
 
   “No, sorry.”
 
   “Well, do you know if she looked upset or anything?”
 
   “She looked content.  I’m sure they’ll be back in a little bit.”  The man chuckled.  “I just didn’t want you to bust your knuckles up banging on her door.” 
 
   “Hmph, thanks, I guess.”  Bradley turned and walked back to his car.  He was defeated and exhausted from emotional ups and downs of the day.  The more he thought about it, though, the more sure he was that he’d wait on her to get home.  He’d give her an hour and if she wasn’t back by then, he’d call Sam and have her track her sister down for him.
 
   He decided to move his car a more distant parking place, but one where he would still be able to see the stairs to her apartment.  He listened to music, much of which painfully reminded him of Gabby.  He played stupid games on his phone, wrote a couple of work emails, but nothing he did could get his mind off of her for the time he waited.  Every time a car drove by him, he perched up with anticipation that maybe it might be her.  Finally, he watched a Camaro pull into the parking lot and saw Gabby get out of the passenger side.  He rolled his eyes at the prick who didn’t even have the decency to open the door for his girl. He waited a moment and then got out of his car, giving them a little lead.  He couldn’t get a good look at the guy, but he had his suspicions as to who it was.  He cringed at the thought of him putting his hands on his Gabby.  While he wanted to give them lead time, he didn’t want to give them too much.  He didn’t know how long he could stand seeing her with someone else.  Besides, what the hell was she doing with another guy already, anyway?  That was a little fast.  He wondered if she had secretly been seeing someone else this entire time.  Surely, not, he thought.
 
   They had already rounded the corner of the upstairs landing when he started climbing the stairs.  When he turned the corner he could have never prepared himself for what he was seeing.  
 
   Gabby was standing at her door with her hands together and crossed in front of her, obviously trying to stay warm.  All he could think of was how he wanted to hold her in his arms and try to warm her.  How he wanted to carry her over that threshold and take her inside and tell her it was all going to be okay.  
 
   He was even more livid as he got closer and heard the words coming out of Gabby’s mouth.   
 
   “Ian, it was nice to catch up with you.  Thank you for tonight.  It was a very nice distraction from my life.”
 
   He caressed his knuckles down her cheek, “Gabs, I want to see you again.”  He leaned in and began to kiss her.  
 
   That was it.  He could handle a lot of things, but he couldn’t handle watching another guy touching her.  Especially not this prick.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
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   January 14, 2011 ~ 8:02pm
 
   The Present
 
   Gabby
 
   Bradley was taking swift long strides towards Gabby and Ian.  “I have been waiting for the day I would get to do this.” Bradley spat through gritted teeth as he pulled Ian from Gabby and slung a punch square in his jaw. “And, to think I was worried I wouldn’t have a good excuse.”  He shoved him, “You best never touch her again.  Do you understand me?”  He spat as he punched him again knocking him to the ground.
 
   “BRADLEY!  Stop!” Gabby shouted.  She had never seen him like this.  He looked like crap.
 
   Ian was getting up swinging to punch Bradley, but Gabby lunged in between the two of them and Bradley quickly grabbed Ian’s fist before it hit her square in the head.
 
   Bradley never took his eyes off of Ian as he held his fist.  “Gabby, go inside.” He calmly ordered.  “Now.”
 
   She glanced up to him out of breath, “No way and what are you doing here, anyway?”
 
   Bradley quickly glanced down to her through clenched teeth, “What is he doing here is a better question, don’t ya think?”  He squeezed his eyes closed for a moment, “And kissing you?”
 
   “It’s not what you think.” Gabby whispered.
 
   “Really?”  Glancing back and nodding at Ian, “Did he tell you I called earlier?”
 
   This time she looked back to Ian puzzled.  “What is he talking about?”
 
   Ian glared at Bradley and then looked back to Gabby. “You were so upset, it was obvious Gabs.  I told him you couldn’t come to the phone. ”
 
   Her eyes widened and she grew more livid by the second.  “And, you not only answered my phone, but you decided to not tell me.”
 
   “It slipped my mind.” Ian smiled his most charming smile as he looked down at her.
 
   Bradley interceded lunging toward him again, “Yeah, like hell it slipped your mind.  I see you’re still the immature dick you were when you broke her heart.”
 
   “Enough!” Gabby whipped her head back and forth between the both of them.  “That’s enough.  Why don’t you both just leave?”
 
   She turned around and fumbled to get her key into the door to unlock it.  Both guys ceased their own brawl and immediately started trying to talk to her, pleading for her to listen to each of them.  When she was able to get the key undone, she slipped into the hole and quickly slammed it, locking it as fast as she could.  She stood with her back against the wall for a few minutes listening to the guys yelling at each other.  She slid down the door and cupped her face in her hands and she quietly sobbed.  But, she could hear them screaming outside.  She worried someone would end up calling the law if she didn’t intercept their fight.  But, then she heard Bradley yell at Ian, “Are you gonna tell her or am I?”
 
   Her brows furrowed and she was now curious what else there was to tell her.  She put her head up against the door to listen.
 
   “Tell her what?”
 
   “Oh, are you seriously going to stand there and act like you are oblivious?”
 
   Gabby heard a slamming sound and she looked through the peep hole to see Bradley had pushed Ian up against the wall and had his forearm under his chin in a chokehold.  As much as she was curious, she knew she needed to break them up again.  She slung the door open and grabbed Bradley by the shoulders, “Bradley, stop.”  His solid body barely moved with her pulling.  “Please.  Just go inside, I’ll deal with Ian.”
 
   “I’m not leaving you out here with him.” Bradley backed up into her arms looking deeply into her eyes.
 
   She couldn’t ignore the rush of relief that flooded her body as she felt his touch again.  She took a deep breath trying to steady her thumping heartbeat.  “Then you need to keep your hands off of him for a minute.” She spoke calm and determined.
 
   Bradley’s body relaxed a little, “Fine.”
 
