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For my son, Austin, who helped me find Gavin’s voice.
May you always ask questions and never run out of french fries.
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purple orchids



part one
gavin



chapter one
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Here’s to another successful acquisition,” Scott says as he clinks his shot glass, full of one of the world’s finest tequilas, to Angie’s and mine.
“At a hundred bucks a shot, you’d better hope we sealed the deal today,” Angie adds. Scott and I vehemently nod our heads in agreement before we down the expensive liquor and savor the burn.
“Gavin, you were on fire,” Scott says. “I thought we might lose the screenplay altogether until you pulled out the big guns.”
“It never hurts to drop a name or two just to get these young screenwriters seeing stars and dollar signs,” I say. I turn to Angie and tell her, “Don’t forget to put that meeting with his lawyer on our schedule next week. I’d hate to lose it on a damn technicality.”
“I’m on it boss,” Angie assures me, already typing away into the calendar on her phone.
“So, did you ever get Karen to read this one?” Scott asks. “I thought it might be right up her alley being all ‘Desperate Housewives’ and what not.”
Angie almost chokes on the Diet Coke she’s drinking. She laughs, saying, “We are talking about Gavin’s wife, Karen . . . my friend and former sorority sister . . . the very same one who only bothers to read a magazine if there are tips on how to reduce wrinkles or prevent split ends?”
We all share a laugh. I’ve known Angie since college. She and Karen became inseparable when they rushed the same sorority. After graduation, however, reality struck most of us who understood the value of a hard day’s work, a group Karen never aspired to become a part of. Angie showed a lot of promise and Scott and I quickly brought her on as our assistant as soon as we started the company a few years later. She’s been with us ever since, almost four years now. I think Angie now qualifies more as my friend than Karen’s, but even I don’t have the balls to tell Karen that.
Karen couldn’t be more different from Angie now. We got married right after graduation and she proceeded to make a career out of being a social butterfly. I was so busy working my way up as a production assistant that I never even noticed how she truly lacked ambition to do anything in life besides garner a fashionable entourage. But our life works for us. She stays out of my business and I stay out of hers. It’s kind of like the way we were back in college—friends who keep each other grounded while living our own lives. Only now we have sex. Occasionally.
“No, she didn’t read it,” I tell them, waving the bartender over. “What’ll it be guys?” I raise my eyebrows at them awaiting their drink orders.
“Oh, no,” Angie says. “You’re not getting me drunk again on the road. Hangovers and airplanes do not play well together, especially when the flight from Chicago to L.A. is not a particularly short one. I’m calling it a night, boys.” She leans in and gives us each a hug before exiting the hotel bar to go up to her room.
“Scotch and soda for me,” Scott says to the bartender. Then he looks at me. “I’ll puke on a plane. Doesn’t bother me.”
I laugh at him as I order my own drink and we turn our barstools around to peruse the area for Scott’s next conquest. “What about that brunette over there?” I motion to the woman sitting at a table in the corner of the bar playing with her phone.
“Nah, she looks desperate,” he says.
“How can you possibly tell that?” I ask.
“She’s been checking us out since we got here. Clearly she’s here alone. Too easy a target,” he says.
That’s Scott Carlson for you. Always up for a challenge. As if being the starting quarterback on his college football team wasn’t enough, he has to have the bad boy look that all women swoon over with his spiky hair and tatted up arms. It’s amazing that we ever get anyone to take us seriously in the film production business. I guess that’s why I get to take point on a lot of the public appearances. Makes our company seem a little more clean-cut.
“Okay, how about the one at the end of the bar with the big teeth?” I nod over his shoulder at an attractive woman.
“Now, that’s what I’m talking about,” he says, turning around to check her out. He quickly turns back and says, “Too old.” He shivers. “After Gretchen, I swore off anyone over thirty.”
I raise my eyebrows at my thirty-one-year-old partner.
“What?” he says, holding his hands up in surrender. “You only live once, man and I’m not getting any younger. Not all of us can still be in our twenties, you know.” He slams back the rest of his drink and motions for another. “Hey, that reminds me, I got some ‘save the date’ thingy from Karen the other day. She’s really doing this one up, huh?”
I roll my eyes. “Why the hell is she sending out ‘save the date’ cards anyway? It’s a birthday party, not a wedding,” I groan.
He laughs when I chug the rest of my drink. He says, “Your wife isn’t happy unless she’s spending your money on some kind of extravagant event is she?”
I nod my head at him. “Let’s just say she’s very fucking happy these days if my empty wallet is any indication.”
“You two are the most functional dysfunctional couple I know,” he says.
I can’t argue with that logic. I notice a few women walking into the bar. “What about one of those?” I raise my chin in their direction.
“What is it with you and brunettes?” he asks. “If I recall, your wife is a blonde. You married Barbie for Christ’s sake.”
I shrug my shoulders. “Dunno,” I reply. “I guess I’ve always had a soft spot for them.”
The bartender puts another round of drinks down, sending a piece of paper floating off the bar onto the floor. Scott reaches down to retrieve it. He stares at it for a minute while a smile spreads across his face. “Yesssss,” he hisses, pointing to the paper. “This is the one. This one will be squirming under me before the night is out. And look, she’s even a brunette.” He shoves the flyer in my face.
I grab it and look at the picture. My heart lodges somewhere in the vicinity of my throat as my head wraps around the image. Flashbacks of my sophomore year at UNC cloud my vision. Suddenly, I become unstable on my barstool and find myself grabbing the counter for balance.
It can’t be her.
I scan the flyer for a name and that’s when I see it. The name that has haunted me for years. I look back at the picture. That face. That smile. Those unforgettable eyes. It’s her. The only woman I’ve ever loved. The woman who broke my goddamn heart.
Baylor Mitchell.
“Fuck,” I mutter to myself, closing my eyes and crinkling the paper in my hand.
“Dude, don’t ruin the picture,” Scott says, pulling it from my clutches. “If I can’t get the girl, I can at least use the picture to rub one out.” He smooths out the flyer on the counter.
“Not this one,” I say, picking it up so I can study it again. It says she’s speaking here at the hotel.
Tonight.
I quickly look around the bar as if she might be in here this very second.
She’s doing a book signing after. She’s an author. I remember that she studied journalism back in college, until she left school. Until she left me. But, an author . . . wow. And by the looks of it, a pretty well-known one, too.
“What the hell, man?” Scott asserts. “Give it back.”
I brush his hand away. I can’t tear my eyes away from hers. They are exactly as I remembered. Pale brown, hazel almost, with flecks of blue and green. I swear those eyes would change color based on what she was wearing. In this picture, she’s wearing blue and her eyes look aquamarine. She looks happy.
How can she look so happy after what she did to me? I wonder if she married that asswipe, Chris. If she did, she didn’t take his name.
“Dude!” Scott says. I look at him and he’s got his hands out, palms up, silently asking me to fill him in on whatever he’s missing.
“I know her, Scott,” I say. I close my eyes and my head shakes back and forth as I struggle not to remember that fateful day. “She ripped my fucking heart out.”
He looks at the picture incredulously. He points at her face. “This girl?” he asks. “I thought you didn’t have a heart, Gavin. That’s what you’ve always said. That’s why you say you and Karen are perfect for each other.”
“I used to have one,” I say. “A long time ago, until . . .” I find it hard to even say her name after all this time. “Until Baylor kicked the shit out of it and rendered it useless.”
“Oh, shit! Really?” he says. He motions for a round of shots. “How is it we’ve been friends for six years and you’ve never mentioned her once?”
While staring at her picture, I throw back the shot that was just placed in front of me. She has barely aged. Maybe the picture was Photoshopped. She’d be twenty-six now, but she still looks like that co-ed I ran into at her freshman orientation. Her hair is longer and straighter than it was back then, but she’s still gorgeous. Flawless. Perfect. I slam my glass down on top of her picture and immediately regret it when the ink runs.
“I don’t talk about her,” I say. “Not since the day she left.” What I don’t tell him is that even though I haven’t ever spoken a word about her, she is the only woman I’ve ever dreamed about.
Damn, that makes me sound like a real bastard, not dreaming of the girl I married.
“Well, maybe you should talk about her,” he says. “You know, so you don’t blow a gasket, or worse, cry like a goddamn baby right here at the bar.” He laughs.
“Fine,” I say, still mesmerized by the now-smeared face of the woman who was my whole world eight years ago. “But you better keep ‘em coming.” I lift my empty glass and Scott calls the bartender over.
Then I start talking.



chapter two
 
Eight years ago . . .
 
 
 
 
“Would you hurry up, Gavin?” Karen says, dragging me along the sidewalk that leads to the quad.
Why the hell did I agree to help her and her sorority sisters at freshman orientation again? Oh, right, I remember. Because I could very well end up with a fresh list of eighteen-year-olds’ phone numbers burning a hole in my pocket.
“Jesus, Karen, it’s not like the banquet is going anywhere,” I say, trying unsuccessfully to slow our pace. “If you were that worried about being late, why didn’t we leave fifteen minutes ago?”
She throws me a look like I’m stupid. “Angie’s hair wasn’t done yet. We couldn’t possibly have left one minute sooner.” She smiles over at her friend mumbling something to her about men being incapable of understanding.
Karen and her sorority sisters. Sometimes I don’t know why I put up with them. Oh, right, it all goes back to the phone numbers of the aforementioned eighteen-year-olds. Being in a sorority might suit my friend’s pretentious upbringing, but it also benefits my own penchant for a different flavor every week. That’s me. Just call me Baskin Robbins . . . only with far more than thirty-one flavors. I can’t be faulted for my philandering ways. I blame it all on my father. I came to the conclusion all on my own. No need for high-priced shrinks.
He and Karen are like two peas in a fucking pod. Sometimes I think she’s his long-lost love child. I love my father. Well, maybe love is too strong a word. But like most politicians, he can be a downright prick sometimes. To me, anyway. To everyone else he is Congressman McBride, loveable former judge and family man. I’m not sure how my mom has put up with him for more than twenty years. He’s got his head stuck so far up the asses of so many government officials that I’m not sure where he ends and they begin. And although my dad convinced me to major in Political Science, I refuse to jump on board with his brown-nosing antics. Most of the time. Well, when I’m not around him. Or his colleagues. Or his friends. Okay, so I pretty much fake who I am all the time, too. But, only because I learned from the best.
He will not, however, dictate who I date. Karen. That’s who he wants me to date. Of course he does, she is the daughter of his friend and fellow narcissist, Joel Thompson, whose family owns one of the largest oil fields in East Texas.  The Thompsons are a very influential family and my dad would just love it if I married into that. Which is, of course, why I won’t. Karen and I have always been friends, ever since my parents moved into the house next to hers in Fort Worth when I was five years old. And by houses, I mean mansions on neighboring acreages. As in, when we wanted to play, one of our nannies would have to drive us to the other’s yard.
But she is the reason my dad ultimately allowed me to attend UNC instead of some Ivy League school. Fortunately for me, Karen’s dad, with all his millions, wasn’t wealthy enough to buy her way into Harvard or Yale, but had enough connections here at UNC to get her accepted with her less-than-stellar grades. Fine by me. Plus, we have a way better men’s soccer team here than any of those high-priced schools. Not like my dad would ever thank me for earning a scholarship or anything. That would be beneath him.
“Gavin, would you quit eyeing all the freshman girls? There’ll be enough time for that later,” Karen says, continuing to pull me along by my elbow.
I hadn’t even realized I was doing it. I guess it’s an unconscious habit for me now. Watching girls. Picking out my next one-night-stand. Karen likes to tease me about it a lot, but underneath it all I think she’s jealous. I think that deep down, she wants me, but would never admit it to me for fear of my rejecting her. She’s smart about that, anyway. I like her, but I don’t want her. I’ve never wanted her. She’s got the rockin’ body and face of a model, and I’d totally screw her if she weren’t my friend, but she’s not girlfriend material. Not that I know what that is exactly, since I’ve never met a girl I’d label as such, but I know it’s not Karen.
We come flying around the corner of Murphey Hall and I smack right into a girl, causing her to fall as everything spews out of her backpack all over the sidewalk and bushes.
“Oh, shit,” I say. “I’m really sorry. Are you okay?” I look down at the stunned girl. She’s looking up at me with these luminous eyes that are brown or blue, or maybe green, I can’t really tell in this light. Her caramel-brown hair is pulled up into a ponytail with strands sticking out every which way like she wasn’t even looking in a mirror when she did it.
“Walk much?” she says up at me.
“Gavin, we’re already late,” Karen squeals back at me, walking ahead and not bothering to give little Miss Chameleon-eyes a second look.
“You go on ahead,” I say. “I’m just going to help, uh . . .” I look down at the girl who is still sprawled out on the ground beneath me. Normally, this might cause my pants to get tight, seeing a beautiful specimen literally lying at my feet. But there’s something about her, and I don’t even consider her a conquest. I have this nagging urge to protect her.
“Baylor,” she says.
I cock my head and draw my brows at her. “Huh?” I ask.
“My name. It’s Baylor,” she says in a soft melodious voice that resonates somewhere in my chest.
I turn back to Karen. “I’m just going to help Baylor here clean up her things. I’ll be right behind you,” I say.
Karen stands, arms crossed in front of her, staring at me from across the grass where she stopped. She looks at Baylor and rolls her eyes. “Whatever,” she says. Then she turns to catch up to her sorority friends.
“So, Baylor,” I say, noticing how I like the way her name rolls off my tongue. “Are you hurt?”
“I’m okay,” she says, crawling around on her hands and knees to gather her things.
I join her on the ground and start handing her the stuff within my reach. I pass her a hairbrush and a notebook. Then I see it just lying there next to me and I wonder how I’m supposed to handle this. I could ignore it and get up, but then it would be so obvious right there in the middle of the sidewalk and I don’t want to cause her any embarrassment. I quickly grab the tampon and lean over to stuff it into her bag. She follows my motion with those incredible eyes and sees what I’m holding. The most adorable blush creeps up her suntanned face. She averts her eyes from mine and says, “Uh . . . thanks.”
“Gavin,” I say.
“What?” she asks, clearly still flustered from the tampon thing.
“My name’s Gavin.” I extend my hand to her.
She appraises it for a second before taking it into her own. When my large athletic hand touches her soft petite one, I swear to God a bolt of electricity goes straight to my dick.
Jesus Christ, where did that come from? It’s not like she’s flaunting her cleavage or swinging her ass at me. I mean, she’s wearing yoga pants and a t-shirt that says ‘Thing 2.’ I’m not even sure she’s wearing makeup. But, still, she has this natural flawless beauty. And by the way she’s staring down at the sidewalk, she has no fucking idea how gorgeous she is.
“Nice to meet you, Gavin,” she says.
I belatedly notice we are still on the ground, so before I release her hand, I help her up. Then I reluctantly pull my hand away and reach down for a textbook by my feet. I hold it out to her. “Journalism, huh?”
“Yup,” she replies. “It’s my major.”
“Ahhh, far more interesting than mine.” I make a slight gagging noise when I say, “Poli Sci.”
She looks me square in the eyes. “Why would you major in something that’s not even interesting to you?”
Shit. I’ve known this girl all of two seconds and she’s managed to literally bring me to my knees and has me questioning my entire future.
“Baylor! You alright?” I hear someone call out behind me. I don’t even have to turn around to know that I will hate whomever the voice belongs to. I can tell from his tone that he cares about her.
“I’m fine, Chris,” she says, brushing off the pieces of gravel that collected on her pants when she was on the ground.
The guy comes up beside her and places a possessive arm around her shoulders. Damn . . . boyfriend.
“Chris, this is Gavin,” she says. “He was helping me pick up my things.”
“Well, I should hope so,” he says. “Considering he was the reason you fell. I saw it from all the way over there.” He looks at me with no concern that I’ve got at least five inches and thirty pounds on him. “This isn’t the soccer field, you know.”
I shoot him my ‘WTF’ look. But, I get it. He’s not exactly a big person, and here I stand, a taller, more muscular guy. A guy he obviously knows is on the soccer team. A guy who was touching his girl. He’s marking his territory. I would do the same thing.
Wait . . . would I?
I never give a shit about the girls I date—or, more accurately—hookup with.  So, why does this one girl, who has a goddamn boyfriend, have me thinking about marking her as mine?
“Yeah, sorry about that.” I try to shake away my thoughts. “I wasn’t really paying attention to where I was walking.”
“Baylor, we should get going. We don’t want to be late,” Chris says, pulling her away without even bothering to acknowledge the introduction she was trying to facilitate.
She doesn’t say goodbye. But as they walk away, she turns slightly giving me the sweetest look. An apology for her boyfriend’s rude behavior? A recognition of the electric touch we shared? I watch them walk out of sight and then I lean against the hard brick building behind me wondering what the hell just happened here.
As I stare at the ground, something shimmering in the sunlight catches my eye. I walk over to the edge of the bushes and pick it up. An empty keychain. It must be Baylor’s. It’s silver and is engraved with the picture of a zebra. I turn it over and read the inscription.
 