   Gabby turned back to Ian.  “I don’t know what the hell else there is to tell me.  But, I know that I was right to be guarded with you all night tonight.” She walked closer to him pointing her finger.  When she was so close that he couldn’t move, she jabbed her finger into his chest. “If I ever see you again, it will be too soon.”
 
   Ian interrupted her, “I meant everything I said tonight.  How can you say that?”
 
   “Because, I don’t trust a word out of your mouth.  You screw with my head and my heart.  I’m done.  I’m done letting you into my life to trample on my emotions.”  She closed her eyes. “And, thank you.” She whispered.
 
   Half of Ian’s face scrunched in curiosity. “Thank you?  For what?” 
 
   “Thank you for coming back and letting me have the opportunity to tell you to go to hell.  Now leave.” She hissed.
 
   Ian looked back over Gabby’s shoulder at Bradley and narrowed his eyes.  “You’d rather be with Atlanta’s biggest playboy?  Tell me, Gabby.  Did you give it up for him?” Ian hissed.
 
   Gabby couldn’t contain her anger with him anymore.  Before she had time to think twice she slapped his smug cheek.  “That’s none of your damn business.”  She clenched her teeth and backed up towards Bradley, “Now.  I said, leave.”
 
   Bradley stepped up and put his hands on her shoulders.  He smiled victoriously, “You heard her, prick. Get outta here before I kick your ass all the way back to Atlanta.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
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   January, 2011:  The Present
 
   Gabby
 
   Ian threw his hands in the air defeated, “Whatever.”
 
   After Bradley had been sure that he had gotten into his car and driven away, he turned to Gabby. “Let’s go inside, we need to talk.”
 
   Gabby put her hands on her hips and stood firm, “No, I have nothing to say to you.  Nor, do I want to hear anything you have to say to me.”
 
   “Oh, you do have some explaining to do yourself.”  He put his hands in his pocket and cocked his head to the side, “You can start with why he was kissing you.”
 
   She hissed, “I don’t owe you any explanations.”  She shook her head as tears began to prick the back of her eyes. “If anything, you are the one owing the explanations and I don’t want to hear them tonight.”
 
   “Yeah, it would have been nice if you had let me figure this crap out in Atlanta.  It would have been good for you to have given me the benefit of the doubt.”  He ran his fingers through is hair, “But instead you go off an entertain the ass wipe from the past.”  He closed his eyes, “You couldn’t step outside of yourself for two friggin’ minutes to look at things objectively.”
 
   “Oh, don’t you dare make this about me or my fault.” She hissed.
 
   “Oh, c’mon, Gabriella.  You didn’t think the timing was odd?”  He threw his hands up, “Of all days for Veronica to show up at my door, and then he just happens to show up to conveniently pick up the pieces of your despair?”
 
   “I didn’t have time to think about the timing, it all happened so fast.”
 
   “Yeah, and it happened fast for me, too.  But instead of us sticking together, you run, as usual.”  He looked away from her.  “I gotta get outta here.  I need some time to re-think things, myself.”  When he looked back to her she noticed how red his eyes were and she knew he must have spent the entire day crying or drinking, but her bet was on the crying since he’d driven four hours to Columbia.  She sulked because the thought of him being in pain made her feel terrible.  He was right, she had been so selfish.
 
   “I don’t know what else to say other than I’m sorry.”
 
   “Yeah, me too.”  He turned and walked away.
 
   “Hey, where are you going?” She said it loud enough for him to hear, but she was quiet because she was exhausted.
 
   He stopped and glanced back at her, “I don’t know yet.”
 
   “Well, you’re not going to drive all the way back to Atlanta, are you?”
 
   He looked so tired and defeated, “No, Gabby.  I’m not.”
 
   “You can sleep on the couch if you want a place to crash.” She shrugged her shoulder.
 
   He smiled a half-smile, “Thanks, but I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because Gabby, as much as you hurt me and I’ve hurt you, I still want you and there is no way I can be near you right now.”
 
   Tears streamed down her face, “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” She fidgeted with her fingers, “I just didn’t know what to do.”  She wiped the tears from her eyes, “I do love you.”
 
   He started walking towards her, “And, I love you.” He put his hands on both sides of her head and pulled her in placing a soft, sweet kiss on her head.  She wrapped her hands around his waist, “I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 
   She looked up at him, but he looked away and pushed her back.  “Go inside so I can be sure you’re safe.”  He closed his eyes tightly, “I shouldn’t have even walked away without knowing you were locked away inside, first.”
 
   She did as she was told, “You’ll call tomorrow?”
 
   “That’s what I said, isn’t it?  Have I ever told you I would call, text, or email and not done it?”
 
   She felt like an errant child, “No.”
 
   He nodded his head, “Night, Gabby.”
 
   She was holding the door, leaning into it.  “Night.” She watched him as he walked away with his head down.  She had never seen him like this before.  He was definitely not the confident, in total control, fun loving CEO she had fallen so madly in love with.  She thought she had known heartbreak on the way home, but watching this man walk away from her looking so broken, much like she imagined she looked walking away from Ian and Lindsey, she closed and locked the door sliding down to the floor.  She heaved and sobbed uncontrollably.  
 
   Eventually, she wasn’t able to cry tears anymore.  She dragged herself to bed.  She didn’t change her clothes or do anything she normally did at night before bed, like washing her face, taking her contacts out, or putting on her pajamas.  She just wanted to sleep.  Maybe when she woke up she’d realize it had all been a bad dream.
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   The next morning Gabby woke up with the most horrible headache.  She hated when she cried hard like she had the day before.  And, she hadn’t just cried like that once, but it had been multiple times.  She was hoping it was all a bad dream, but the headache was confirmation that it was all very real.  
 
   She sat up and put her legs down by the side of the bed and massaged her temples trying to comprehend all of the events that had gone down over the last twenty four hours.  The only thing even remotely amusing about the situation was the thought of trying to retell it to someone.  It was crazy, like something off of a soap opera, except it wasn’t.  This drama had become her mess to deal with and she had no idea where to even begin trying to mend all of the broken pieces back together.  If mending them was even possible.
 
   She stretched and loosely pulled her hair back into a ponytail.  She knew if she pulled her hair too tight it would just make the dull ache in her head so much worse.  On days like today, she was thankful for the automatic coffee brewer that Sam had bought her for Christmas.  All she had to do was add the coffee and water the night before and the timer would cut it on for her so she woke up with freshly brewed, hot coffee.  She grabbed her favorite oversized mug, ironically one that Bradley had given her, from the cabinet and poured her coffee.  She opened the drawer that had her pain killers and popped two of those in her mouth, swallowing them with a sip of coffee.  Surely, between the coffee and the pills she would be feeling better in no time.  And, maybe if she was feeling better, then she could begin to deal with yesterday’s mess.  She flipped the television on and pulled her knees to her chest on the couch as she waited for her body to not feel like it had been hit head on by a freight train.
 
   After several cups of coffee, Gabby felt a surge of energy and her head was no longer throbbing, as it had been when she had woken up earlier.  She changed into her sweats and laced up her running shoes.  She grabbed a hooded sweatshirt, her iPod, phone, and keys and swiftly left the apartment.  She knew that the run would be the perfect way to sort through everything.
 
   While she was out, she realized that as close as she and Sam were, she really didn’t want to talk to Sam about all of this stuff with Bradley.  She knew that Sam was already over protective of her and very critical of people who hurt her.  The old saying was so true that you can talk bad about your own family, but other people can’t.  That’s how it was with Sam.  If Sam wanted to make fun of Gabby for always being late, that was one thing, but if someone else did it, then Sam got upset.  Gabby smiled thinking of how, in a way, it was so sweet of Sam to be so protective.  But, if Gabby and Bradley were able to work this out and she went to Sam and told her all of this stuff, Sam may not forgive him as easily as Gabby would.  
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   An hour later, she was showered and frantically cleaning her apartment, which she did when she had nervous energy, when John knocked on the door.
 
   She tossed the rag into the sink and blew up trying to clear the hair from her face.  After she had opened the door letting him in she reached in and gave him a hug, “Hey, John.  Thank you for coming.”
 
   John was taken aback by how quickly she had fallen into him.  It was obvious on the phone she was in pain, but he couldn’t believe how fragile she seemed.  “Hey baby girl, what in the world happened?” His arms were still by his side and he awkwardly put his hand on her head.  
 
   She pulled back and looked up into his big brown concerned eyes, “I don’t even know where to start.  Come in.” She wiped away the tears that were forming in her eyes.
 
   “So, I went to Atlanta yesterday.  Things have been going so well, you know.”  She took a deep breath trying not to cry.  “Things were serious.” She swallowed, “Anyway, yesterday there’s a knock on his door and it’s none other than a blonde pregnant bombshell.”  She put her head down and wiped her tears. “I really wish I could stop crying already!”
 
   John’s mouth dropped.  “You have got to be kidding me?”
 
   “No, really, I wish I was.  This is just the beginning of the craziness, though.”
 
   “Oh no.”
 
   “Yeah, so she says it’s his.  He swears he wasn’t with her after we met, that it was before.  I leave because I’m completely and utterly distraught.”  Gabby shook her head rolling her eyes, “I finally get home and thinking Sam has come to my door, again long story, open it to find Ian.”
 
   John busted out laughing, “Wow, you said that was just the beginning but you totally threw that one out of left field.  I didn’t see that coming.”
 
   “Trust me, neither did I.”
 
   “Please tell me that you spit in his face and then slammed the door on him.”
 
   “I wish.  Dummy over here lets him in and buys that he genuinely cared about me and wanted to apologize.”
 
   “Is he still at Georgia Tech?”
 
   “Yes.  Did you know that Lindsey cheated on him with one of her professors?” Gabby smiled.
 
   John laughed, “Served him right.  A little taste of his own medicine.”
 
   “Yep, that’s a little nicer than what I said.”
 
   “Oh really, and what did you say baby girl?”
 
   “Karma’s a bitch!” Gabby laughed.
 
   “That it is.  So, tell me more.”
 
   “Well, Ian seemed to know Bradley had been a playboy.  Almost like he knew we were together.  It was strange.”
 
   “Well, you lives in Atlanta.  I suppose it’s not completely far fetched that he would know that.”
 
   “I guess.  Anyway, Bradley came back.  Saw Ian trying to kiss me.”  Gabby exhaled. “Bradley smacked him around a bit and then went off on me for not giving him a chance to figure things out first.”
 
   “Geez, Gabby.”
 
   “I know.  I told you.”
 
   “So, where did Bradley go after that?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We left it at we’d call each other today.  But, I just don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Gabby, you love him.”
 
   She sniffed, “I know.  I do.”
 
   “He loves you.”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “He does, Gabby.” John reached over and tilted her head to look at him.  “He does.  I know it’s overwhelming to think of him having a child with someone else, but you two can work this out, I’m sure of it.”
 
   “What if he has been fooling around with other people all this time, John?” Gabby started to sob.  “I really can’t deal with the whole cheating thing again.”
 
   “When is the baby due?”
 
   “March.”
 
   “So, does that mean she got pregnant in June?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “My guess is that it was before you, Gabby.  Is he sure it’s his?”
 
   “He seemed to be pretty sure when she was at his place.” Gabby sat there for a minute staring out the window.  She had been so upset earlier, but looking back she realized he was different.  “But tonight he had all these questions.  He was so different, John.  Maybe he’s not sure?”
 
   “Well, I think you need to talk to him Gabby.”
 
   “I just know the last twenty four hours of my life has been harder than my entire senior year after Ian.”  She shook her head, “I can’t stand to be away from him.  My soul needs him as much as my lungs need air.  So much so that I feel like I’m suffocating just being away from him.”
 
   “I know you’re a tough girl and you’re going to ultimately do what you want, but Gabby, I seriously think you need to pull yourself together and call him.”
 
   Gabby shrugged her shoulders, “Okay, I guess so.”
 
   “Call him while I’m here or you’ll chicken out as soon as I leave.”
 
   Gabby smirked, “Will not, but fine.”
 