Be what nobody else can ever be . . . yourself
 
I stick it in my pocket.



chapter three
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sometimes being an athlete really blows. Especially during the fall season when we’re in full training mode. It pisses me off that I can’t be out drinking and screwing every night like most other red-blooded college sophomores.
No, not me. Not right now anyway. This morning I’m out running with my roommates and fellow soccer players, Dean, Tim and Jonesy. We have two-a-days in the fall. We run most mornings and then after class, spend about four hours at practice, if you figure in the time it takes to tape us up, get through practice and then get iced down or have other treatment after. Not to mention the two games a week and all the traveling that goes along with them.
It’s grueling.
But it keeps my dad off my ass about joining some lame group like Student Government, so it’s worth it. And it doesn’t hurt that it keeps my body well-conditioned for my extra-curricular activities—when I find the time for them.
“Hey, did you get a load of Eugene’s new girlfriend?” Tim asks, earning him a stab in the ribs from Jonesy, who as Eugene Jones, much prefers his nickname.
“What, really?” I say. “You settling down, my friend?”
We slow to a fast walk while we’re talking. Dean says, “Shit, I’d be surprised if he didn’t have a ring on Marcie’s finger by the end of the year.”
“Whoa,” I say. “Where was I when all this was happening?”
Jonesy says, “Where else? With Karen and the sorority brigade. Don’t you ever get sick of being around all those pretentious chicks?”
“Not when said chicks keep me in a fresh supply of tail, I don’t,” I say. “Anyway, I’ve learned to pretty much tune them out. I wear headphones a lot.” We all laugh. I look at Jonesy. “So, Marcie, huh?”
He smiles. Damn. I can tell by his smile that he’s already whipped. One more bites the dust. “It’s just you and me, Dean,” I say. “With Jonesy off the market, and Tim chained to his woman, that simply means more pickings for us.”
“You know it,” he says, giving me a fist bump.
We’re running down South Road, over by the Bell Tower; the same route we take every Tuesday and Thursday. As we come up on the library, I notice someone struggling to descend the stairs out front. The person looks disabled and as we get closer, I think about stopping to help. Then I see a familiar face run out of the library and throw her things down as she makes her way over to the woman who looks like she’s going to topple down the stairs any second. Baylor puts her arm around the woman’s waist and takes her books from her, allowing the lady to grip the hand rail. She carefully helps her down the steps and then hands the grateful woman her books.
As we pass the building, I turn around and pace myself in a backwards jog, watching Baylor joyfully hop back up the steps of the library. When she leans over to pick up the bag that she threw onto the concrete, she glances over and our eyes meet. Even from this distance, I can see crimson come up her face. She gives me a shy smile and then turns to walk in the other direction. I watch her every step and assess her appearance. She has on jeans today, and they do everything to flatter her nicely shaped ass. The bright-red Dr. Seuss shirt she wore at orientation has been replaced by a green tank top that makes me long to see how those incredible eyes look against it.
Her hair is down this time, flowing around her shoulders in cascades of light-brown waves. I have the sudden urge to run over to her and push the hair blowing in her face behind her ear. Then, as if reading my mind, she tucks a strand behind an ear right before disappearing into the massive library.
Holy Mother of God, what’s happening to me? I realize I’ve stopped moving altogether when my teammates all shout at me to hurry the hell up.
I spend the rest of my run wondering about Baylor. How long has she been dating that asswipe, Chris, and are they serious? What dorm does she live in? Where’s she from? And why the hell does she have me wondering about all these things, anyway?
The following Tuesday and Thursday, when we pass the library on our run, I find myself willing her to emerge from the front doors once again, just so I can catch a glimpse of her.
Soon after my Thursday run, I realize that I didn’t even bother bringing a girl home from the party I went to Saturday night. Shit. I’ve got to turn my game on when we’re over at Clemson this weekend.
I see Baylor again on Friday afternoon on my way to the stadium to catch the bus for our away game. I stop dead in my tracks to watch her. She’s walking with friends towards the student union. They’re all laughing and having a good time. It’s hot today and she’s wearing shorts that show off her shapely legs that I briefly imagine wrapping around my head. I can’t hear what they are saying, they’re too far away, but someone must say something really funny because one of her friends spits a mouthful of soda all over Baylor’s shirt.
Now, this would have most girls frowning and running for home to swap it for a new, clean shirt. Well, most girls I know anyway. But not Baylor. She simply looks down at her soda-soaked shirt and shrugs her shoulders while continuing to laugh with her friends as they reach the doors of the building. While Baylor is holding the door open for her friends, she looks over and catches me watching her. Again. As that adorable blush comes over her face, her eyes dance with the beginning of a smile. Then the asswipe comes out of the building and puts an arm around her. She accompanies him inside without so much as a glance back at me. But I don’t miss how she pulls away from him a little, and that small gesture has my mind swimming with all kinds of possibilities.
 

 
We’re at a party, celebrating our win at a Clemson underground club. We kicked ass today. It was a complete shutout and to top it off, I scored two goals myself. We’re all still riding high hours later.
“Oh, hell, yeah.” Dean pats me on the back. “Check this out. Twins.” He nods over to the blonde look-a-likes that just walked through the door. He turns to Jonesy and Tim. “Too bad for you, you’re whipped, or you might get in on this action. Twins,” he says again in disbelief. It’s obvious he’s picturing himself with them.
“Dude, I’m not getting into some kind of twisted orgy with you. Just pick one and I’ll take the other,” I say, assessing their identical looks. “Doesn’t look like it makes much of a difference.”
Turns out, we don’t even have to make an effort. They see us checking them out and bee-line over to where we’re standing. “Can we get you ladies a drink?” I ask.
They look at each other and giggle, to which Dean mouths at me, “Come on, man.”
I laugh and shake my head at him. “Hi, I’m Gavin and this is Dean.” I reach out to shake both their hands.
“Mandy,” one says.
“Mindy,” the other one says at the same time.
I almost roll my eyes at how easy it is for us to pick up girls. Granted, we’re both blessed in the good looks department. Dean with his black hair and rugged motorcycle-guy looks. Me with my dirty-blonde mess of a mop that the girls love to tug on when they’re screaming under me. To the displeasure of my coach, I refuse to cut it too short for that very reason.
Tim and Jonesy shake their heads at us as we take Mandy and Mindy over to get them some drinks. Not that they need to get liquored up. They look all-too-eager to spread their sober legs for us.
Not an hour later, I’ve got Mindy, or possibly Mandy, pressed up against a wall over by the bathrooms. We’re going at it, all hot and heavy through our clothes, when she suggests we change venues. Then she pulls me into the ladies bathroom handicap stall.
She sits on the lid of the toilet, pulling me by my belt loops so that I’m standing in front of her. I get the feeling this is not her first rodeo. She reaches down the front of my pants and grabs my dick, rubbing it up and down in strokes that are far too long and slow for my liking. I’m trying to enjoy the feeling spreading through my body when I look down at the top of her head and see her blonde curls bouncing about as she struggles to unbutton my pants while licking her lips.
Holy Shit! She’s gonna blow me right here.
Part of my brain is sending out a mental high-five to my friends. The other part—the part I don’t want to listen to, but I have no choice, as it’s the part reducing my previously rock-hard dick down to a flaccid good-for-nothing joke—that part is thinking I don’t want this blonde sucking on my dick. It knows there’s only one girl I really want to do anything with right now. She’s a brunette. And she very well may be squirming under that asswipe, Chris, right this very second.
Fuck!
I zip up my pants and apologize to Mindy, or Mandy, whose name I purposefully fumble so she doesn’t know I don’t know which one she is. I tell her I’ve had too much to drink and need to go home to sleep it off. I text my friends before walking out of the party to go back to the hotel. Alone. I know I’ll probably never live this down.
 

 
A week later, I realize I never did get the ribbing I thought I would get from Dean. Not since my leaving sent Mindy/Mandy hunting for her sister, only to come upon her with Dean in a compromising position that she was all too ready to participate in. Needless to say, rather than being ribbed by him, I think he’ll kiss my goddamn feet for life on the memory of those twins.
“At the same time?” Tim asks him again, as we all try to wrap our heads around the incredulous picture Dean has been trying to paint for us during our morning run.
“Face it, gentlemen,” Dean says, “I’m a god in bed.”
The three of us smack him on the back of the head as we run past him.
I guess I can’t complain. It was my choice to leave the party when Mindy/Mandy was obviously too horny for her own good. It wasn’t so long ago that I would have been up for a threesome myself.
Damn Baylor.
I don’t even know her last name, but she’s got me all messed up in the head. She’s distracting me. From soccer. From school. From life. This doesn’t happen. Gavin McBride doesn’t get distracted.
As we run and the guys continue to talk about what a sex god Dean is, my mind wanders to the petite chameleon-eyed girl who makes nightly appearances in my dreams. I dream of how soft her hair will feel under my touch. I dream of pulling that soft hair out of her ponytail and letting it fall around her face as she hovers over me, encapsulating us with her hair as she rides me. What gets me, though, is that I don’t just dream about sex, I dream about stupid shit like long walks, endless texting conversations and her watching me play soccer.
I’ve dreamed about a lot of girls in my life. But until now, the girls were nameless . . . faceless even. I’m not sure why I’m inexplicably drawn to her. I’ve tried to ignore it, turn it off, move on. I can’t. Hell, I can’t even get myself to screw her out of my system.
There’s only one way that I know to get around this. I have to get her to go out with me. There’s just one problem I see with this plan. And his name is Asswipe.



chapter four
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fall has definitely arrived in North Carolina. It’s a welcome change for athletes like me who have to be outside for the better part of the day. But the arrival of fall is just another reminder that I’ve not so much as gotten the object of my affection to go on a date with me in the last few months, let alone speak to me more than a hello in passing.
I’m never one to give up on a challenge, however, which is why this morning I’ve got the guys running a different route than normal. I never claimed to be above following her around to see what her routine is. So, as we pass by Fetzer Hall for the third time in ten minutes, she finally emerges, wearing a cute little track suit that she wore to the gym. She has removed the jacket and it’s tied around her waist, revealing the tight sports top she worked out in, along with the sexy sweat spot that sits in her cleavage. 
Damn, that’s hot.
When she steps out into the blast of cool air, she closes her eyes and smiles as she takes in a big breath. It almost makes me need to leave immediately and take a cold shower.
She starts to jog in the direction of her dorm, running with fluid grace, when we conveniently come up behind her.
The guys hang back while I pace alongside her. “Hey¸ Baylor, is it?” I ask, as if her name hasn’t been imprinted on my brain for over two months.
It’s hard to see the blush creep up her already flushed face, but it’s there.
“Oh, hi,” she says smiling, but not breaking her stride. “It’s Gordon, right?”
Crack.
There goes my fuckin’ heart. She broke it right here on the sidewalk. How could she not remember my name? We had that crazy electrified touch that day. This has never happened to me. I must be in some alternate universe or something. I should turn around and walk away now. Ordinarily, that’s what I’d do. Not that chicks ever turn me down, but why waste my breath on this one when there’s probably ten more within shouting distance that would love to be with me. But I can’t. I can’t turn around. I’m drawn to her for some inexplicable reason that’s completely foreign to me.
She must see the shocked expression on my face and she giggles.
Oh, God, that sound. If I only do one more thing on this earth, it will be to get her to make that sound again.
She says, “I’m only teasing. Hi, Gavin.”
I think I love her. Can I love her after only talking to her one time?
Of course not, you pussy, I tell myself.
One thing’s for sure. I’ve met my goddamn match with this girl. I can feel it. I’ve just made it my life’s ambition to get her to go out with me. She’s different. I could see that even back at orientation. The way she is with people, she’s obviously selfless and completely unaware of how great she is. She couldn’t give a crap how she looks or how people see her. She doesn’t get all swoony over me showing her attention—although that blush kind of gives her away. She wants me, too. Maybe she just doesn’t realize it yet.
“You want to run with me? Uh, with us,” I ask, gesturing to the posse behind me.
“Maybe some other time,” she says. “I’m just jogging back to my dorm. I’ve got an early class today.”
Crack.
There it goes again. I know she doesn’t have a class before nine o’clock because I followed her last Wednesday. And today is Wednesday. Maybe she skipped that day. Yeah, that’s it, she skipped last week so now she has to go to this weeks’ class. Otherwise, I’m sure she would run with me.
“Okay, great. Well, I’ll see you around then,” I say, pulling away to try to save what little face I have left.
She calls out after me and I almost fall over my own feet. “If you can be at Fetzer this time Monday, I’ll run with you.” Then she turns down the path to her dorm.
I spin around. “It’s a date, er, yeah, that’s fine. I’ll see you then.” I roll my eyes at myself. Since when have I ever been flustered around a girl? It never happens. Ever. Until Baylor.
I’m completely screwed.
I turn back around to see my friends doubled over laughing up ahead of me. Yeah, I knew they’d find something to rib me for sooner or later.
 