   She took a deep breath as she put in his number.  His picture popped up as she was calling and she inhaled sharply.  The man seemed to have an effect on her even in pictures.  
 
   He answered almost immediately, “Gabby.”
 
   “We need to talk.” She whispered.
 
   He sighed, “Yes, we do.”
 
   She looked up to John for reassurance.  He nodded back to her and smiled.  
 
   “Do you want to come over?”
 
   “I would like that very much.”
 
   “How long do you think it will take you?”
 
   “A minute or two.  I’ve been sitting outside of your apartment trying to muster the courage to call you like a teenage boy.”
 
   “Oh.” Gabby’s eyes got big and she looked at John.  “So, you know that John is here?”
 
   “I do.”  There was an awkward pause.  “Gabby, I know he’s your best friend.  I’m not surprised.”
 
   “He was just leaving.  He wanted me to call you while he was here so I wouldn’t chicken out.”
 
   Bradley chuckled, “Well that gesture is not lost on me.  I’ll be up in a few minutes.  I just need to make a call.”
 
   “Okay.” She hung up and turned to John.
 
   “He’s out front.  Said he’d been sitting there for a while.”
 
   “Alright, baby girl.  I’m outta here.  He gave her a quick hug. “I really hope you two can work this out.”  
 
   “Thank you, John.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
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   January, 2011:  The Present
 
   Bradley
 
   He dialed Sam’s number and waited for her to pick up the phone.  He had talked to her earlier while he was sitting outside of Gabby’s apartment contemplating whether he should move forward with his plans.
 
   “Hey.” Sam responded.
 
   “Hey.  I am going to go ahead with what we talked about.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “I am.  I’m going to fight for her, Sam.  I love her.”
 
   “I know you do.  What do you need me to do?”
 
   “Can you call the places in the email and set everything up for later this afternoon, early evening?”
 
   “I can.”
 
   “Thank you, I need to go.”
 
   “Good luck, Bradley.”
 
   “Thank you, Sam.”
 
   He put his phone in his pocket and jumped out of his car.  He clicked the button on his key fob causing the horn to beep twice.  He nearly ran into John as he quickly climbed the stairs, looking down at his feet as he shoved his keys in his pocket.  
 
   “Oh, sorry man.” Bradley looked up to him.  “How is she?”
 
   “You know, pretty crushed, but she loves you.”
 
   “I know, and I love her.  It’s not what she thinks.”
 
   “Oh really?” John’s eye brow arched.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll let her tell you.  I need to see her.”
 
   “Well, good luck.” He held his hand out to give Bradley a friendly manly shake.  When Bradley took his hand he pulled him in for a quick hug.  “Be good to her.”
 
   “Always.” He pushed John out of the way and ran to her door quickly knocking.  He was so incredibly nervous.  He had thought all day about what he had to lose if today didn’t go well.  
 
   When she opened the door, she gestured for him to come into her apartment.  Oh it was good to see her face again, even if it was obvious she had been crying far too much.  It pained his heart to know that he was the reason why.  It’s not as if he’d not done his fair share of crying, at least for a guy.  He had never cried over a girl before and he hoped he never did again. 
 
   After she closed the door, they both hesitated as they could feel the familiar pull and they both lunged forward embracing each other.  Gabby started to sob.  He ran his hands through her hair holding the back of her head.  “Gabby.  We have to work this out.”
 
   She continued to cry, “I know.  I just don’t know how.”
 
   “Well, we need to talk.  Last night, I was so upset with what I walked into that I couldn’t think straight.”  He kissed her head, “I wasn’t sure what you wanted.  It made me question everything.”
 
   She looked up into his teary blue eyes, “I want you.  I had no intention of kissing him back.  You have to know that.”
 
   “Why did you even entertain the dickwad after everything he did to you?”
 
   “I was so alone and honestly too tired to even really care.”  She nuzzled her head back into his chest.  “He can be very persistent.”
 
   He walked them closer to the sofa.  “Sit down.  I need to tell you some things.”
 
   She looked up concerned.  “Okay.”
 
   He looked her in the eyes “Gabby, I’m not sure the baby is mine.  I did some thinking after you left and talked to Joe.”  
 
   “What makes you think that?”
 
   “The timing for starters.  I don’t want to give you all the details.  But, the last time she and I were together was before the wedding.  I swear, Gabby.”  He never took his eyes off of her because he wanted her to know that he was telling the truth.  He worried if he looked away at all that she would question his sincerity.  “Gabby, Joe saw her with Ian the weekend of the wedding.”
 
   Gabby’s mouth gaped open, “No.”
 
   “Yeah, I went to see her after Joe told me.  He had no idea about Ian.  I’d never told him his name.”  He wiped a tear from her cheek, “Don’t cry, my Gabby girl.  This is all good.”  
 
   Gabby grabbed his hand on her face and held it in place.  “I have been a mess in the last twenty four hours, Bradley.  I need you so badly.  I don’t think I fully understood this.”
 
   “Anyway, let me finish.  At first, I thought it was just a coincidence about that the guy’s name was Ian, but when Joe said he was a soccer player at Georgia Tech.  I knew it was him.”
 
   Gabby closed her eyes as she listened shaking her head and pursing her lips.  It was crushing him to see her like this.  
 
   “I went to see Veronica after I left Joe’s and she admitted that she didn’t know whose it was.  But, you have to trust me Gabby.  I just know it’s not mine.  I just know.” He pleaded.
 
   “Well, you can’t be sure though, can you?”
 
   “I told her I wanted a paternity test first thing next week.”
 
   “Okay.” She smiled.
 
   “You have to know that I’ve been faithful to you.  Gabby, I love you.”  He leaned in and sweetly kissed her cheek.  “God, I have missed you.  Please tell me we’re okay.”
 
   She reached up and ran her fingers through his hair.  “It all makes sense now.  I am so sorry that I didn’t give you the benefit of the doubt.  You know I have a tendency to overreact.”
 
   He stroked her bottom lip with his thumb, “Are we okay?”
 
   She nodded her head, “I love you.”  Tears streamed down her face.
 
   He kissed her bottom lip slowly as his eyes closed.  He was relieved.  He could feel his heart swell and his all of the emotions from the past day came flooding to him as desire flooded over him.  “Gabby.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Are you up for a little road trip?”
 
   Gabby’s brows furrowed, “That was not at all what I expected you to say.” 
 
   “I know, trust me.  It’s not what I wanted to say or do, but it’s important.”  He moved her hair back behind her shoulders.  I will wait for you to get ready.  Do you still have your bag packed from yesterday?”
 
   She arched an eyebrow, “Yes.”
 
   “Will you wear the dress we had talked about you bringing and bring the bag with you?”
 
   “Are we going back to Atlanta?” she quizzed him.
 
   “No, it’s a surprise.  Please just do what I ask and don’t ask questions.”  He kissed her again, “I need you to hurry up because there is a time deadline.  And the longer I sit across from you, the more I want to just undress you and make us both get lost in each other so we forget the last twenty four hours.”
 
   She giggled, “Yeah, that was more along the lines of what I thought you were going to say.”
 
   His eyes were hooded with desire, “Go.  Now.”
 
   She smiled and kissed him back, “Okay.”
 
   He watched her walk away and finally relaxed against the back of the sofa.  He took a deep breath trying to fathom everything that had happened this weekend.  He had never been on an emotional roller coaster like this and he hoped this would be the last time he ever was on one.  He tried to get Veronica and Ian out of his head.  He was not about to let them ruin this for him again.
 
   He knew it wouldn’t take his girl long to get dressed.  It was one of the things he loved about her.  She had the ability to throw herself together in a matter of minutes.  He loved that she didn’t realize how sexy she was.  That was partly what made her so beautiful to him.  He grinned, “You look…” he shook his head looking her up and down, “You look delicious.  If I don’t get you out of here, I’m going to devour you like it’s my birthday and you’re my cake.”
 
   She busted out laughing, “Well, let’s stay, then.” She teased.
 
   “No, we need to go.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her in and kissed her passionately while he took the bag from her hand.  He arched his eyebrow and gave her a sideways grin, “I got this.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Gabby
 
   They had stopped by the hotel where Bradley was staying on the way to wherever it was that he was taking her.  He had changed his clothes, as well.  He was far more casual than she was, but he could sport his shirt and jeans in such a sexy way that she didn’t feel so overdressed.  
 
   They had barely been able to keep their hands off of each other.  She wasn’t sure what was so important to him that he would go through all this trouble, and resist the opportunity to have this make up make out session that she was dying to have relieved personally.
 
   Sitting in the passenger seat of his car, she would glance over at him with his Ray Ban’s on and his hair perfectly messy.  If someone had told her yesterday that she would be in his car watching him and be this happy she would have laughed at them.  She realized she was hopelessly in love with him.  Regardless of the results of the paternity test, there was no one else for her.  She didn’t want to ever have to imagine a life without him ever again.  She was so relieved.  
 
   She knew they were headed west on I-20 towards Atlanta, but he had said they weren’t going there.  She wasn’t sure where they would be going with her being dressed like this.  It became a little more obvious when he pulled off exit 18.  The main exit for Aiken.
 
   “Aiken, huh?”
 
   He looked over and playfully smiled at her, “Can’t keep that part a secret anymore, can I?”
 
   “No, I must say I’m curious now.” 
 
   “You’ll find out soon enough.” He quickly glanced at her.
 
   She wondered if he was taking her to Hopeland Gardens.  They had gone there are at Christmas, but certainly he wouldn’t have had her dress up so much to just go to a park.  He had taken her to Malia’s for dinner that night.  It was one of the best restaurants in the city.  She looked over at him, “Are we going to Malia’s?”
 
   “My lips are sealed, my love.”
 
   When they drove past Malia’s on Lauren’s Street, she knew that wasn’t where they were going.  “Hopeland Gardens?” she pried.
 
   He winked, “Yes.”
 
   She glanced down, “Dressed like this?  I’m gonna freeze?”
 
   “We won’t be there long.  It’s getting late and it closes at dark, you know.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He opened the door for her and she climbed out of the car.  The pathways leading into the gardens were made of dirt and she wasn’t in the highest of heels, but heels nonetheless.  “I’m not going to have to do a lot of walking in these am I?” 
 
   He reached down and scooped her up, “If you’re going to complain about walking and being cold, I’ll just carry you.  How’s that?”
 
   Gabby threw her head back laughing and quickly crossed her legs, “Put me down, I can walk!”
 
   “You sure, baby?  Because I’m delighted to carry you.”
 
   She turned to face him and kissed him, wrapping her arms around his neck, “Carry me, then.”  
 
   “My pleasure.”
 
   As he started walking down the pathway leading into the main area of the gardens, he stopped for a moment, “Gabby.”
 
   Still giggling, she turned to look at him. “What?”
 
   “I just wanted to see you for a second.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows, “What are you up to?  You’re acting so strange.”
 
   “You’re about to find out.”
 
   At the end of the main walkway there were several brick steps leading to a terrace that had a long looking pond in the middle.  There were red rose petals all over the terrace.  On the ledge that led of the brick enclosed looking pond, there were hundreds of tea light candles.  The music of her new favorite band, The Strange Familiar was playing.  Falling Back to You was playing quietly. It was one of her all-time favorites.  The sun had just started to set and the warm colors of the sky filtered through the lush canopy of trees created a most romantic ambiance.  “You did this for me?”
 
   He put her down.  “I did.”
 
   She beamed and wrapped her arms around his neck pulling him down into a kiss.  “I love it.”
 
   He wrapped his arms around her waist pulling her close.  He broke the kiss and looked down to her.  His eyes were sparkling from the glow of the candles.
 
   “Gabby, do you remember the meet in the middle proposition as you called it?”
 
   She giggled, “Of course.”
 
   “You remember us talking about this place?”
 
   “Yes.” She whispered.
 
   “All I could think about was watching the light through the trees bouncing off of your eyes and being able to see those little golden specs in your eyes.”  He caressed her face.  “All I could think of was how badly I wanted to be able to see you here in this place at this time of day.”
 