 
“I’m so glad you have a bye weekend so you can finally come to a game with us,” Karen says, hooking her arm around my elbow on our way to the football stadium.
That’s one more thing that sucks about playing soccer. We have to miss all the football games, and the team is pretty good this year, too. But this weekend is one of those rare bye weekends during the season and I plan on making the most of it. A lot of the guys on my team have pitched in to organize a party tonight at an off-campus house. We even got our coaches to back off Sunday practice by agreeing to fit in a long one this morning. It’s all coming together perfectly. The only thing that could make it better is if I could somehow get Baylor to the party. She doesn’t hang out in the same circles as I do, which is mainly athletes and sorority chicks. Ha—I can’t imagine Baylor in a sorority.
“What’s so funny?” Karen asks.
I didn’t realize I laughed out loud. “Nothing,” I say. “Just glad to have the afternoon off to see the game.” Jonesy and I walk with Karen and Marcie to the stadium.
We get to the concession stand where Jonesy and I stop walking. “Want some nachos or one of those big salty pretzels?” I ask Karen.
She looks at me like I’ve grown a third arm. “Are you kidding?” she asks. “And ruin my entire week of dieting?” She shakes her head. “No, I’m saving my calories for drinking beer at this party of yours tonight.” She jumps up and down and claps her hands. “Oh, I can’t wait. We’re going to have so much fun!” She pulls Marcie out of line. “We’ll meet you at our seats,” she says.
Jonesy and I watch them walk away. “You’ve got to nip that in the bud, man,” he says.
“Nip what in the bud?” I step forward as the line inches closer to the counter.
“You know she thinks you’re into her now, right?” He nods in the direction of the girls.
“What? That’s crazy,” I say. “Why would she think that?”
He gives me a hard stare. “Gavin, you haven’t screwed a girl in months.”
“And she thinks that—”
“Yup,” he cuts me off.
“But . . .” I shake my head and look at him in question.
He simply nods at me in affirmation.
“Oh, shit,” I say.
“I heard her tell Marcie that she thought you were finally coming around and she didn’t think it would be long before you realized what you had right in front of you,” he explains.
“Double shit,” I say.
“Dude, you have to set her straight,” he says. “She’s wanted you since what, third grade? Don’t lead her on. Either shit or get off the pot.”
“Lead her on?” I raise my eyebrows at him. “I’ve never—”
“I don’t think she sees it that way, Gav,” he interrupts.
I’m next in line at the counter, so I get out my wallet to remove a few bills. Then I look across the crowd and I see her. Baylor. She’s with some guy, not Asswipe, some guy with a camera around his neck. She’s talking to a group of students while taking notes. Oh, that’s right, she’s into journalism. And the guy is taking pictures. They must be covering the game for the student paper. She puts a pencil behind her ear, which I find completely adorable in a sexy-librarian kind of way.
She looks up to catch me watching her. I’ve never seen a brighter smile light up a girl’s face, and I notice what I didn’t before. She has a dimple in her right cheek. Life’s ambition number two: see that dimple as often as possible.
“Sir! Sir, what can I get you?”
I turn around to see that I’m holding up the line and quickly give the guy my order before turning around again. She’s gone. Dammit.
I spend the rest of the game perusing the stands to try and find her. It’s like trying to find a needle in a haystack. Literally, there are sixty-three thousand people here, so what are the odds I’ll find one tiny girl among them?
Apparently, not very good.
On our way out of the stadium after the game, Karen gets a call. She and Marcie have to rush back to the sorority house to avert some kind of fashion catastrophe. Jonesy offers to walk them back since it’s starting to get dark. I agree to head on over to the house and help the guys set up for the party.
I’m walking toward the parking garage when I see a group of three guys up ahead. They are standing in a circle, a couple of them swaying like they’re drunk. One of them falls off to the side. That’s when I see Baylor standing in the middle of them—looking terrified while clutching her notebook securely against her chest. I run closer only to see one of them put his hands on her.
She shouts, “Hey! Leave me alone, you jerk!”
“Jerk?” says the asshole who has his hands on her. “Who are you calling a jerk? I just want to have a little fun, that’s all.” He pushes her hair behind her ear.
That’s it. I’m killing him.
Thank God I don’t need my hands much for soccer. Hell, even if I did, I don’t think that would keep me from pushing his two friends aside and punching Jerk in the face. Baylor leaps to the side while the guy falls to the ground, blood running out of his now-disfigured nose. I stand over him, keeping his friends in my peripheral vision in case they are stupid enough to jump me. “If you don’t want more where that came from, I suggest you apologize to the lady and then get the fuck out of here.”
He looks up at me to see just how much I mean what I said. Then he mutters a groaned apology through his hands that are cupped over his face. “Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it.” I motion for his friends to come pick his ass up off the ground and I watch as they walk away, leaving little spatterings of blood on the sidewalk every couple of feet.
I turn to look at Baylor—pale and shaking. “Are you okay, Baylor?” I step towards her. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”
She shakes her head at me, unable to speak. I can see her bottom lip quiver and I know she’s going to cry. Shit. I hate it when girls cry.
She inches forward and stutters, “Th-thank you.” Then she collapses into me.
I hold her up by wrapping her in my arms. Damn, this feels good. She fits perfectly against my body with my chin resting comfortably on the top of her head. I hate that she had to get harassed by some prick in order for me to hold her like this.
“Shhhh,” I whisper into her hair, as she silently whimpers. I’m trying not to be obvious when I inhale the sweet scent of her shampoo. “It’s okay. You’re okay,” I reassure her.
A minute later she looks up at me all puffy-eyed with a bit of black crap smeared under one of them. It doesn’t matter, she’s still gorgeous. Her captivating eyes hold me prisoner as I reach my thumb up to wipe a tear that helps get rid of the smudge. I wipe my hand off on the back of my jeans and think that I may never want to wash them now that her tears are on them.
Pussy.
I shake my head at myself.
“I must look a mess,” she says.
“You look fine, Baylor.” I smile down at her. “Pretty as always, in fact.”
She gives me half a smile. Not the one that brings out that dimple. “I’m so glad you came along. I don’t know what I was thinking,” she says. “I had interviewed them for the paper before the game and they were nice enough then. So when they called me over, I didn’t think . . .” She shakes her head. “I’m so stupid.”
“No, Baylor. You’re not stupid,” I say. “You just need to be more careful. Where is the photographer that was with you before the game?”
“He had to leave early.”
“He left you to walk home by yourself?” I ask angrily, now wanting to pummel him as well.
“He had an emergency,” she says. “It wasn’t his fault. I should have gone straight home like I told him I would.”
She’s still shaking. I can’t leave her like this. I look at where we are and realize that just around the block there is a great coffee shop.
“Coffee?” I ask.
She looks up at me with an adorable wrinkle in her nose that makes my dick jump in my pants.
“You need to calm down,” I explain. “Why don’t we go around the corner right quick and get a cup of coffee so you can relax.”
She giggles softly, making my own smile reach my eyes. “Well, I’m not sure coffee will help me relax,” she says. “But okay, maybe something chocolate would be nice.”
Despite the fact that I’m fairly sure she still has a boyfriend, I lead her around the corner to the place that I will always consider to be the location of our first date.
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Baylor orders a chocolate smoothie and I get my usual coffee. I get sidetracked by a kid from my team, and when I put some bills on the counter, the barista tells me the tab has already been paid. I’m not sure if I’m pissed off or thoroughly impressed. I walk over to where Baylor’s adding some whip cream to her smoothie and say, “That’s the last time you’ll pay for something.”
She dismisses me and walks over to pick out a table by the front window. When I sit down, she takes a pretty big bite out of my ass so that I almost have to turn around to see if I’ve got any left. “I know who you are, Gavin McBride,” she says, crossing her arms and settling in to lecture me. “And I don’t give a rat’s ass if your parents own half of Texas or if your dad becomes president. If you and I are going to be friends, let’s get one thing straight. I pay my own way. I always have and I always will. If you can’t get that through your head because that unruly mane of hair stands in the way, then you can get up right now and go find yourself another friend.” She sticks a straw in her smoothie and stares me down as she takes a long drink that probably has more fat in it than Karen has consumed all week.
Thoroughly impressed it is.
This is something I will have to get used to. Even though Karen’s family is much better off than mine, she still expects me to pay whenever we’re together. Hell, we aren’t even dating and she expects me to pay. At first I thought it was a southern thing, being from Texas. But, I’ve come to learn it’s a Karen thing.
Watching her suck chocolate through that straw . . . shit, I’ve never wanted to be a straw so bad in my life.
“Fine,” I acquiesce. “But, I will pay for myself, Baylor. I draw the line at you paying for me.”
She cocks her head to the side and appraises me. “I can live with that,” she says. There’s that smile again. The one that shows her dimple. And just like that, we’re friends.
“Wait here a sec,” she says, getting up to go talk to the barista. A minute later she comes back with an ice pack. She carefully picks my hand up off my thigh and puts it on the table. Then she places the ice pack on top of my now-swollen knuckles.
I smile and thank her. I took care of her and now she’s taking care of me. She smiles back and I swear she looks at me like she knows exactly what I’m thinking.
“So, Baylor,” I say, rolling her name around on my tongue. “You have a unique name. I’ve never met anyone else with it. Is your family from Texas?” I ask.
I know what her answer will be before she says it. She doesn’t even have a hint of an accent like mine. She’s not from anywhere around where I come from. I realize how bummed that makes me.
She shakes her head. “No. We live in Connecticut, but my dad went to school there. He was a huge fan of Baylor’s football team. Still is.”
Damn. That’s a long way from Texas. “Ahhh, so you’re a Yankee. Despite that, I really like your name.” I wink. “And it could have been worse. Your dad could’ve gone to Clemson . . . or Pomona.” We laugh.
“Pomona?” she gags on the name. “Yuck. They’d call me Mona. That just sounds wrong.” She giggles and immediately I’m searching my mind for something funny to say to make her produce that sound again.
My phone vibrates on the table and I ignore it. Baylor motions to it. “It’s okay, you can check it.”
“Whoever it is can wait,” I say. “Tell me about journalism. You said you were interviewing people for the school paper? Is that where you work?”
She wipes some whip cream from her lips, making me envious of the napkin. “No, I applied, but there’s a long list of students who want to work there. They usually never pick up the articles written by lowerclassmen anyway. It’s really more of an exercise in writing than anything else. I wouldn’t expect to get published until at least next year.”
“I’d love to read your stuff,” I say. She blushes. I smile. We drink.
“So, you don’t have a job?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “Not a paid one.” Her lips turn up and her amazing eyes sparkle. “I volunteer over at the children’s hospital three days a week.”
My phone vibrates again. Baylor says, “You’d better check it, maybe it’s an emergency.”
I give in and tap the screen to see that I’ve gotten a few texts from Karen, who’s wondering where I am. I quickly type out a text saying I’ll be late and to go without me. My phone immediately vibrates again so I put it in my back pocket.
“If I remember correctly, you are majoring in, but completely uninterested in, Political Science?” she asks.
It’s hard to keep the smile off my face. It was one small conversation months ago when she was sprawled out on the sidewalk. She remembers. Yeah, that’s gotta mean something. “Well, when your dad is a politician it kind of comes with the territory,” I say.
“Why is that?” she asks, her face a modicum of seriousness.
I study her expression. “I guess because it’s expected of me.”
“Oh.” She frowns and I feel as if I’ve let her down somehow. “Do you always do what’s expected of you?”
“Not always,” I say, trying to assert my independence with this obviously independent girl. “I play soccer. That wasn’t expected of me.”
“So you love soccer?” she asks.
“Yes and no,” I answer honestly. I’m not sure she’d let me get away with anything else. “I love the game and it did earn me a scholarship here, but it’s not my passion.”
“Then why do you play?”
“Honestly? To get out of all the other crap that’s expected of me.” I shake my head and realize what an ass that makes me.
“So, you don’t want to go into politics, and you play soccer to avoid having to tell your dad that you hate the life he’s drawn out for you.”
It wasn’t a question. Who the hell is this girl? I drink my coffee pondering her philosophy. My phone has vibrated a few more times and it’s getting harder to ignore. “I’m sorry, do you mind if I check my phone? Someone won’t stop bugging me.”
“Please, go right ahead,” she says. “I’m sure your girlfriend is wondering what’s keeping you.”
I put my phone face down on the table. “I don’t have a girlfriend, Baylor.”
She raises her eyebrows at me. “You expect me to believe that?”
“Of course I do,” I say. “It’s the truth.”
“Then who is the blonde I see you with all the time?” she asks. “It sure looked like you guys were cozy walking to the game.” She blushes when she realizes she’s revealed she was watching me. I bask in silent victory.
“Karen?” I ask, amusingly. “No, she’s not my girlfriend. We’ve been friends since we were kids and we do hang out a lot, but she’s definitely not my girlfriend.”
“Hmmm.” She eyes me skeptically. “Does she know that?”
I laugh out loud. “She’d better.” I look Baylor square in the eyes and reiterate, “Baylor, I don’t have a girlfriend.”
“Oh, okay.” She looks away shyly. “But you should still see who’s trying to reach you.”
I turn my phone over to see that Karen has called and texted numerous times, and Dean called me once. “Do you mind if I make a quick call?” I ask her.
“Go right ahead,” she says, digging out her notebook to busy herself.
I dial Dean’s number. “Hey, Dean. I got held up.”
“Gavin, get your ass over here,” he says. “This party is epic. I think half the campus showed up.”
“About that,” I say. “I got a little sidetracked.” I look at Baylor and see that she’s pretending to go through her notes, but I see the corners of her lips curve up. “If I come at all, it’ll be a lot later. Right now I need to go.”
“Oh, I get it.” He laughs into the phone. “Been a long dry spell for you, man. Go get laid so you’ll stop bugging the shit out of the rest of us with your ornery ass.” Then he shouts, “Listen up guys, McBride’s gettin’ laid!” I can hear cheers in the background.
My eyes bug out, but based on Baylor’s demeanor I realize she did not, in fact, hear Dean’s declaration through my phone. “It’s not like that, man. But, hey, do me a favor and tell Karen to quit texting me. I gotta go.” I hang up and put my phone back in my pocket.
Baylor puts her notebook down. “If you need to be somewhere, don’t let me keep you.”
“Baylor, there isn’t any place I have to be,” I say. “I want to be here. What about you? Isn’t anyone waiting for you? What’s-his-name maybe, from orientation?” As if his name isn’t painfully obvious to me.
“Chris,” she says.
“Yeah, Chris,” I repeat. “Your boyfriend, right?”
She shrugs her shoulders shyly and nods almost like she’s embarrassed.
“So, are we talking marriage and babies here, or just passing time with someone until you find ‘the one’?” I ask.
“Wow, direct much?” she asks.
“I could say the same thing about you,” I quip.
She smirks at me. “Chris and I go way back. We’ve been friends for years, but we only recently started dating when we came here. I guess it seemed the next logical step.”
“You mean, you did what was expected of you?” I ask.
“Touché,” she says. She finishes off her smoothie, pulling out and licking the bottom of the lucky straw. I’m mesmerized. I can’t look away. “So, if politics and soccer aren’t your thing, what is?” she asks.
I shake my head at her. “You’d laugh.”
“Why would I laugh if you told me your life’s dream, Gavin?”
My defeated gaze falls to the table. Because everybody does. Or did. So I stopped telling people. But, somehow, Baylor is different. I think she’s the only person who has ever made me feel like I can just be me. Like I don’t have to put on some goddamn face and pretend to be the perfect son of Congressman McBride.
I close my eyes and say, “Film production.” When I don’t hear her laugh at my pipe-dream, I open them again.
She’s simply staring at me. “As in making movies and stuff?” she asks without laughing. Or rolling her eyes.
I nod. “Yeah,” I say. “I took a semester of it as an elective in high school and, I don’t know, it just really stuck with me.”
“You do know you can major in that right here at UNC,” she says. “In fact, from what I’ve heard, they have a pretty good program.”
I nod again. “Yeah.”
“Good Lord, Gavin,” she says, holding her hands out in question. “Why aren’t you majoring in that then?”
“You’ve never met my dad, Baylor.”
“No, I haven’t. And I don’t know much about you, except this—you don’t like politics. How will you enjoy a career in politics if you don’t even like studying it? And if you don’t enjoy your vocation, how will you ever achieve happiness in life?” She takes a breath, assessing me before she continues, “You’re good at soccer, but you don’t love it. And doing something simply because you’re good at it won’t bring you happiness either, especially when you’re doing it for all the wrong reasons. So the way I see it, you’re going to go through life doing something that you hate, just to please a man who in a few years, you’ll only see at Thanksgiving or Christmas anyway. So tell me, when you are old and grey and lying on your death bed, what are you going to regret Gavin?”
Holy shit!
I don’t think I’ve ever been stunned into silence before. Another first with this girl.
She sees my reaction and her hand comes up to cover her mouth. “Oh, crap! I’m so sorry, Gavin. I have no right to say those things to you. You’re right. I don’t know your dad.” She sighs. “I grew up with a mom who came from a family that tried to dictate her future. She broke free from them and I guess she just raised me to revolt against oppressiveness.”
I stare at her. She’s gorgeous. Her wavy hair is flowing around her face. Her eyes have taken on the same light-blue coloring as the Tar Heels shirt she’s wearing, even though I could swear they are brown. She looks down guiltily into her empty smoothie cup. I reach over and put my hand on hers. “No, it’s okay, Baylor. Your mom should be very proud. She raised one hell of a daughter.”
I look at my hand where it lays on top of hers and I feel those familiar sparks. That same electricity from the day we met. I didn’t imagine it. Only this time, the sparks don’t go to my groin. They stop in the middle of my chest. They take up residence in my goddamn heart.
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Dammit.
I look down at my phone.
I don’t have her number. I don’t even have her last name. How did we get through Saturday night without me getting her last name? I know I’m not usually accustomed to obtaining that kind of information from the women I see, but she’s different. So completely different. If it weren’t for the fact that we had already planned on running together tomorrow, I might be inclined to follow her around again. Like a stalker. That’s what I’ve been reduced to. Stalking Baylor.
I reflect on our date last night. I’ll call it whatever the hell I want to call it. I never did make it to the party, much to Karen’s pissed-offed-ness. Not that Baylor and I ended up together after we went for coffee. We didn’t. And to my surprise, I didn’t want to.
If I have her . . . when I have her . . . it won’t be while she’s still attached to some other guy. No, we just talked for hours at the coffee shop. After that, I walked her back to her dorm. Then I went home. Right after she hugged me. Hugged me for taking care of her. For rescuing her. Damn, can I just major in that? Because that’s all I want to do for the next two-and-a-half years. Take care of Baylor. Baylor, whose last name I don’t even know.
On Monday, when I meet her to run, I ask for her phone as soon as she walks up to me. Well, right after I take in her cute running pants and tight little shirt, along with her hair. Hair that looks like she simply stuck it in a hair band without bothering to check for accuracy.  She’s adorable. I hold my hand out after greeting her. “Phone please,” I say, gesturing to her armband.
She takes it out and hands it to me. “You know, you really should run with your phone. It’s dangerous not to. What if you fall or something?” Then she looks at me funny. “Gavin, why are your shorts ringing?” She gives me an evil eye as I reach down to silence my phone.
I hand her phone back to her. “Because I just called myself so you’d have my number.” I raise my eyebrows at her, daring her to challenge my actions. “I need you to be able to reach me if you ever need an escort home.” I point my finger at her chest. “Ever. I mean it, Baylor.”
“Okay, okay.” She puts up her hands in surrender. “I get it,” she says. She holds up three fingers, doing a Girl Scout pledge. “I promise to never walk alone unless I’m going to class.”
I narrow my eyes at her. “You walk alone to class?” I ask, incredulously.
She rolls her eyes at me. “During the day, Gavin,” she exasperates. “Geez, relax.” She takes off jogging forcing me to follow her.
She’s setting a good warm-up pace which is the sign of a seasoned runner. I watch her hair bounce up and down and try to keep my eyes above her waist as I catch up to her. Don’t ogle her ass, I think to myself.
“So, where’s your posse?” she asks, when I’m alongside her.
“It’s only me today,” I say.
“Don’t you guys always run together, as a pack or something?”
“Mostly,” I reply. “I guess I’m just deviating from what’s expected of me.” I wink. She smiles. We run.
I let her set the pace. I’m a pretty good runner. I have to be. Sometimes we can cover anywhere from five to seven miles in one game alone. We make a little small talk, but at our speed, meaningful conversation will have to wait for another time. I’m okay with that. I’m perfectly fine just running alongside her for the duration.
When we’ve done three miles, we slow down and head for her dorm. I told myself I wasn’t going to ask, that I’d let things develop naturally. I should just keep my mouth shut. Then it comes out. “Did you tell what’s-his-name about us running together?”
She doesn’t look over at me. “Chris? No.”
I look straight ahead, too. “Are you going to tell him?”
“Yes,” she immediately answers.
Damn. Not what I wanted her to say.
We come up to her dorm. She leaves me behind, jogging up the front steps two at a time. “Same time Wednesday?” she asks, turning around and biting her lip.
Oh, hell, she’s biting her lip. I want to run up there and pull that lip out from between her teeth and suck it right into my mouth. Screw the guys I normally run with. “Yeah, sure,” I say. I turn to go finish my workout. Then I remember something when I’m halfway across the green.
“Baylor?” I call out.
She turns around inquisitively.
“What’s your last name?” I shout.
“Check your phone, McBride,” she says, disappearing into the building with a smile.
I pull out my phone that I always silent when I run. I have a new text.
 
Baylor: Hey, McBride. Thanks for the run. Baylor Mitchell.
 
I check the time stamp. It was more than a minute ago. She must have sent it after I turned to walk away but before I asked her. This girl is seriously cool. I’m definitely screwed. I immediately text her back.
 
Me: You too. See you Wednesday, Mitchell.
 
Instead of doing another three miles, I go home and take a cold shower.
 

 
Our Wednesday run brings more of the same. I’ve never looked forward to my morning runs as much as I have this week.
“Does it bother your teammates that you’re running with me a few days a week?” she asks.
“Nah,” I say. “I just told them I’m on Bay Watch.” I laugh.
“Baywatch?” Her eyes narrow, forming a little wrinkle in her otherwise smooth brow.
“Yeah,” I say. “As in you’re Baylor and I need to watch out for you so those pricks from the football game don’t mess with you anymore. You know, Bay Watch.”
She rolls her adorable chameleon eyes at me. “Gavin, you don’t have to protect me, you know.”
The hell I don’t. She’ll never know how I replay that night in my head, only with a horrible, alternate ending that doesn’t have me running into her. “I know that, Bay,” I say, trying out her new nickname. “But as long as you need to go for a run and I need to go for a run, we might as well run together, right?”
She studies me. “Okay,” she says. “I guess I can’t argue with that well-thought-out logic.” She laughs.
As we start to pick up the pace, I ask her, “Did you tell what’s-his-name about our runs yet?”
I think I see the hint of a smile. “Chris? No.”
“Are you going to tell him?”
“Yes. I am,” she says.  She sprints ahead. I run behind her. I’d follow her anywhere.
 

 
On Sunday night, I regretfully text Baylor.
 
Me: My coach called a morning practice for tomorrow. He wants to run drills for Tuesday’s game. I’m sorry I won’t be able to run with you.
 
Baylor: Not a problem. I’ll just see you Wednesday.
 
Me: Why don’t you run at the indoor track instead?
 
Baylor: Gavin, I’ll be fine.
 
I don’t text her back right away. I have no control over what she does. Yet the thought of her out there running alone in the morning makes me want to blow off practice and ruin my chance to start in the game. Before I can compose another text, my phone vibrates.
 
Baylor: Fine. I’ll run on the indoor track. Geez.
 
The smile on my face is so big, it hurts my damn lips. I can practically hear her pouty little voice and see her beautiful eyes rolling up into her head. Picturing her eyes makes me wonder what color shirt she’s wearing. But, it might be a little too stalker-ish if I ask her what she’s wearing, so I don’t.
 
Me: Thank you. Hey, do you ever cover soccer games for the paper? I hear there might be some awesome player at starting center forward this week.
 
Baylor: Yeah, I heard that, too. I might have to do a write-up. Bye, Gavin. Have a good game. See you Wednesday.
 
What? What does that mean? Is she coming to the game or not? This thought plagues me for the next two days. I’ve never had someone come to a game that I wanted to impress. Well, not including the college scouts.
When we take the field for our pre-game warm up, I find myself scanning the student section. I never look up into the stands. Ever. Until Baylor Mitchell.
Baylor Mitchell. Her name rolls around in my head. I wonder what her middle name is.
Shit, McBride, get your head in the game, I tell myself as we huddle on the sideline before the kick-off. She’s probably not even here. I haven’t heard from her. She said she’d see me Wednesday. I finally convince myself she’s not coming and concentrate on doing what I need to do.
Roughly two hours later, I’m running off the field having scored a goal for my team that, unfortunately lost. I should be mad. I should be pissed that some of my guys didn’t pull their weight today. But all I can do is smile when I glance up to see Baylor beaming down at me from the stands next to where my team is exiting the field. I brush my sweaty hair out of my eyes and wink at her. Then I watch that adorable blush creep up her face as she looks down at her feet.
I can’t wait ‘till tomorrow morning.
 

 
“Miss me Monday?” I ask Baylor during our Wednesday run.
“No,” she says.
“Liar.” I glance over at her.
“Yes,” she replies, looking straight ahead.
“Did you tell what’s-his-name about our runs yet?” I ask.
She tries not to laugh. “Chris? No.”
I smile. “Are you planning on telling him?”
Then she breaks protocol by saying, “Not that it should concern him who I work out with, but I’m wondering why you are so interested in whether or not I’ve told him.”
“Because if he knew my intentions, he’d be shaking in his boots,” I say, putting it boldly out there.
I think I hear her gasp, but she’s already breathing heavily, so it’s hard to tell. “Chris doesn’t wear boots,” she quips. “So, you think I should tell him?”
“God, no!” I quickly answer. “As long as you don’t tell him, there’s hope for me yet.”.
“Oh, okay,” she ponders. “I guess I’d better tell him.”
Crack.
My heart splinters. Then I look over to see her biting that pouty lip of hers to keep her from smiling. It makes me want to throw her down on the grass and wrestle her to the ground. “Sure you will,” I say instead. I jog out ahead of her and give her a look at what she’s been missing.
I hear her snort behind me before catching up. “Don’t flatter yourself, McBride,” she says, taking off full stride to start our three miles.
During our cool down, I tell her, “I’m sorry I’ll miss Monday’s run again next week. We’re leaving Friday for our game at Notre Dame and we won’t be back until late Monday night.”
“No biggie,” she says, as we reach her dorm. “I’ll just hit the track at Fetzer.” She looks at me out of the corner of her eye because she knows I’m smiling.
“I’ll miss Bay Watch,” I say.
“Yeah, me too.” She walks away.
“Hey, Mitchell,” I yell after her.
She turns around smiling. “Yeah?”
“What’s your middle name?” I ask.
“Check your phone, McBride,” she says, laughing as she walks into her building.
No fucking way. I pull my phone out but there aren’t any new texts. Then it vibrates.
 
Baylor: It’s Christine. Yours?
 
Me: Maddox.
 
Baylor: Okay, Gavin Maddox McBride, have a safe trip to Indiana.
 
Me: Yes ma’am, Baylor Christine Mitchell.
 
The whole damn bus ride to Notre Dame, I stare at the keychain I still have from the first day we met. I rub my fingers over the inscription.
 
Be what nobody else can ever be . . . yourself
 
I know what I have to do when I get back to school.



chapter seven
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tuesday afternoon, I head over to the registration office. When I see that Trina still works here, I realize how much easier my quest has just become. Trina and I hooked up a couple of times my freshman year. I think she’s still holding a torch for me to be quite honest, and if the way she’s looking up at me through her fake eyelashes is any indication, I’m spot on.
I’m gonna feel like a dick, flirting with her to get what I want, but it’s the means to an end. “Trina!” I say, walking up to the counter with an academy-award-winning smile plastered on my face. “How have you been? It’s been a long time.” I reach out to grab her hand for added effect.
“Gavin McBride,” she says. “I’ve been okay. But things are starting to look up now.”
I lean in and whisper close to her ear, “I need a favor for a friend, Trina.”
She sighs. “Sure, Gavin, whatever you need.”
“My friend’s sister is transferring here next term,” I lie. “She wants to make sure she can get into some of the same classes as her childhood best friend. But she wants it to be a surprise. Do you think you could help me out, honey?” I run my fingers over her knuckles.
I’m such a jackass.
“Of course. Name?” she asks.
“Baylor,” I say. “Baylor Mitchell.” I spell it out for her.
Two minutes and a traitorous kiss on the cheek later, I’m walking out of the registration office with Baylor’s spring schedule in my pocket. Next stop: my advisor’s office.
 

 
The past few weeks have been hellish. With UNC advancing to the Elite Eight after Thanksgiving, I’ve barely had any time to breathe, let alone spend much time with Baylor. We’ve managed to fit in a few runs here and there, but with all the traveling and my intense schedule, it’s been hard.
It’s bitter-sweet for me when we don’t make it to the Final Four. On one hand, I want our team to do the best we can. On the other hand, I’m burned out on soccer and want to focus on other things.
Things like Baylor Christine Mitchell.
“Gavin? Are you even listening to a word I’ve said?” I look over at Karen, who is standing over me with her hands on her hips and her mouth all puckered up because I was ignoring her.
“Huh . . . oh, yeah, the party,” I say, playing along as if I’ve been listening to her talk for the last few minutes. “What about it?”
“Dean says you aren’t going,” she pouts. “Why not?”
“Because I don’t feel like it, Karen. We did lose today, in case you already forgot.”
“All the more reason to get drunk with me tonight.” She smiles.
“I don’t think so,” I say.
She plops herself down on the couch next to me. “What is with you, Gavin?”
“What do you mean?” I ask.
“What’s up with you lately?” She maneuvers herself next to me so that I have no choice but to look at her. “At first I thought it was you just being all soccer-y and stuff, but you haven’t been acting like yourself for the past month,” she says. “You’ve been leaving parties early. Alone. Or worse, not bothering to go at all, like right now. Are you doing drugs, Gavin McBride?”
I choke on the water I’m drinking. “Shit, Karen. You know me better than that,” I say. “Not only would I never stoop to that level, but they do drug test college athletes, you know.”
“Then what is it?” she asks.
I shrug my shoulders. “Maybe I’m just tired of getting laid by any girl in a short skirt.” I let out a big breath. “It’s all so fucking meaningless.” I look around to make sure none of my buddies are here to call me a dickless freak.
Karen merely stares at me with her mouth hanging open.
“Plus, there’s this girl,” I say.
She closes her mouth only to resume her pucker from earlier which is now accompanied by her raised eyebrows. “Girl?” she asks. “What girl?” I don’t miss the way she says ‘girl’ like it’s a bad word. “Are you dating someone Gavin?”
“No,” I say. “But I think I might want to.”
“What, date someone? As in have an actual girlfriend?” she asks, incredulously.
“Well, yeah,” I say. “I thought I might try it for a change.”
She throws her head back and sighs, causing her platinum-blonde hair to fall behind her shoulders. Then she looks down and picks at the seam of her jeans. “Who is she?”
“You don’t know her,” I say. “It’s just some girl I ran into back at orientation.”
“Ran into?” She studies me. “Oh, my God, you don’t mean ‘Thing 2,’ do you?”
I laugh, remembering that stupid shirt Baylor was wearing the day we met. I nod my head. “Yeah, why not her?”
She rolls her eyes at me. “Nobody I know would be caught dead in that atrocious shirt she was wearing,” she says. “She’s a toddler, Gavin. You could do so much better.”
“Maybe I don’t want to do better, Karen.”
She dismisses me, shaking her head. “It’s a good thing winter break starts next week. Five weeks back at home will do you some good.” She stands up and grabs my hand. “Now get your ass up off the couch and go get ready. You’re going to this party with us.”
I let her pull me up. I guess it will be nice to get out of the house and let loose after soccer season. “Fine,” I say. “Just let me jump in the shower.”
She squeals and pulls out her makeup bag to put more unneeded shit on her face.
 

 
I come jogging around the corner and see Baylor waiting in front of Fetzer Hall. I know I have a silly fucking grin on my face. But I don’t care.
I spent the entire time at Saturday’s party silently deliberating how I’m going to get through the five-week break without seeing her face. I drank and talked and tried to be social so Karen would get off my ass, but the whole time I was thinking of ways to get my parents to spend Christmas in NYC or Boston, just to be closer to her.
“Miss me, McBride?” she asks, running up alongside me. I laugh at how she’s turning the tables.
“No,” I reply.
“Liar.” She elbows me.
“Yes,” I acknowledge.
“Sorry you missed getting to the Final Four,” she says. “It was a close game.”
I raise my eyebrows in question. “You watched?”
“Of course I did,” she says. “I know this guy who’s pretty good at scoring goals.”
“Oh, yeah?” I ask, smiling.
“Yeah, it’s Dean Jorgensen. You know of him?”
I elbow her back. “Traitor,” I say at the mention of my best friend.
“I hear he’s the best wingback-center-striker on the team.” She laughs at her own ineptitude about soccer terminology.
“I have a lot to teach you about soccer, Mitchell.”
“Bring it on, McBride,” she challenges. “Maybe you can teach me to play someday.”
God, I’d love to teach her to play soccer. I can imagine taking her out on the field and dribbling the ball with her. I can see her running down the sideline, wind in her hair, looking back at me and nodding for me to pass her the ball. What is it about this girl that has me fantasizing about playing soccer with her instead of dreaming about getting to all the ‘bases?’
“Well, it’ll have to wait until spring,” I say sadly. “This semester went by so fast. I can’t believe we’re in exam week already.”
“I know,” she says. “My last final is Wednesday. When’s yours?”
“Thursday,” I say. “You going to be able to run Wednesday?”
I think I literally hold my breath while awaiting her answer, which is not a good thing to do while jogging. I can’t imagine this being the last time I’ll see her until January.
“Yeah, sure, I can run Wednesday. I wouldn’t want you to miss Bay Watch,” she teases.
I notice that we keep talking and never speed up to a full-on run. I smile inwardly thinking to myself that she doesn’t want to leave me, either. Damn, I’m going to miss our Monday and Wednesday runs.
Then I have a thought. “Bay, do you want to keep running with me during winter break?”
She gives me a strange look. “Uh, you coming to Maple Creek?”
Yeah, I wish.
“No. But we can still run together. You know, every Monday and Wednesday at this time.” I notice that she’s quiet and I want to slap the shit out of my forehead for being such a pussy-whipped douchebag.
Then I see the smile creep up her face. “How will we handle the time difference?” she asks. “Will you run earlier, or should I run later?”
“I don’t want to have to get up too early on break. How about you run an hour later?”
“I can live with that,” she says. “But it’s a shame I won’t be able to see your ugly, sweaty mug in person.”
That gives me another idea. One that will benefit me as well if I play this right. “Give me your phone.” I stop jogging and hold my hand out. She stops with me, furrowing her brow as she hands it over. I hold it out at arm’s length and take a picture of myself. Then I hand it back to her and start running again.
She comes up behind me. “What am I, chopped liver?” she asks. “Don’t you want one, too?”
Yes! Mission accomplished.
“Of course,” I say, knowing all the other girls in my life would be mortified to have their sweaty appearance documented that way. But this is Baylor. She’s the opposite of all the other girls in my life. That’s one of the things I love about her.
Like.
That’s one of the things I like about her.
“Give it here,” she demands, stopping us once more.
I hand my phone over and what she does next is truly amazing. She takes three or four pictures of herself, all while making incredibly silly faces. All with a sheen of sweat dotting her hairline. All with her windblown hair haphazardly coming out of her ponytail.
Fuuuck me.
I can’t wait to get home and look at these pictures.
 