   “We’ve been here before though?” she responded confused.
 
   He put his finger over her lips, “Shh.  You told me the night you met me that you wanted someone who wanted more than just your body.  Someone who wanted you mind, body, and soul.”
 
   She shook her head smiling.  Was he about to do what she thought he was about to do?  She couldn’t control the tears as they started streaming down her face.  Her chest was so tight she could barely breathe.
 
   “Gabby, there is no one else for me.  If I can’t be with you for the rest of my life, I will be alone.  I’ll be miserable.”
 
   “Me too.” She said.
 
   He leaned down and kissed her softly.  “Shh.” He released her and got down on one knee.
 
   “Gabriella Nicole Gerhart, you have my mind, my body, my soul.”  He reached in his pocket and pulled a small red velvet sachet.  He opened it and pulled a Neil Lane princess cut diamond ring and showed it to her.  
 
   She was in awe.  It was beautiful.  The center stone was surrounded with round stones and then there were also round stones going down each side of the band.  Her hands covered her mouth as she tried to contain the joyful sob that was escaping her.  
 
   “Gabby, may I have your mind, body, and soul forever, for always?  Will you marry me?”
 
   “It’s beautiful.” She spoke softly as her voice quivered.
 
   Bradley maintained his position looked to her completely raw with emotion, tears in his eyes.  “Please, Gabby.”
 
   “Yes.  Yes!”
 
   She put her hand out for him to place the ring on her finger.  She held it in front of her and admired it while he quickly stood, grabbing her waist on the way up and bringing her lips to his.  They kissed passionately.  He squeezed her close and picked her up, twirling her.  “You have just made me the happiest man in the world.”
 
   “And, you’ve just made me the happiest girl in the…”
 
   He cut her sentence off as he began to kiss her again.  When he broke it he was panting out of breath and his voice full of desire, “I love you so much.” 
 
   She nodded her head as tears streamed down her face.  “I love you.”
 
   He released her and turned around, as if looking for someone.  “Sam did you get all of that?  She said yes!”
 
   Gabby’s eyes lit up and she quickly snapped her head back and forth, “Sam’s here?”
 
   Bradley proudly looked back to her.  “Yes, she helped me set all of this up for you and hopefully video- taped this for us.”
 
   “You have got to be kidding me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But, we weren’t even supposed to be here.  We were supposed to be in Atlanta.  How did you get her to do this so quickly?”
 
   Sam came into view as Gabby rattled off questions, “Awe, Gabby.  Let me see!”
 
   Gabby held her hand out for Sam to see the massive ring, “I’m so glad you could be here.” Gabby couldn’t hold back her sobs any longer.  Sam grabbed her and just hugged her swaying back and forth.  “Oh Gabby, I told you he was your keeper, your prince charming.”
 
   “I know.” She sniffed trying to tame the sobs, “I know.”
 
   When Sam released her she asked her question again, “But, how…?”
 
   Bradley interrupted her.  “Gabby, I had planned to propose to you in Atlanta last night.  Sam had planned to drive to Atlanta Saturday morning to help me.”  He looked over to Sam and grinned offering a hug.  “When all of that happened, I had to cancel everything there.”  
 
   Gabby started to look sad realizing just how much damage Ian and Veronica had managed to do yesterday.  No wonder he had looked so shattered when he got to her last night and saw her with Ian.  He had gone through so much trouble and his plans had been ruined.  
 
   “I’m so sorry.” Gabby whispered.
 
   “Don’t be, baby.  This was way better than what I had planned anyway.”  He moved a stray curl back behind her ear, “I was so upset last night and knew I just needed some time to think, to make sure that this was the right decision.”  He leaned down and kissed her head.  “It just solidified what I already knew, Gabby.  I’m kind of happy it happened.  I have no doubts what so ever.  I will cherish every day I get to spend with you because I now know what it’s like to have you leave me.”
 
   Gabby started to shiver because the sun was almost fully down and it was getting darker by the minute.  The candles and flowers were beautiful.  She looked around wondering how they would clean all of that up before dark.
 
   Bradley interrupted her turning her chin so that she was looking at him, “Hey, we have permission to be here late.  Sam is going to clean it all up for us.  How does Malia’s sound for dinner?”
 
   “Delicious.”  Gabby beamed and turned back to hug Sam. “Thank you for this.”
 
   “Oh Gabby girl, you deserve this.”
 
   Gabby laughed at Sam using Bradley’s little nickname.  “Goodnight, then.  Love you, sister.”
 
   “Love you, Gabby.” Sam nodded at Bradley, “Y’all have fun.”
 
   Bradley whispered, “Thank you,” as he gave her a quick hug.  “And we will.”
 
   He scooped Gabby up the way he had when they first arrived, “Let’s go my little princess.” He leaned in and kissed her.
 
    
 
   She giggled and wrapped her arms around him.  She looked over his shoulders at her left hand and shook her head in disbelief. “Is this really happening or am I dreaming?”
 
   “Really happening, love.  Really happening.  And the night is just getting started.”
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   “I thought you said we were eating at Malia’s?” Gabby pointed at the window as they passed Malia’s on the right.
 
   “I said we were having Malia’s for dinner.” He glanced over to her grinning, “But I didn’t say we were eating there.”
 
   “Oh. Where are we eating then?”
 
   “The Carriage House Inn”
 
   Gabby looked back over to him with hooded eyes, “Oh really?”
 
   “Yes, another thing I had dreamed about that night at Steak and Shake was taking you to a sweet bed and breakfast here in Aiken.  So, I decided tonight would be the night.”
 
   She bit her lower quivering lip, “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.  I’ll spend the rest of my life taking care of you, I promise.”
 
   “And I of you.” She reached over and ran her fingers through his hair.  “What will we do if the baby really is yours?”
 
   “I was really trying to not think about that situation tonight.  This is about me and you.”
 
   Gabby shrugged shaking her head. “It’s the elephant in the room Bradley, I don’t know how much longer I can ignore that question.”
 