 
Baylor: Sorry, Gavin. I didn’t look closely enough at my schedule. My last final is in the morning, not the afternoon like I thought. I’m going to miss our run tomorrow.
 
Shit.
How could she not have known when her last final is? Our professors practically shove it down our throats the last week of classes. Maybe she’s lying. Maybe she told the asswipe about our runs and he won’t let her do it anymore. I have to know. I can’t let her leave for break like this.
 
Me: Did you tell what’s-his-name about our runs?
 
Baylor: Chris? No.
 
I’m happy to see she’s still playing our little game.
 
Me: Are you going to?
 
Baylor: Yes.
 
Me: Liar.
 
Baylor: Maybe.
 
Me: Did you really not know about your final?
 
Baylor:  I knew. I just didn’t want it to be weird, that’s all.
 
This is news. Does that mean she’s going to miss me and she didn’t know how to say goodbye? Shit, this girl has me all over the place. I switch my phone over to my picture gallery and look at her gorgeous face. She’s sticking her tongue out at me in one picture. Another has her puckering up while her nose crinkles. The last one shows a big cheesy smile, one that brings out that dimple in her right cheek—and she’s cross-eyed.
 
Me: Thanks for the pictures.
 
Baylor: You, too.
 
Me: Good luck on your last final and have a safe flight back home.
 
Baylor: You, too.
 
Me: Don’t forget about our runs.
 
Baylor: Not a chance. See you in January, Gavin Maddox McBride.
 
Me: See ya, Baylor Christine Mitchell.
 
So that’s that.
I put my phone down. This is going to be the longest fucking month of my life.



chapter eight
 
 
 
 
 
 
I’m early. I know I’m early, but I couldn’t wait. I check my watch again.
We never talked. We never texted. We never said anything about spring semester and what would happen the Monday morning that classes started.
Yet, here I wait like a fucking puppy waiting for its owner to take it out for a pee. I circle around, wondering if she will show up. It’s been five weeks. A lot can happen in five weeks. She could have a goddamn ring on her finger for all I know. That shit happens a lot around the holidays.
I told my mom about her.
I told my mom about a girl for the first time. Ever. My mom simply sat and grinned at me the entire time. I think it took me an hour or more to tell her everything I wanted to get off my chest. Then I told her what I did about school. Something I haven’t told anyone. Not even Baylor. She hugged me. My mom hugged me and said she was proud of me. The congressman, on the other hand, will have a coronary when he finds out. So I didn’t tell him—on my mom’s advice. Now I know how she’s put up with him for so many years. Selective information sharing. She’s a smart one, my mom.
I check my watch. Two minutes after eight.
Crap. She’s never late.
I’ll wait three more minutes and then I’ll go on with my morning run. I mean, I’m not that desperate. I’m not about to wait around all day.
I check my watch again.
Okay, I’ll wait ten minutes. But not a minute longer.
Pussy.
At ten after eight, I reluctantly break into a slow jog away from Fetzer Hall. It doesn’t mean anything, her not coming. We didn’t discuss it. We didn’t plan it. Maybe she’s just settling back in this morning. Or maybe her flight was late.
“Miss me, McBride?” I hear from behind.
I briefly close my eyes. I’m not sure what this strange feeling is in my chest. It’s like my lungs have been re-inflated after not being able to breathe.
“No,” I say, finding it impossible to hide my face-splitting smile.
“Liar,” she says.
“Yes,” I respond. And just like that, we’re Baylor and Gavin again, running as if we never missed a beat. As if I didn’t spend thirty-four agonizing days fantasizing about her while staring at those stupid pictures she took on my phone. As if I didn’t purposefully leave my phone behind most of those days to reduce the temptation to text her. As if I didn’t google Maple Creek, Connecticut on my laptop just to feel like I learned something about her world.
Damn. I resist the urge to reach down and make sure I’m even in possession of a pair of balls anymore.
We stare at each other out of the corner of our eyes. She blushes. I laugh. We run.
She’s gotten faster since last month. She must have been really pushing herself. Was she doing that for me, I wonder? I try to inconspicuously look at her left ring finger to make sure there’s nothing there, but she keeps moving it so I can’t get a good look without being painfully obvious.
Okay, here goes.
“Did you tell what’s-his-name about our runs?”
“Yes,” she says. No laugh. No smile. No elbow.
Crack.
The goddamn thing just splintered and fragments of it are stabbing me. I stop running. “For real?” I ask.
She nods. “Yeah.”
“Well, what did he say?”
“I told him and then we broke up,” she says.
Hope hits me square in the chest, taking my breath away before my heart starts beating again.
“He broke up with you, Baylor?” I ask, a little too incredulously.
“No. I broke up with him,” she says. “But it was more of a mutual thing, really. We are better as friends.”
“So, you’re still friends then?” I ask, not quite knowing if I like the idea of ex-asswipe being in her life after being her boyfriend.
“Of course. Chris will always be my friend,” she says. “You don’t have a problem with that, right?”
Well, what am I supposed to say? I have Karen, the queen bitch of all girl-intimidators, on my coattails twenty-four-seven so I can’t really complain about what’s-his-name.
“What? No, of course I don’t,” I lie through my teeth, hoping my pants don’t catch on fire.
She turns off when we get to her dorm. “See you Wednesday, McBride,” she says, jogging up the stairs.
“Not if I see you first, Mitchell.”
She gives me a confused look as she heads into her building, but I just wave and keep running.
 

 
Spring is our off-season. We still have occasional games with other schools, but they are scrimmages really, just to keep our skills fresh. We workout or run every day. We have practice three times a week. But for the most part, nights and weekends are free. I love the off-season. And I love that I have so much free time to put my new plan in place. The plan that gets Baylor to go out with me.
This is all new. I’m in virgin territory here. I’ve been with dozens of girls, but never one that I’ve wanted a relationship with. I’m not exactly sure how this goes. What I am sure about is that I don’t want to fuck this up. It has to be perfect. Because she is perfect.
I purposefully walk in a few minutes late to Philosophy 101. It’s a huge class in one of the largest auditoriums on campus. Because of this, I know most students like to sit in the back and there will only be seats left down in front. So as the TAs hand out syllabi, I casually walk down to the front, having already spotted Baylor in the sixth row. Sixth row—she’s a good student then. I excuse myself as I squeeze past several people to find a seat in the middle of row three. After I sit down, I turn around just enough to see Baylor’s jaw dropping into her lap. I wink. She blushes. We smile.
“You knew we had a class together, didn’t you?” she asks, on our way out an hour later. “I thought you acted strange this morning.”
“How could I possibly know that, Baylor?” I feign innocence.
“Well, then why are you taking a freshman level class?”
“Because I need an easy A,” I reply. “I have a tough schedule and I’m going to need the break.”
“Oh,” she says, accepting my explanation. We emerge from the building into a blast of arctic air. All I want to do is put my arm around her to warm her as she shivers. But, that’s not part of the plan. I have to stick to the plan. She points in the opposite direction from where I’m headed. “I have to get to Comp Two now. I only have a fifteen minute break.”
Of course, I know this since I have a copy of her schedule in my back pocket.
“See you Wednesday,” she says, as she walks away.
“If you say so, Mitchell,” I tease.
She glances back and rolls her eyes at me.
My plan couldn’t have come together any better. Five days a week. I’ll see her every weekday all semester, and if I’m lucky, I can work in some weekend study time on top. My advisor worked hard to fit my new schedule around the two classes I wanted to take with her, assuring we’d have face time on a regular basis. Yes, I’ll admit, being a college athlete does come with perks. As in priority class registration.
So on Tuesday, when I walk into her Film Studies class, Baylor laughs. Out loud. Shit. That throaty laugh of hers hits me right in the balls, doubling me over with the incessant need to make her do it again.
I slip into the empty seat next to her. We try to focus on our professor, but if all the doodling in her notebook is any indication, I’d say she’s experiencing as much sexual tension sitting two feet away from me as I am with her.
“Tough schedule, eh?” she says on our way out.
I shrug. “Hey, I heard we have to write a lot of papers in this class. That’s tough,” I say. “We also have to watch a shit-ton of movies. I think we should set up a schedule now.”
“A schedule for what?” she asks.
“For movie watching,” I say. “Thursday nights good for you?” I would have suggested Friday or Saturday, but that would seem too forward and date-like and I have to stick to the plan.
“Oh,” she says, surprised.  She looks down at the long list of movies on the syllabus. “You want to watch these together?”
“Yeah, why not?” I ask. “It would make watching”—I look at her list—“uh, ‘Citizen Kane’ a little more bearable, don’t you think? Is that even in color?”
She smiles over at me. “Thursdays work for me.” 
Yes! Part two of my plan is falling into place.
“Uh, Gavin,” she says, her face quite serious now, “aren’t you going to fall behind in Poli Sci if you take so many electives?”
“They aren’t electives, Baylor,” I tell her. “I’m no longer a Political Science major.”
Her eyes go wide. “What? Really? When did this happen?”
“Some deeply philosophical chick I know said something about me regretting my entire existence if I didn’t follow my dreams,” I explain. “So, I thought, what the hell. And the fact that it’ll really piss off my dad—that’s just an added bonus.”
“Oh, my God, Gavin! You switched to Film Production?” Her eyes sparkle in delight. It’s worth having to go back and take some crappy classes just to see this look on her face. Like she’s proud of me. Like I could actually be something without living in the shadow of my father’s aspiring political career. It’s the same look my mom had when I told her.
“Well, the correct title for the degree I’ll earn is ‘Bachelor of Fine Arts in Filmmaking,’ but, yeah—Film Production,” I say, mirroring her jovial expression.
She leans in and wraps her arms around me. “That’s wonderful, Gavin. You must be so excited!”
I was excited about the switch in my major. Now I’m excited that she’s found a reason to throw her arms around me. I happily pull her against me for a hug while thinking about how long I can keep her here without it seeming inappropriate and creepy. I wonder if she’s thinking the same thing. She doesn’t seem in any big hurry to pull away, either. I put my nose in her hair and inhale that fruity scent that I’ve craved since the day I first smelled it—maybe even long before that. My body is humming with electricity as I savor the way we fit together. She is much shorter than I am. I’d be surprised if she’s anything over five four, but the way her head tucks perfectly under my chin, and the way my arms can wrap around her body, enveloping her into me completely, it just feels . . . right.
Finally, after a too-long-to-be-just-friendly-but-not-long-enough-to-be-otherwise-significant hug, we part, but still stand close. I look down at her and I swear her eyes have taken on the emerald color of the shirt I’m wearing. She’s standing that close. She should always stand this close. Her eyes should always reflect what I’m wearing. Kind of like my own personal mark on her. I realize that I’m staring down at her and she’s blushing.
“You’re tall,” she says, attempting to break the unbridled sexual tension.
“Maybe you’re just short,” I quip.
“Nope.” She shakes her head. “I’m the perfect size, McBride.”
That you are. Perfect for me, I think.
I walk her to her next class. I don’t have to ask her where it is.
She doesn’t ask how I know.
 