   He stared straight ahead, “I’ll support the child.  I’ll have a relationship with him or her.” Glancing to her with fire in his eyes, “But, I will not have a relationship of any kind with Veronica and she knows that.  I made that very clear.”
 
   “Okay.  I can live with that.”  She tilted her head, “Will we have babies?”
 
   “Of course, we’ll have as many babies as you want.”
 
   Her round eyes grew large, “Six?”
 
   “Ahem,” he cleared his throat trying to not choke, “Six?”
 
   Gabby thought he looked so adorable in that moment.  She was really just teasing him but it was obvious that he thought she was serious.  And it was also obvious that he was entertaining the idea in an effort to make her happy and honor the statement he’d just made.  She couldn’t let him worry too long. 
 
   “Yeah, you know.  A large family of little adorable Bradley’s?”
 
   “If you want six, I’ll have fun trying.” He glanced over at her grinning wickedly.
 
   Gabby busted out laughing, “I don’t want six.” She winked.  “But, I appreciate that you’re open to a large family.”
 
   A wave of relief washed over his face and the color started to return.  “You had me worried.” 
 
   She reached over and fingered through is hair, “Thank you.” She gleamed.
 
   He leaned into her touch, “My pleasure.  We’re here.”
 
   The inn was located in downtown Aiken on Lauren’s Street, farther down and on the other side of the road from Malia’s.  It was a grand white colonial two story inn with black shutters. 
 
   “This is so neat that it’s right in the middle of town.  I’d passed it before, but never really paid any attention to the fact that it was a bed and breakfast.” 
 
   “I thought it was a great location.  C’mon.  I had Sam check us in so everything is ready.  We just need to go to our room.”
 
   He opened his door and walked around to her side and took her hand helping her out of low car.  “I’ll grab our bags.”  He said as he pulled them from the back of the car.
 
   They walked up the stairs to a large suite with a four poster king sized bed with soft white linens.  The room was decorated in warm yellows and had a balcony that overlooked the courtyard in the rear of the property.  
 
   He watched her as her wide eyes surveyed the room.  There were red roses covering the floor.  You could barely see the carpet.  There were pillar candles of staggering lengths on nearly every surface.  There was a room service tray that had silver dome over the plates, a tray full of chocolate covered strawberries, a bowl of fresh whipped cream, and a chest of ice holding a familiar looking bottle.  It was the same champagne he had for them on their first date at The Peninsula Grill in Charleston, Champagne Perrier-Jouet, 2004 Belle Epoque Rose.  
 
   “Say something.” He whispered as he closed the door and wrapping his arms around her waist.  He moved the hair on her neck to the side and started nibbling, kissing her sweetly.
 
   She grabbed his arms, “It’s beautiful.”
 
   All he could think of was there was nothing more beautiful than her.  The view of her eyes as he carried her into Hopeland Gardens earlier took his breath away.  He wished he could have had Sam capture just her eyes in a photo in that exact moment.  It had been even better than he had imagined.  “Beautiful like you.” He continued to kiss, “Ya hungry?”
 
   “Mhmm.” She hummed as she tilted her neck, giving way for his kisses.
 
   “For food or something else?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “You’re monosyllabic again, you know?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m beyond okay.” She turned and faced him.  Her eyes were like hot liquid gold.  They shimmered with anticipation.  “I love you so much.”
 
   “I love you, Gabby.”
 
   He put her chin between his fingers, slowly tilting her head up to his.  He gently pulled her bottom lip as he savored her.  He intended to slowly savor every moment with her.  This day had not gone the way he had planned, but he knew they were going to be okay. It was turning out better than anything he could have planned.  He appreciated her more than he ever had before.  He hadn’t known that was even possible.
 
   He cupped her face in between his hands and deepened the kiss.  Their tongues were dancing and gently tugging on each other’s swollen lips.  He moved one of his hands down her arm, then to the small of her back pulling her quickly as close as she could possibly be to him.  He inhaled sharply, “I can barely breathe when I’m around you because you take my breath away.” He continued to kiss her. “But, when I was without you, I thought I was drowning.”  
 
   She opened her eyes and looked at him as her lips formed a smile around his.  “Me, too.”
 
   He closed his eyes tightly, “Oh, Gabby.”  He started to move them back into the room.  Gabby giggled not knowing where she was going, “I got you.”
 
   “Mmmm, I know you do.”
 
   When they reached the side of the bed, his hands moved to the back of her dress, finding the zipper.  He slowly started to pull it down.  He stopped kissing her and opened his eyes watching her.  Her lips were parted and her eyes were hooded with desire.  
 
   “When can we set a date?” Gabby asked.
 
   “Let’s talk wedding dates during dinner.”
 
   Gabby’s face turned red, “I want to get married as soon as possible.”
 
   He smirked as he pushed the dress back and down to where it puddled in the floor around her feet.  She was so incredibly sexy standing there in a black thong, and a black strapless lacy bra.  She didn’t need to even wear sexy lingerie.  She could make the simplest bra and panties delectable.  Although, he fully intended to buy her plenty of lingerie once they got married.  “Why as soon as possible, my love?”
 
   “Because I can’t wait for you to make love to me, Bradley.”
 
   He sucked in air as his her words.  He clenched his eyes closed and he was grinning devilishly when he opened them, “Then let’s get married tomorrow, then.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck, smiling. “I want a traditional wedding, the fairy tale.  I’ve already got the prince.”
 
   He rubbed his nose on hers, “We could elope and then have a big wedding.” He began to sway their bodies from side to side to the quiet romantic music playing on the room’s sound system.  He leaned in and began to kiss her cheek, then her ear lobe.  
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He continued making his way down her body, “Okay?”
 
   “Okay.” She whispered.
 
   He stopped and looked at her moving his favorite stray piece of hair behind her ear lobe.  “Not okay.”
 
   Her brows furrowed and she looked at him confused.  
 
   “I was kidding.  You would regret that.  My family would kill me, not that I care that much.  But more than anything, Sam would be devastated and disappointed.”
 