 
“You what?” Karen all but screams at me when I explain why I didn’t show up for the government class we were supposed to take together.
“You heard me,” I say. “I changed my major. I never liked Political Science. I’m going to do something I want to do rather than something I’m expected to do for once.”
“Your dad will flip out,” she says, disapprovingly. She narrows her eyes at me. “Gavin McBride, does this have anything at all to do with ‘Thing 2’?”
“No . . . yes . . . I don’t know, Karen. I guess it does in a way. But not like you’re thinking. She isn’t a Film major, so it’s not like I’m doing it to get in her pants or anything.” Well, not entirely. “And would you quit calling her ‘Thing 2,’ she has a name. It’s Baylor.”
“Baylor?” she spits out. “What kind of name is Baylor? Do her parents have some kind of psycho-obsession with football or something?”
I’m actually kind of impressed that Karen would even associate the two, but given we grew up only an hour from the university that bears her name, it’s understandable.
“Karen, you don’t have to be a bitch all the time, you know.”
“Ugh!” She stomps a foot. “I’m just trying to look out for you, Gavin,” she says. “You have a family name to uphold.”
“I’m well aware of that, Karen. You don’t need to remind me,” I say. “My father does a pretty good job of that every time he talks to me.”
“I thought we all got along so well over break, didn’t you?”
“That’s just because I’m getting better at handling him,” I say.
“So, what, you’re changing your major and now you’re going to go off and date little Miss Thing? Your dad wouldn’t approve of that either,” she so willingly points out.
I shake my head at her. “I don’t really give a shit what my dad approves of anymore, Karen. And if you are going to be such a bitch about it, you know good and well where the door to leave my house is.”
Tears well up in her eyes. Shit. I didn’t mean to make her cry.
I walk over and put my arms around her. “Karen, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to hurt your feelings. But you’re going to have to learn to respect my decisions, okay?”
She holds me tightly, crying into my shoulder. I realize how much taller she is than Baylor. It’s not as easy and comfortable holding Karen against me, and the store-bought tits her mom got her for her eighteenth birthday push hard against my chest. My hands press against the bony outline of the ribs in her back, and all I can think of is how soft Baylor was beneath my touch.
I know on the outside Karen and I are the perfect couple. Kids in high school used to refer to us as ‘Ken and Barbie.’ I love Karen, I really do. But she can be a lot to take sometimes. Her superficial tendencies often overcome the sweet girl that I used to play doctor with in third grade. I will never give up hope that someday that girl will emerge once again.
“I d-don’t want to l-lose you, Gavin,” she stutters.
“You’re never going to lose me,” I assure her. “We will always be friends. You’re an important part of my life.”
“Just not important enough to date, apparently,” she says, sniffing through her sobs.
And there we have it. The elephant in the room has finally reared its surgically-altered face.
“Karen,” I hold her tight. “I love you. You know that, right?”
She nods her head into my shoulder.
“Maybe if it were under different circumstances, we would date. But I don’t want to ruin our friendship. I’ve seen it happen,” I say. “And I really want to see where this thing goes with Baylor.”
She hiccups into my shirt. “Why her?” she asks. “What’s so special about her?”
I could list a hundred things that are special about Baylor. But it’s the one that stands out the most that really matters. “She lets me be myself.”
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Two weeks, four runs, ten classes and three movie nights later, I’m cleaning up the downstairs bathroom of the house I share with Dean, Tim and Jonesy.
“Are we expecting a visit from the president?” Tim asks, walking through the living room behind me.
I throw a wad of paper towels at him that I was using to clean the toilet. They splat against his chest before he can jump out of the way. “Dude, that’s just wrong,” he says, looking at the piss-soaked wad lying on the floor at his feet.
“If you would learn to aim in the goddamn toilet, I wouldn’t have to do this.” I rip off another few sheets of paper towels.
He removes his shirt and throws it at me. “Add that to your own laundry, dickhead.” He looks around the room he’s standing in. “Seriously though, why is the room all organized? And why the hell does it smell like a Pine Sol commercial in here?”
“Because I don’t want Baylor smelling your filthy ass when she comes over tonight,” I tell him.
“Oh, but it’s okay if Karen and the other girls smell it?” he asks.
“I don’t give a shit what they smell, Tim.”
He shakes his head at me. “And you call me and Jonesy whipped,” he says. “You’ve got it bad, my friend.”
“What’s it to you?” I snap at him.
He holds up his hands. “Hey,” he surrenders. “I think it’s great.” He comes over and gives me a friendly slap on my back. “It’s about damn time you quit dippin’ your stick in everything that breathes.”
Yeah, well I did that a long time ago. The only action my stick has seen in four months is the inside of my own hand. But I’m not letting that mere fact drive my plan. It’s been going smoothly, just like I’ve needed it to. We’ve been sticking to our usual running routine. I met her over at her dorm’s common room for movie night the past two weeks. We’ve even had a couple of study sessions together. Sessions at which she started out sitting across the table from me, but yesterday, for no other reason than she must find me irresistible, she sat right next to me the entire time. I think she may have even touched me accidentally-on-purpose a few times.
Yup, I think I may be ready to move on to the next step in my plan. I’ll have to see how tonight goes. I invited her here for movie night this week. I’m tired of all the distractions of having fifty people walking through the room when we’re trying to view the small screen they have at her dorm. I could care less about the movie, but it took away from my Bay Watch time whenever someone would come up and talk to her.
For a shy freshman, Baylor sure does have a lot of friends. And by friends, I mean honest, down-to-earth people that I would one day like to get to know after I’ve secured her as my girlfriend. But for now, I want her all to myself. And tonight, the guys are going out. I even double-checked Karen’s social calendar to make sure she still had her sorority meeting. The last thing I need is for Baylor and Karen to run into each other. They are about as far apart on the spectrum as two girls can get, and I certainly don’t need Karen stepping up and scaring Bay off before she even gives me a chance.
I’ve purposefully arranged the furniture so that she’ll have to crane her neck if she sits anywhere other than on the couch where I plan on sitting.
Baylor arrives right on time with a copy of ‘Ben-Hur’ that she insisted on renting since I rented the last two. She brought a six-pack of soda and a big bag of buttery popcorn. I have to re-read the label on the soda cans, because at first glance, I couldn’t believe they didn’t say ‘diet.’
She hands me the Pepsi cans and studies my hair that is still wet from my shower. “You should cut your hair,” she says.
“This hair?” I feign abhorrence.
She giggles.
Fuck. This is going to be a long night.
“Yes, that hair,” she says, smiling. “Doesn’t it get in the way when you play soccer?”
“I suppose a little. But chicks love this hair,” I say, elbowing her as I escort her into the living room.
“Hmmpf.” She ignores my comment as she looks around the room, taking in the house that has become more-or-less a shrine to professional soccer. She walks over to the bookshelves and checks out the signed soccer balls that the guys and I have collected over the years. We have a couple of jerseys hanging on the wall, and there are even some pictures of us with famous soccer players. I plan to add to this collection when I go to Brazil this summer.
“You are all just a bunch of fan-boys, aren’t you?” she says, laughing.
“Laugh it up,” I say. “But one day, kids may be asking for my picture and then I’ll track you down and make you eat those words.”
She shakes her head. “I’m not worried about having to do that at all, Gavin. You’re going to be some famous film producer, not a soccer player.”
“How do you know that?”
“Have you even been around yourself when we watch these movies?” she asks. “It’s like you become this other person. You comment on lighting and scene origination and character placement. It’s actually quite amusing to watch.”
I had no idea. I mean, yes, I knew I did that a little. But it’s amazing the way she talks about how I do it, like she can see into my soul and pluck my deep-seeded dreams right out of it. This girl actually has confidence in me, even though I’m not sure I really believe it myself, that someday I could possibly be in the world of film production.
We go into the kitchen to put the soda in the fridge. Something on the counter catches my eye, giving me a brilliant idea. “Okay, let’s do it,” I say.
“Do what? Produce a film?” She laughs.
“No,” I say. “Let’s cut my hair.” I walk over and pick up the kit that Marcie left here yesterday when she cut Jonesy’s hair. After she left last night, he commented on how sexy it was to have her cut it for him. Said he’d never go to a barber shop again.
I want that. I want that with Baylor.
I deposit the hair-cutting kit in her hands. She looks up at me with wide eyes. “What? No, no, no . . . I am not cutting your hair, McBride.”
I pull out the smock thing and put it around me, securing the snap at the back of my neck. “Yes, you are. It’ll be fun,” I say. “It was your idea, Mitchell.”
The corners of her mouth turn upwards until I see that adorable dimple. “Okay, but don’t come crying to me if you look like a bad Justin Bieber hair day.”
I sit in a kitchen chair while she lays the supplies out on the table. “You really only need a little taken off,” she says. “Just so it doesn’t hang in your eyes quite so much.” She picks up the longest pair of sheers and holds them like a knife, doing a hideously bad impression of ‘Carrie’ from the very same movie that we watched only last week.
I laugh at how silly she is, and I marvel over the fact that she just doesn’t care that she might look stupid. All she’s trying to do is have fun.
And all I want to do is have fun with her.
She’s taking this seriously, I can tell. She’s measuring every piece she cuts with the width of her fingers. She’s studying it, making sure to get it precisely right. The whole time, she’s biting on that lower lip, in deep concentration. She walks around me slowly, getting at me from every angle. When she cuts the front, she stands before me, her tits practically touching my face and it’s all I can do to not reach out and touch her.
Holy God, she smells good.
She’s so involved in her task that she has no fucking idea what she’s doing to me. If it weren’t for this smock I’m wearing, she’d have a very good idea since my sweat pants are most definitely sporting a tent that could keep the rain off small children.
When she’s done and she runs her hands through my hair to check her accuracy, I almost combust. I think I startle her when I suddenly push my chair back and stand up quickly.
“Uh, I have to go jump in the shower to wash the hair off,” I say, walking away.
“McBride,” she calls after me.
I turn around to see her come up to me and reach around my neck. I swear I think she’s gonna kiss me and in the state I’m in, I’m likely to throw her down and take her right here on the kitchen floor.
Stick to the plan, Gav.
She unsnaps the smock and drapes it over her arm. Then she notices my . . . situation. Her eyes bug out and a blood-red blush comes over her.
I shrug my shoulders and walk away. “I’ll be out in five, Mitchell.”
She doesn’t respond. I don’t expect her to.
After my extremely cold and uncomfortable shower, we put in the DVD. Not that I don’t want to spend the time with her, but ‘Ben-Hur’ is a long movie. And what really pisses me off is that I’m going to have to watch the entire thing again. Because after that haircut, and then with her sitting next to me touching my hand whenever she reaches in the bowl for popcorn, I have barely watched it. I have no fucking clue who Ben-Hur even is when she gets up to leave at midnight.
“Do you mind if I keep the DVD?” I ask. “I’ll return it for you and pay any late fee. I just want to go over a few parts again.”
“That’s fine,” she says, getting on her coat.
I put my shoes on and pull a hoodie over my head.
“What are you doing?” she asks.
“I know you don’t think I’m going to let you walk home alone, Bay.”
“I drove my scooter over here, Gavin,” she says. “It’s no biggie.”
“What? That’s even worse,” I tell her. “Parking garages at night are cesspools of muggers and rapists.”
She rolls her eyes at me. “You know there are security cameras and emergency phone pods all over, right?”
“Right, just like outside the stadium that day.” I look at her sternly. “I’m taking you home, Baylor.” I hold my hand out for her keys and she hands them over without an argument. In fact, she hands them over with a hint of a smile.
Yeah, she wants me to take her home. She just doesn’t want it to seem like she does. I’m onto you, Mitchell.
When she wraps her hands around my waist after she gets on the scooter behind me, I know without a doubt that another cold shower is in my very near future.
We park the scooter and I walk her to her dorm. The whole way, I try to think of an excuse to get to see her again tomorrow after class. Then I remember something she said.
“Practice got cancelled tomorrow afternoon, but I still need a workout,” I say. “You told me last fall that you wanted to learn to play. If you still do, I could teach you.”
Her eyes light up and that adorable dimple makes an appearance.
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“So, they aren’t called goalies?” she asks me.
“No, they are, but we also call them keepers now,” I say, explaining the different soccer positions.
“And you’re a center forward.”
“Yes. Sometimes we’re called strikers,” I say. “So, a typical formation would be three defenders, four mid-fielders and three forwards. But that can change around a lot.”
We make our way down the large practice field that sits mostly vacant today, with the exception of a few young kids and their dads playing down on one end. I’m happy that the weather cooperated with an un-seasonably mild day today. I was so looking forward to seeing Baylor’s shapely legs in a pair of shorts again. She didn’t disappoint me when she stripped out of her track pants once we got sufficiently warmed up.
“So the center forwards have the most important job,” she says.
“No, not really.” I shake my head. “I mean, yes, we score the majority of the goals, but if we didn’t have great defenders and mid-fielders setting up those goals, we wouldn’t be worth a shit. Soccer is all about the team and player coordination.”
I’m juggling the ball with my feet and knees as I explain things to her. Her eyes become mesmerized by my masterful skills. It makes me want to keep it up all day long, just to have her staring at me.
We take a few laps around the field as I show her how to dribble the ball, then we work on passing and shooting. She’s a quick learner and she’s obviously well-conditioned with all the running she does, so she has no problem keeping up with me. “You’d be a great mid-fielder,” I tell her. “They generally have to do the most running in a game.”
She smiles with pride.
A stray ball comes flying at Baylor and before I can warn her, it smacks her in the back. I run over. “Shit, are you okay?”
She laughs, bending over to retrieve the ball for the group of kids behind us. “I’m fine, Gavin.” She passes the ball back to what looks like a seven-or-eight-year-old boy. She does it with skill, using the inside of her foot just like I taught her.
The boy immediately passes it back to her and they fall into a jog, passing it back and forth until one of them misses. One of the other boys comes up to me and asks if I’ll show him how to do that thing where I bounce the ball up and between my knees. These kids are obviously new to soccer.
Baylor and I spend the next hour teaching the kids how to play. And even though she is only just learning herself, you’d never know by the way she’s helping them. I look in awe at how these young boys hang on her every word. But, then again, I know how they feel. I’m completely under her spell myself.
After a few parents thank us for the instruction and the kids leave the field, Baylor says, “Bring it on, McBride.”
We start to play a little one-on-one with her trying to steal the ball away from me. Of course I go easy on her, but not as easy as I thought I’d have to. I break into a run down the field. She comes up alongside me and tries to kick the ball out from in front of me, causing me to stumble and take her down with me.
Once I realize she’s not hurt, but is merely lying down next to me to catch her breath, I say, “That’s a definite yellow card for you, Mitchell.”
“What?” she protests breathily. “That was all you and your two left feet.”
“My two left feet. I don’t think so,” I quip.
She elbows me and I feign injury. “Watch it or I’ll give you a red card,” I tease.
Then she climbs on top of me, holding me down playfully and says, “You’ll do no such thing, McBride.”
It takes me all of two-point-five seconds to turn the tables on her. I grab her and flip her underneath me in one movement. We stay like this and stare at each other as our chests heave while we continue to catch our breath. I look down at her incredible eyes with the myriad of colors that are now reflecting the blue sky. Her hair is slightly matted with sweat and her shirt is now dirty with grass clippings. She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
Fuck the plan.
I lean down to her slowly and put my weight on my elbows while my hands come up to grasp the sides of her face. She blushes and bites her lip. As I draw closer, her gaze moves from my eyes to my mouth. Her tongue comes out to swipe across her lips in anticipation of what I’m about to do. Because I am about to kiss her. There is no way in hell I’m not going to kiss this girl.
When my lips meet hers, it’s fucking Christmas and I’m unwrapping the biggest, best present under the tree. Her lips are soft and I let mine rest against them for a few seconds just so I can get my mind around this. I want to imprint this moment in my memory so I’ll never forget it. I start to move my lips around on hers, first kissing the corners of her mouth, then kissing her top lip and finally, I take her bottom lip between mine and gently suck on it.
She lets out a tiny groan that comes from deep inside her throat and I’m instantly hard. She parts her lips for me and our tongues fall into this synchronized dance that has me wondering if we have done this before and I merely forgot. It seems natural, accustomed . . . familiar.
She brings her hands up and runs them first along my back, then my shoulders. Then she runs her fingers through my hair and I know right now, right this second, that I never want another girl to put her hands in my hair. Just her. Just Baylor Christine Mitchell.
I reluctantly pull my lips away from hers when my voice of reason tells me we might get arrested if we don’t stop this. We are still breathing heavily; even more-so now than when we were playing soccer. I smile down at her. She smiles back at me. I finally find some words. “Will you go on a date with me, Baylor Mitchell?” I ask. “Tonight?”
I know her answer before she says it, thanks to the dimple that takes residence in her cheek. “Yes, Gavin McBride, I’ll go on a date with you.”
I lean down and whisper into her mouth, “I’m paying.” I kiss her again before she can argue with me. I feel her smile against my lips.
 

 
I don’t get nervous. Gavin McBride doesn’t get nervous over girls.
So, why is my hand shaking when I bring it up to knock on her dorm room door? Fuck. Get it together, I tell myself. I take a few deep breaths then roll my eyes at myself when her next door neighbor catches me doing it.
The door opens. “Oh, hey, Gavin,” says Tori, Baylor’s roommate. “Come on in. Baylor just popped next door to get something from our neighbor.
I feel slightly sick. Not the neighbor that just witnessed me being all douchy at the door, I hope.
“Thanks, Tori.” I enter her room and sit on the futon that’s underneath Baylor’s bunk. I’ve only been here once before. On a movie night a few weeks ago, she brought me in here to get a couple of sodas and introduce me to her roommate. I wipe my sweaty hands on my jeans and look around the room as I wait for her. It’s definitely a girl’s room, yes, but it doesn’t look like a bottle of Pepto-Bismol exploded all over it like some of the sorority girls I know.
I see a lot of magazines. Not Vogue and Cosmo or any of that shit. They are mostly journalism magazines and even a copy of Time. I look at Tori. “Are you a journalism major, too?”
She nods. “Yes, most of the girls on this floor are. It’s why we chose to live here.”
“Hmmm,” I mumble, thinking back to last year when all the freshman soccer players lived on the same floor.
I realize she’s glaring at me and I stare at my watch in hopes that Baylor will interrupt this awkwardness soon.
No such luck. “What are your intentions with Baylor?” Tori asks point blank.
“My intentions?” I ask.
Her appraising glare pins me to the futon. “You must know that your reputation precedes you.”
I shake my head at her. “That’s old news, Tori,” I explain. “I know I was wild as a freshman, but I’m not like that anymore.”
“Really,” she says, skeptically, with hands on her hips for emphasis.
I raise two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”
“So, you changed your philandering ways?” she asks. “Just like that?”
“Not just like that,” I say. And at the risk of playing my hand too soon, I add, “When you meet the one person who seems like she could be more than just a conquest, it changes things.”
She stares me down, assessing my truthfulness when the door opens and Baylor walks in. Tori purses her lips at me and then turns to Baylor. “Okay,” she says. “He’s good.”
I laugh. “Was I just being vetted by your roommate?”
“Huh?” Baylor asks, clearly confused.
“You two have fun,” Tori says, handing Baylor her coat and pushing us out the door.
Baylor walks down the long dorm hallway ahead of me. She has her hair down and I wonder if she knows that’s how I like it. She’s wearing jeans that flatter her petite figure, and under her coat is a dark-brown sweater that I’m sure will make her eyes look like chocolate.
This isn’t the first time she’s ridden in my truck. It’s not even the first time I’ve held the door open for her as she gets in. But it’s different this time and we both know it. She looks down at me as she climbs up into the passenger seat. With that adorable blush creeping up her face, she says, “Thank you.”
“For helping you into the truck?” I ask. “No problem.”
“For tonight,” she says. “In case I forget to thank you later, I just wanted to let you know what a great time I had.”
I smile up at her as I shut the door.
Shit, I think, walking around the front of my large pick-up truck. I’d better do a damn good job at living up to her expectations.
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When Baylor’s eyes light up as we pull into my favorite burger joint, I figure we’re off to a good start. We grab a booth in the far corner and glance at each other over the top of our menus. I contemplate sitting right next to her, but then I wouldn’t get to look at her gorgeous face all night.
When the waitress comes to take our order, Baylor unabashedly orders a cheeseburger and fries. “I’ll have the same. But, make mine a double. And bring a couple of chocolate shakes,” I add, knowing Baylor’s penchant for sweet drinks.
“Oh, yummy,” she says. She looks around the restaurant. The tables are adorned with black-and-red-checkered tablecloths. The lighting is low and the muted music coming from overhead is soft rock. The whole place is a contradiction. You’d expect steaks and fine wine on the menu at an establishment like this. It’s a forgotten gem and since it’s over the budget of most college students, it’s not rowdy and full of drunk underage kids.
“I love this place,” she says, her eyes returning back to mine. “It reminds me of our restaurant back home.”
“Oh, right,” I say, remembering what she’s told me about their small family restaurant back in Maple Creek. She grew up spending her nights and weekends working at ‘Mitchell’s’ alongside her younger sisters, Skylar and Piper. “So, tell me again why you chose journalism over the family business.” We’ve talked about it briefly in the past, but she’s never really told me why she wouldn’t want to follow in her parents’ footsteps.
“Growing up, and especially when I was younger, owning the restaurant was a struggle for my parents. But, it was their dream so they did everything possible to make it happen, including borrowing against their house and all of our college funds.” Her face turns happy when she says, “Then one day, this woman comes into the restaurant and orders the special. We had no idea who she was. Like most patrons, we thought she was simply passing through on her way to the city. But two weeks later, an envelope shows up with a newspaper article from the New York Times talking about a mom-and-pop restaurant in Maple Creek. Our restaurant. The article raved about the food, the service, the ambiance. After that, business picked up ten-fold and my parents never again had to worry about the impending foreclosure that our house was under.” She picks thoughtfully at her napkin. “It was then that I understood the power of journalism. I vowed to be someone who would bring joy to people with the words I could write.”
I’m stunned once more by this girl sitting in front of me. But before I become a driveling fool and tell her again how amazing she is, the waitress arrives with our food. I watch Baylor take a big bite out of the cheeseburger that is almost too large for her small hands to hold. Juice trickles down out of the side of her mouth and I have to sit on my hands to keep from reaching across the table to wipe her chin and then lick the savory taste of her off my finger.
“Umugud,” she mumbles through her mouthful of meat as her eyes roll to the ceiling.
I watch in complete fascination, my own food forgotten in front of me, as she enjoys her first bite of what I’m now sure will be her favorite burger as well.
I love that she ordered a cheeseburger. Karen and her friends would have ordered a side salad with that vinegar crap on it. Why do they think it’s sexy to be so thin? Do they think guys want to feel a skeleton when we touch them? I remember the few times when I’ve had my arms around Baylor, feeling her soft curves under my hands, and suddenly I start to get hard under the drape of the black-and-red-checkered tablecloth.
I pick up my own burger and quickly eat it. I think about the new soccer formation my coach had us try last week at practice. Anything to calm down my rising, uh, problem.
Before I know it, my plate is cleared and I find myself reaching over to grab one of Baylor’s fries. She playfully smacks my hand away. “What?” I say. “Don’t all girls share their food on dates?” I inventory what’s left on her plate, knowing she’ll never be able to finish the mammoth burger that is barely half-eaten and the mound of fries that is still sitting next to it.
“I don’t know, do they?” she asks, picking up and tearing apart a fry, popping half of it into her mouth. “I’m not all girls, McBride.”
“No, you are definitely not, Mitchell.”
She motions to her plate. “I’m not against sharing,” she says. “I just need something in return.”
I look at my empty plate and then back up at her with questioning eyes.
“Not food,” she says. “Information.”
I raise an inquisitive eyebrow.
“I ask you a question and when you answer it, you get some of my fries,” she says.
I laugh. “Twenty Questions, huh?”
“Not really.” She shakes her head. “Just stuff I’m curious about.”
I look at the large pile of fries on her plate. “Fire away, then. I’m still hungry.”
She bites her lip and rolls her eyes from side to side, clearly trying to think of what she wants to know about me first. “Okay. When did you first start playing soccer?”
Nobody has ever asked me that question before. Not even my coaches. I can remember the day with an almost painful clarity. “When I was five, my dad was out of town at some judges convention,” I say. “Whenever that happened, it was like Christmas at my house. My mom and I would do things that my dad normally wouldn’t allow. He was always of the mind that kids had to earn things. And let’s just say he wasn’t impressed by my rebellious tendencies.”
I roll my eyes at the memory of my dad trying to control a rambunctious five-year-old. “My mom took me to a sporting goods store and told me to pick out anything I wanted. I remember walking around and seeing all the baseball bats and football helmets. Then I saw a dad and his boy. They were bouncing a big black-and-white ball back and forth between them on their knees. They were smiling and laughing. They looked so happy. I wanted that. I wanted what they had. And my five-year-old brain thought that just maybe the soccer ball was the key to it.”
I look over at Baylor and see her sad eyes on me. She knows by now what a douchebag my dad is to me, so this is probably no big surprise. “I’ll never forget the sad look on my mom’s face that day. I didn’t understand it then but she knew. She knew why I had chosen the ball and she also knew that I would never get to experience what that little boy had.
“The next day, my mom took me to my first soccer game.” I laugh. “Ironically, it was at Baylor University,” I say, smiling over at her. “So, that’s when I started playing. You would have been hard-pressed to find me not in the possession of a soccer ball after that.”
Baylor looks at me with a face full of empathy while she pushes her entire plate of fries over in front of me. I grab a few and push it back to her. “Don’t feel sorry for me, Bay. My father has always been a pretty good example.”
“What?” she asks, clearly confused.
“He’s a good example of what kind of dad I don’t ever want to be,” I clarify.
She nods at me in understanding. “So, you want kids, huh?” she asks, looking down at her half-eaten plate of food.
“Yes, of course,” I say. “Well, not now, but someday.” I laugh. She giggles. We stare.
“Next question,” I say.
She cocks her head to the side and purses her lips. I can tell this is going to be a good one.
“When was the last time you went on a date?” she asks.
“You really want to go there, Mitchell?”
“I do.” She nods her head.
I blow out a breath. “I guess technically, never.”
“Technically?” she asks.
“Baylor, you have to understand something about me,” I explain. “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors. And a lot of what you heard is probably true.” I lower my eyes in shame, vowing to be as truthful as I can with her. “I’ve never really dated a girl before. Yes, I’ve obviously been with a lot of them.” I cringe at my own words. “But, I never met anyone that I wanted to take out on a real date. Before you, that is.”
She stares at me in contemplation. Then I realize I probably didn’t really answer what she was asking. So I add, “If you’re asking when was the last time I was with a girl, it was last August. The weekend before I plowed into you at Murphey Hall.”
I hear her take in a sharp breath. Then I see that beautiful rosy color creep up her face as she pushes the plate of fries over in front of me again. “You have to know that you are a lot more, uh . . . experienced than I am, Gavin.”
“It may seem that way, Baylor. But, this is all new to me.” I wave my hand around indicating the restaurant. “I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing. In this case, I’m afraid I’m the naïve one.”
She smiles at me. “Okay,” she says. “I guess we can both learn about things together.”
My dick twitches in my pants. Does that mean she wants me to teach her stuff, I wonder. Lord, I hope so.
I grab a few fries and push the plate back over to her, wondering what our next deeply-philosophical conversation will be.
“Favorite color?” she asks.
I laugh at her. Then I look into her eyes. “I’m not sure there’s a name for it, but it’s brown with bits of blue and green.” I reach over and grab a few fries.
The dimple makes an appearance before her next question. “Favorite movie?” she asks.
“Not ‘Ben-Hur’,” I say immediately, making her laugh.
“Too long for you, huh?” she asks.
“Actually, I haven’t even seen it yet, so I shouldn’t diss it.”
“Huh?” she asks.
“I admit, I wasn’t really watching the movie last night.”
She smiles. “Me neither,” she confesses.
I laugh. “Want to come over tomorrow and try again?” I ask, happy to have another chance to see her this weekend.
“Okay,” she agrees. “But this time, move your furniture back to the way it was so there aren’t any distractions.” My eyes widen as she continues talking. “I saw the couch marks in the carpet, McBride. Next time, melt a cube of ice in the indentations to make them come out.” She laughs at me. I’m so busted. God, I love this girl.
Like.
I like this girl.
Geez.
I pay the bill and we walk out of the restaurant. I pull her towards the lake behind the building and ask, “Are you warm enough to go for a walk? They have a really great path around the lake back here.”
“Sounds good,” she says.
We start walking and I reach over to take her hand in mine. I see her smile out of the corner of my eye, making me wonder if she feels the same sparks I do.
“Oh,” she says. “I forgot to tell you. I got a call from the student newspaper earlier today. They’ve given me a job as a student assistant in their front office.”
“That’s fantastic, Baylor!”
“Well, it’s not as good as being on the writing or editing staff. I’ll be a lowly office assistant, but I figure you have to start somewhere,” she says.
“I’m sure you’ll be promoted to a writer in no time,” I tell her, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze.
Halfway around the lake, she starts shivering and I feel like a prick asking her to walk out in this cold. I stop walking and wrap my arms around her, rubbing my hands up and down her back to try and warm her. She smiles up at me, and under the soft glow of the lights lining the path, I can see that her nose is red with cold. I lean down and rub my nose on hers. Then I do what I’ve been dreaming about for the past six hours. I kiss her again.
I wasn’t just imagining things earlier today; she is a good kisser, fantastic even. I try to put out of my mind the fact that she and Asswipe probably did a lot of kissing last semester. I wonder if their kisses were anything like this. No way. Not possible. I’ve kissed a hundred girls and not one of those kisses has come close—or even in the vicinity of close—to this kiss. I try not to think of what else she might have done with him.
When did I become such a hypocrite? I can’t be mad that she has been with other guys. She obviously knows about my less-than-stellar history and she’s okay with it.
I forget about anyone that came before me and I concentrate on kissing her. Our lips meld together and our body heat ramps up by several degrees. When our tongues begin to explore each other, she moans into me and I pull her even closer, mashing our bodies together so she can feel what she does to me. When we finally part, our breaths come out in a fast sequence of smoky puffs as we try to get our breathing under control. I press my forehead to hers, wanting to keep in contact with as much of her skin as I possibly can.
“Ready to head back?” I ask.
She nods at me and I bask in the knowledge that I’ve kissed her speechless.
We talk and hold hands in my truck as I take the long way back to her dorm. I look over to catch her smiling because she knows it. When we finally reach the parking lot, I purposefully pull into a spot that is not illuminated by the overhead lights, hoping for a make-out session before we say goodbye. The parking lot is sparse due to the relatively early hour for college students, but I didn’t want to try to stretch the night out by inviting her back to my house. I need to take it slow with her. Slow and steady wins the race. And this is one race I fully intend on winning.
I turn off the engine and we sit in silence for a minute. Then we both share an awkward laugh because we know that neither of us wants to end the date. I put my hand back on hers and tug on her to scoot closer to me on the bench seat. She unbuckles her seatbelt and obliges. I quickly undo mine as well and turn to face her. I release her hand and reach up to run my thumb along her jaw. “Are you warm enough in here?”
“Kind of,” she says. I go to start up the engine and turn on the heater. But before I can, she grabs my arm, putting my hand back on her face. “I know another way you can warm me up.”
My dick springs to life once more. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to be around her again without getting a chubby. I lean over and kiss her. She tastes like french fries, chocolate and spearmint all rolled into one. Normally not what I’d consider a great combination, but on her, it’s wicked good. She moves around, trying to make our bodies match up more evenly in the front seat of my truck. I turn my body, trying to make her more comfortable, but I move too quickly and our teeth knock together.
“Sorry,” I say. “I know it’s not very comfortable in here.”
She looks at me shyly. Then she looks around at the windows that are now sufficiently fogged up. I wonder what she’s doing, but when she climbs up onto me, I understand she was looking to see if anyone could see inside the truck.
When she settles into my lap and looks down at me from under hooded lids, I have to shift myself under her to get a little more room in my jeans. If I thought she was gorgeous earlier, I obviously didn’t know how incredible she was going to look straddling me. She looks at me tentatively, as if she’s not sure this is okay. Instead of speaking, I reach up and pull her head down to me, drawing her into a kiss.
We kiss until we’re out of breath. She pulls away slightly in an attempt to re-inflate her lungs. I take the opportunity to explore her neck with my mouth, pressing my lips to the sensitive flesh between her neck and shoulder, where I feel the heightened beat of her pulse. I lick and suck and savor the sweet taste of her from ear to ear. She moans and grinds into me when I tongue a place just under her earlobe, so I hang out there for a while. The rate of her breathing increases as I concentrate on this one little area of skin. The area that I document in my mind for future enjoyment.
The way she’s squirming around on my lap has my dick turning hard as stone. She momentarily breaks contact with me to remove her coat. Yes, it’s definitely getting warm in here. Ordinarily, if I had a girl straddling me like this, I’d be ripping at her clothes. But that was then. This is now. I can’t rush this and I sure as hell don’t want our first time to be on our very first date. In my truck. That’s tacky. And Baylor Mitchell deserves a lot better than tacky.
But I can’t help myself from reaching out to cup her tits when I see that her nipples have pebbled under her thin sweater. I gently place my hands on them while looking into her eyes for permission. She smiles at me and closes her eyes so I grasp onto them, enjoying the way that, even through her shirt and bra, they fit perfectly into my hands. I run my fingers across her nipples and tug them gently through the material of her sweater. This causes her to throw her head back and moan.
Fuck. I didn’t think my dick could get any harder. And, she’s not helping the situation by grinding herself into me. Watching her face as I fondle her tits turns me on more than I’ve ever been turned on before. It’s better than porn.
She opens her eyes to see me staring at her and her face instantly flushes. She has nothing to be embarrassed about. I pull her head down to mine with one hand until our foreheads meet, leaving my other hand firmly on her chest. “God, you are so sexy, Bay.”
She puts her lips on mine and moans into my mouth. “Gavin,” she murmurs in the sexiest voice I’ve ever heard. Our kisses get harder, longer, and more desperate as she continues her erotic dance on top of me. She shifts her body a little to the left and moans when she discovers a place that brings her more pleasurable friction. I keep up my ministrations on her tits while her hands roam my shoulders, neck and hair. She tugs on my hair when I pinch her nipples. She leans her head back and I take the opportunity to suck on that place under her ear.
She breathes, “Oh, God . . .” Her body starts to shake and by the time I realize what’s happening, she’s gyrating on top of me while calling out my name.
Holy shit!
If I hadn’t jerked off earlier today, I’d be coming right along with her. What I’m witnessing is nothing less than incredible and my new life’s ambition is to get her to do this as much as humanly possible.
When she stops convulsing and she realizes what just happened, her jaw drops and her crimson face looks stunned. “Does that normally happen like this?” she asks, shyly, looking between our fully-clothed bodies.
All of a sudden the magnitude of her inexperience hits me square in the face. “It can, yes,” I say, running my thumb along her full lips that are swollen from kissing.
She buries her head into my neck. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I told you I wasn’t very experienced.”
I pull her away from me and stare into her eyes. “Baylor,” I say. “First of all, don’t ever, ever be sorry for what just happened. It was incredible. You are incredible.” I push some of her hair behind her ears and place my hands on either side of her still-flushed face. “Darlin’, are you a virgin?” I ask.
She wrinkles her nose at me and gives me a shy nod.
“Okay then,” I say. “We will take it slow. We won’t go any faster than you absolutely want to.” I pull her chin up so she’s looking at me again. “You are in control, got it?”
She nods again and I pull her forehead down to mine. “You are so beautiful, Baylor,” I say.
She buries her face in my neck again and asks, “Can you call me that other name again?”
I smile. “Anything for you, darlin’,” I say. And I mean every single word. I would do anything for this girl.



chapter twelve
 
 
 
 
 