   Gabby shrugged her shoulders, “Yeah, I guess you’re right. But, I want it planned as soon as possible.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Her smile reached her eyes and she stood on her tip toes to kiss his ear lobe as she mirrored his word, “Okay.  Now no more wedding talk.”
 
   He threw his head back laughing, “Can I record you saying that and use it against you in the future?”
 
   She giggled and pushed him back, but he barely budged.  He grabbed her shoulders and pushed her back against the bed while moving the white bedspread down towards the foot.  Her legs were dangling off the tall bed.  He ran his hands down her beautiful toned legs, kissing and sucking his way to her left foot.  When he got to her ankle, he slowly slid her shoe off and let it drop to the floor.  She looked down at him and laced her fingers through his hair.  He went back to the top of her thigh and repeated the motions on the right leg.  Her breathing was ragged and his eyes glanced up at her, never removing his lips from her leg.  He smiled and continued.  
 
   Oh, how he wished that he didn’t care so much about giving her the whole fairy tale wedding because if he had his way he would have brought in a notary to marry them tonight.  
 
   He kissed his way back up her legs, alternating sides and when he reached her hips he used his teeth to start pulling her panties down.  She giggled as he nipped and kissed her.  He let out a small roar for her, “Mmm.  You make me wild like an animal.”  
 
   “I see.”
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   Gabby
 
   His slow sensual undressing of her was about to make her explode.  She wanted his lips on other places of her body and she had started to wiggle and squirm.  She could feel his lips curve into a smile on her body every time she moved.  Rather than speeding things up and giving into her, he would just slow down and take his time.  
 
   When he got to her feet again, he let the panties drop to the floor as he had her heels.  He started to move his way back up, this time paying careful attention to the insides of her thighs with his tongue and lips.  “Ah.” She moaned.  She knew where he was headed and she rolled her eyes in the back of her head.  “Kiss me.” she muttered.
 
   “I am kissing you.” He breathed onto the very tops of her thighs.  “Kiss you where, Gabby?”
 
   “There.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   She leaned up on her elbows and inhaled closing her eyes and then flashing them back open, “You know.”
 
   “Here?” he moved his kisses up to her belly button.
 
   She laughed, “No.”
 
   “Here?” moving his kisses up her stomach and pushing her back down onto the bed.
 
   “Ah, no.”
 
   He put his hands behind her back and unclasped her bra, tossing it to the floor with the rest of her clothes.  
 
   He took one of her perky nipples into his mouth and playfully glanced up to her, “Here?”
 
   She shook her head no.
 
   “I think you’re wearing too many clothes.” She grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it up over his head.
 
   He leaned down and took her mouth in his, kissing her deeply and passionately, “Here?”
 
   “No. You’re getting colder not warmer, Mr. Banks.” She giggled.
 
   His eyes were bright blue and playful, “Oh, I see.”
 
   He nibbled her ear and then trailed kisses down her neck, “Getting warmer?”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   He was back to her breasts, “You said this wasn’t it, right?”
 
   “Right.” She gasped as he tugged and pulled.  The only thoughts she could really think was how much she loved him and how badly she wanted to get married as soon as possible.  She knew that if he was this good just making out, that her wedding night would be pure pleasure.
 
   “Do you need a hint, Mr. Banks?” she playfully smiled as she inhaled as his tongue went farther down her abdomen.
 
   “I think I might, Miss Gerhart.”
 
   She tilted her pelvis up into his chest while leaning her head up so she could see him. He chuckled, “Oh, I see.”
 
   “No, you feel.” She winked.
 
   “Ah, yes.”
 
   He spread his legs and nuzzled his head between her legs.  She inhaled so sharply there was a whistle, “I think you just hit the spot.”
 
   “Hmph, and I just claimed my prize.”
 
   He started to flick his tongue back and forth causing her legs to reflex and shake.  She grasped the sheets tightly.  “Yes.” She hissed through clenched teeth, her eyes tightly squeezed close.  The sensations were almost too much to handle.  She let out a load groan as her whole body trembled on the bed as she came down from the most incredible high she had ever had.  
 
   When he was done, he kissed his way back up to her.  She pulled him to her mouth and kissed him as she cupped his head in her hands, threading through is hair.  “That. Was. Incredible.  Do you want your prize?”
 
   “I already have my prize.”
 
   “No, your prize.” She grabbed his erection that was bulging through his pants.  
 
   “Gabby, you’re prize enough for me, but I will never turn down any other prizes you’d like to offer me.” He pushed her hair back and kissed her nose.
 
   “Well, then you’re still wearing too many clothes.”
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   They had spent the next hour continuing to please each other, to make love in every way they could to uphold her promise to her dying mother.  When Gabby was totally spent, they were both naked and he was holding her, her had resting on his chest.  She was rubbing the groomed hair on his chest.  “So, I was serious about the whole wedding date thing.”
 
   “I was, too.” He was rubbing her arm.
 
   “Bradley, I don’t know how much longer I can wait.  I want you so badly.”
 
   “Oh, and to think you thought I’d be the one who wouldn’t be able to wait.” He smiled.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “So, when do you want to get married, love?”
 
   “How about a June wedding?”
 
   “You sure?  That’s still months away.”
 
   “Well, I was thinking we could seriously elope and keep it to ourselves.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “What about school for you?”
 
   “I had already requested a transfer to Brenau on Friday before I left.”
 
   He perched his head up, flexing his muscles against her face, “You did what?”
 
   She proudly grinned, “You heard me.”
 
   He pulled her head up to his and closed his eyes as he kissed her.  “Gabby, I love you so much.”
 
   “I know.  And, I love you.”
 
   “You hungry?”
 
   “Famished.” She giggled.
 
   “Well, let’s eat, then.”
 
   They spent the rest of the night eating and expressing their love towards one another.  Gabby wondered how she could have ever pondered him being unfaithful to her.  It was so obvious that she was the only girl on his radar, and that was the best feeling in the world.  She couldn’t wait to spend the rest of her life making him happy, having his babies, and growing old with him.  He was her soul mate.  He was happily ever after, her fairy tale.  He was the love of her life.  She wasn’t dreaming.  This was really happening for them.  
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