 
We tried to sit on opposite sides of the room to watch the four-hour-long movie. Then we tried to sit on opposite ends of the couch. Then we tried to sit next to each other without touching.
Yeah, this is not going to be one of my better papers in my Film Studies class.
“I don’t think I’ve sat down so long since my plane ride back to school,” I tell Baylor. “What do you say we go for a walk?”
I throw on my hoodie and help her on with her coat and we head out to enjoy the late afternoon sunshine. I can’t help but look at her. Every time I do, I picture her thrashing around on my lap when she had an orgasm last night. If I could bottle that up and sell it, I’d make millions. But, no, it’s just for me. Only me. I selfishly wonder if she’s had orgasms with other men touching her.
I think about the fact that she’s a virgin. I’m sure I’ve been with them before. I mean, chances are pretty damn good anyway. But I never bothered to ask and none of them ever said anything; or if they did, it fell on deaf ears. To think that I could be the first person to be with Baylor, to take her into uncharted territory, to claim her like no other . . . it has my dick hardening a little. It’s so much more than that, however. I don’t see her as some sort of conquest. She’s nothing like the others. She doesn’t even come close to being in the same category as any of the other girls I’ve been with. If she gives me her virginity, I will handle it with the care and respect that it rightly deserves.
I briefly laugh under my breath wondering who the hell has taken up residence in my head, because it sure as shit ain’t me.
As we pass by a group of guys, I don’t miss the fact that they’re all checking her out. I also don’t miss the fact that she smiles back at them. Okay, so it’s a friendly smile, not a ‘come hither’ smile. And of course I would kick some serious ass if any one of them tried ‘coming hither,’ but still . . . she acknowledged them, and that grips my heart like a fucking vice.
“Ouch,” she says, trying to squirm her hand out of mine.
I had been unconsciously squeezing it when I was thinking about her with other guys. “Sorry.” I bring her hand up to my lips and place a kiss on the back of it. I stop walking and take her other hand in mine so that I’m holding them both. “I’m not sure I made myself clear yesterday, Baylor.”
She cocks her head to the side, narrowing her eyebrows at me in question.
“When I asked you to go out with me last night, I was asking you to be my girlfriend,” I say. “I want to be the only one you’re dating, darlin’.”
Her eyes soften at my endearment, and the smile on her face produces the dimple I long to see. “I never thought of it any other way, Gavin,” she says. “I would never date two guys at once.” Then her smile disappears as her eyes lower to the ground and I know exactly what she’s thinking.
I let go of one of her hands and put my finger under her chin to raise her head back up. “That goes for me as well, Baylor,” I assure her. “I’m not planning on seeing anyone else. I promise you.”
She grins at me and picks up my arm, pushing back the sleeve of my hoodie to see my watch. “What are you doing?” I ask.
“I’m looking at the date,” she says playfully. “Hmmm, January twenty-fourth. Gavin McBride is off the market—a momentous occasion for all mankind.” She smirks at me.
My jaw drops at her temerity. She pulls away from me and teasingly jogs ahead, but I quickly catch up to her, grab her arm and pull her into a kiss. I savor every taste of her cold lips that turn warm with our kisses. I try to keep myself under control, but control is not something I possess in the presence of Baylor Mitchell. My first girlfriend. I pull away laughing.
“What is it?” she asks.
“Oh, nothing,” I say, grabbing her hand and pulling her into a walk. “I was just thinking how I’m twenty years old and you are my very first girlfriend.”
“Wow, that’s pathetic,” she teases. “Just so you know, we will go as slow as you want. You don’t have to do anything you aren’t comfortable with.” She stops us and gets serious as she looks into my eyes. “You are in complete control.”
Fuck me. My dick twitches and starts to swell in my pants. I have the sudden urge to throw her down right here on the frozen grass.
“Darlin’,” I say, pulling her close to me so that she can feel what her words have done, “you can’t say things like that when we’re out in public.”
She looks up at me with that crimson blush sweeping up her adorable face. “Oh,” she says, stunned at the absolute power she holds over me.
“Yeah,” I say laughing, as I lean down to plant a kiss on the tip of her cold nose.
My stomach growls, reminding me it must be getting close to dinner time. “Do you have plans for dinner?”
“Yes,” she says, a little too eagerly.
I frown. “But you said I had complete control, and I say you should have dinner with me.”
She giggles. “I did say that, didn’t I?” I nod at her. “Okay then,” she says, “how about you come with me?”
“Come with you? Where?” I ask.
“To have dinner with Skylar.” She smiles brightly.
“Skylar? As in one of your sisters?”
“Yes. She’s down here for the weekend with her best friend,” she says. “Janie is some kind of genius, and at only sixteen she’ll graduate this year. She’s checking out UNC and brought my sister with her so that we could hang out.”
I instantly feel guilty about monopolizing her time. “Geez, Bay, you should have been with her this whole time. Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Because she wanted to do the whole tour thing with Janie. You know, get the official introduction to campus and all. I wasn’t supposed to see her until tonight when Janie’s parents drop her off at my dorm at six. I’ll also get to spend the day with her tomorrow.”
I look at my watch to see that it’s five o’clock. “Do you really want me to meet your sister, or are you just inviting me because I asked you to dinner?”
She rolls her eyes at me. “Gavin, don’t be silly. Come with us. It’ll be fun,” she says. “But we have to go for pizza. Skylar is a certified pizza lover.”
“Pizza it is,” I say. “I know a great place that y’all will love.”
We walk back hand-in-hand to my house. We get a few stares from people who recognize me and I realize that my new relationship status may be about to cause a bit of a stir around campus. I think I need to sit down with some friends and warn them. And by friends, I mean Karen.
 

 
“Wow!” Skylar says when I tell her how many goals I scored last season.
She’s pretty, like Baylor. Except Skylar has green eyes and my color hair. She hasn’t yet grown into the beautiful woman that Baylor is, but I can tell she’s going to be a heartbreaker. She’s also seriously crushing on me. It makes me wish I had a little brother.
“Are you interested in soccer?” I ask her.
“Well, I am now,” she says.
“Skylar!” Baylor scolds her sister. She turns to me and says out of the side of her mouth, “Sorry, she can be kind of direct.”
“I’m sitting right here,” Skylar says. “I can hear you, you know.” She rolls her eyes at her older sister as she brings a piece of deep-dish pizza up to her lips. She stares at me contemplatively as she chews. Then with a mouthful of food, she asks, “What do you plan on doing this summer? I mean you live thousands of miles apart. That’s gotta suck.”
Baylor and I look at each other with raised eyebrows. I’m not sure it ever occurred to either of us what might happen three months from now. I know it never even crossed my mind. I’ve never had a girlfriend before. I never looked into the future. I never needed to consider anyone other than myself.
“Uh, we haven’t really talked about it, Skylar,” Baylor says, giving her the evil eye. “We literally just started dating yesterday.”
“Yeah, but you’ve been totally into each other for a while now,” Skylar says. “I mean, come on, you both ran at the same time every Monday and Wednesday morning over the break just because the other one of you was doing it.” She gives us another eye roll.
“Skylar!” Baylor chides her once again.
I give her leg a squeeze under the table right after she kicks her little sister.
I smile because I never did ask Baylor if she stuck to the pact we made before break. And since she never brought it up with me, I assumed that meant maybe she didn’t. Now I know that not only did she stick to the deal we made, but she talked about me when she was home. At least to Skylar, anyway.
“What? I call it like I see it,” Skylar says, getting up from the table. “I have to pee. Be right back, you two love birds.”
Baylor turns to me. “I am so sorry, Gavin. She’s always been pretty crass. I texted her earlier when I told her you were coming with us and she promised to attempt to be civil.”
“She’s fine,” I tell her. “She’s sixteen, Baylor, cut her a little slack.” I smile and lean close to her. “So, you ran with me, huh?”
She blushes and then nods. “Every time. Even the week we had a bad snow storm, I went to the local gym and got on the treadmill.”
“Me, too.” I lean in and give her a kiss on the spot under her earlobe that has her sucking in her breath. “Do you know how badly I wanted to text you?”
She snaps her eyes to mine. “Really?”
I nod. “At the risk of sounding like a complete loser, I’ll admit that I also looked at your pictures every day,” I confess.
“That doesn’t make you a loser, Gavin. It makes you a romantic.”
“Huh.” I ponder her statement. “I’ve been accused of a lot of things in my life, but never once has anyone accused me of being romantic.”
She giggles and when my dick jerks, I have to remind myself that her sixteen-year-old sister will be re-joining us soon.  I lean in close to her ear and let my hot breath flow over her before saying, “It’s you, darlin’. You make me want to be that way.”
I pull back to see that she’s closed her eyes and her mouth is slightly open. God, I can’t wait to get her alone. But it won’t be tonight. She arranged for Tori to sleep in a friend’s room so Skylar could stay with her in the dorm. It’s all good. We’ve been joined at the hip for the past two days and should probably spend some time apart. Then I immediately shake my head at the ridiculous thought.
“So, how long is summer break?” she asks. “Probably a whole lot more Mondays and Wednesdays than winter break.” She frowns.
I take her hand in mine and join them on top of my thigh. “We have a long time to make plans for the summer, Bay. But, I have to tell you that I’m already committed to going to Brazil for six weeks.”
“Brazil . . . wow!” she says, excitedly. “Are you going to play soccer there?”
“I might, but that’s not why I’m going,” I explain. “This was planned at the beginning of last term. It’s a work-study program that will look good on my college transcripts. And, yes, I chose Brazil because they are wicked-good at soccer down there.”
“That sounds like a great experience,” she says, seeming genuinely happy for me.
I’m afraid to tell her what I have to tell her next, but I’ve promised myself to always be truthful with Baylor. I sigh. “Darlin’, I’m going with my friend, Karen,” I say. “If I could change it now, I would, but the money has been paid and it’s non-refundable. If I had known . . . well, I wouldn’t have agreed to it. But I did and now I’m stuck. I’m sorry.”
“Gavin, it’s not your fault,” she says. “It sounds like an incredible experience—”
“What sounds like an incredible experience?” Skylar returns, interrupting Baylor. “You guys having sex?” She giggles. Her giggle sounds like Baylor’s, except that it does nothing to me. Good thing, because that would be pervy.
“God, Skylar, will you quit acting like a toddler? Gavin was telling me that he’s going to Brazil this summer,” Baylor says. “With his friend, Karen. Isn’t that wonderful?” I can tell she’s trying to sound happy about it.
I’ve only known her a short time, but I can already tell when she’s happy and when she’s sad and when she’s full of shit. And I know for a fact that, as soon as I said Karen was going with me, her shit-meter was all but overflowing.
Damn. Now I feel like a dick.
Skylar gets a huge grin on her face. “Friend, huh?” she asks, moving her eyes back and forth between us. “Did you tell Gavin that you’ll be working with Chris at the restaurant this summer?”
Now it’s my turn to suck it up as Baylor stiffens up under my touch.
“Chris works at your parents’ place, huh?” I ask, turning to look Baylor in the eyes.
“Yes,” she says. “He’s worked there for the past five years. I think my dad is grooming him to take the place over since none of his daughters want to run it.”
I look at Skylar. “Oh? You don’t want to run Mitchell’s? What is it that you want to do, Skylar?” I try to make idle conversation so I don’t ball up my fists and shoot steam out of my ears over the fact that Asswipe will be working alongside my girlfriend when I’m five thousand miles away in Brazil. And that her dad obviously likes the guy. A lot.
Hypocrite.
“Run the restaurant? In Maple Creek?” Skylar laughs. “Hell, no. I’m going to the city as soon as I’m eighteen. I have plenty of experience and I’m sure I can get a great job at some swanky place.”
“New York City?” I ask.
Skylar nods. “Yes.” She bounces with excitement. “I love it there. I go whenever my mom or dad has to go in for restaurant business.”
“What about Piper?” I ask. “What is she, twelve? What does she think about the restaurant?”
Skylar rolls her eyes. “She hates it. Dad practically has to force her to help out on the weekends. She says she doesn’t want to be stuck waiting tables for ungrateful customers. But she’s young, so who knows,” says the worldly sixteen-year-old.
The sisters get into a conversation about New York City while I mentally count the days I have left with Baylor before we have to be apart. Why didn’t I just ask her out last term? Maybe I can see if there are any spots left on our work-study trip. I’ll even pay for her to go.
Then I remember, it’s only for people who took a study-abroad prep class. Fuck. There is no way around this. My dad would kill me if I didn’t go. Hell, I think even my mom would kill me if I threw away this opportunity. Going to Brazil will be amazing. Seeing another culture. Maybe even getting to play soccer with some pretty incredible players. I have to go. I know I have to go.
“Gavin?” I look up to see both of them standing up and staring at me. “You ready to go?”
“Yeah, sure.” I scoot my way out of the booth.
Back at her dorm, Baylor and I share a rated PG kiss in front of Skylar when we say goodbye. I tell them both to have a fun day tomorrow. Then I go home and plot how I can get the U.S. to go to war with Brazil in the course of the next three months.
I climb into bed at midnight.
 
Me: I just wanted to say goodnight, darlin’. Sweet dreams.
 
Baylor: See—I told you that you were a romantic. Goodnight, Gavin.



chapter thirteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
I refuse to focus on the certainty that we will have to spend the summer apart. Baylor and I talked about it a lot over the past few weeks and I think we’ve mollified our insecurities—for the most part. Baylor said we need to concentrate on now. Live for the moment. Just be ourselves. And she’s very good at getting us to stick to that plan.
She joined an intramural soccer team and I go to every game I can. I love to watch her run around in those short soccer outfits while she gets all sweaty.
I can’t wait to have her getting sweaty underneath me. But we’ve taken it slowly, just like I promised, even though we’ve been pretty much inseparable since we became an official couple. Surprisingly, I’m okay with slow. We haven’t even touched each other below the waist. Makes for a lot of cold showers, but I’m in this for the long haul . . . the checkered flag. I’m not going to screw this up.
“Gavin,” I hear behind me. I turn around from where I’m sitting at the desk in my room and I see Karen.
“Hey, Karen. What’s up?”
She smiles sweetly at me and I, once again, think of how well she’s been dealing with my new relationship. When I told her a few weeks ago that Baylor was officially my girlfriend, she didn’t freak out like I expected her to. She didn’t cry, throw a fit or even so much as pout. I guess she’s more mature than I gave her credit for. I wouldn’t go so far as to say she’s embracing my new status, and she isn’t exactly inviting Baylor to Girls’ Night, but she’s been civil about it, and for that I’m grateful.
“Nothing, really,” she says. “Marcie needed to stop by and return something to Jonesy so I tagged along. I miss you, you know.”
I smile up at her from my desk. “I miss you, too.”
“Then how about you come to our party at the house on Saturday?” she asks. “You can even bring Baylor if you want.”
I raise my eyebrows in surprise. Then I try to envision Baylor at a sorority party.
“Don’t be such a jerk, Gav,” she says. “I do have a heart, you know.”
I laugh at her. “Yes, somewhere in there, I believe that you do,” I tease. “And someday, you are going to find a great guy to give it to.”
“Yeah . . . someday,” she says, looking sad for a brief second. “Gavin, what’s Chris’s last name?” she asks. “Baylor’s Chris.”
I narrow my eyes at her. “He’s not Baylor’s Chris,” I assert possessively. “It’s Samson, why?”
She smiles. “I have a friend who thinks he’s hot, so she has me doing recon for her,” she says.
“Recon?” I laugh.
“Yeah. Wouldn’t you like to see him dating someone?” she asks. “You know, being that he’s her ex-boyfriend and all.”
Now that I think of it . . . yes. If Asswipe is getting laid, he’s less likely to set his sights on Baylor again. “That’s a brilliant idea, Karen. And thanks for the invite, I’ll see if Baylor wants to go.”
 

 
“You get laid yet, Gav?” Dean asks during our Friday morning run.
“None of your fucking business, Dickwad,” I reply.
“And that’s a big fat no!” Tim says, laughing, so I push him off the sidewalk.
“How long have you been dating now?” Jonesy asks. “A couple of weeks, right?”
“Yeah,” I say. “Three weeks today.”
Dean elbows me. “Dude, you’re counting? Shit, this is worse than I thought.”
I smack him on the back of the head. “Hell yes, I am. And when you find someone as great as Baylor, you’ll do the same thing,” I say. “But then again, you’ll never find someone like her. She’s one of a kind.”
“Holy shit,” Dean says, stopping our run. “Alert the fucking press! Gavin McBride has been certifiably pussy-whipped.” He starts to run again, leaving the three of us behind. “Sorry guys, I can’t run with you douchebags anymore, I don’t want to catch whatever the hell it is that you all have.”
Jonesy, Tim and I all look at each other. Tim says, “Yeah, but when he’s sixty years old and still tugging the weasel, we’ll have the last laugh.” We bump fists then catch up to Dean to finish our run.
 

 
“This is the best steak I’ve ever tasted,” Baylor declares, sitting across the booth from me.
Watching Baylor eat is one of my favorite things to do. It always makes me hard. She savors every bite like it could be her last. I love the way she loves food. I guess growing up in a restaurant will do that. I look at the way she selectively decides which piece of steak to eat next, examining the color and juiciness of it as if determining if the piece of food is worthy of her mouth. It’s not. I can tell you nothing is worthy of those lips and that tongue, and it still blows me away every damn day that a girl like this wants to be with a douche like me.
I study her face and see that she’s got a little more color around her eyes and that the green eye shadow really brings out the emerald flecks in her irises. She’s also taken more time with her hair. She has completely straightened her normally wavy hair, and it’s hanging in a perfect sheen of light-brown gloss down the front of her dress. She’s gone all out tonight for our fancy Valentine’s Day date. She looks stunning. But then again, she looks good all the time. I’m painfully drawn to her astounding beauty.
“You look beautiful, Bay,” I tell her.
She smiles. “Thank you. You clean up pretty well yourself.”
I hope she doesn’t think she has to try this hard for me. “Yeah, but you are beautiful all the time, darlin’—not only when you put on a pretty dress.”
She blushes. I love the fact that she still blushes around me even after we’ve been together for a few weeks.
I laugh when the waitress brings over a side of fries. “What? When did you order these?”
“When you were in the bathroom,” she says. She stares at my empty plate of food and then looks up at me playfully.
“Twenty Questions?” I ask. I wink. She smiles. We play.
“Would you like to meet my parents?” she asks.
“Oh, shit. Really?” I know I must look like a deer in headlights.
“Well, not both of them, they can rarely get away from the restaurant at the same time. But my dad might come for a visit in a couple of weeks.”
“Your dad, huh?” I shift around uncomfortably in my seat.
“It’s okay. You don’t have to,” she says, looking slightly deflated.
“No, no, I want to,” I say. “It’s just that I’ve never done this before, Baylor. What if he hates me? What if he sees me kissing you and beats the crap out of me?”
She laughs. “Gavin, my dad is a huge teddy bear,” she explains. “He really wants to meet you and I know he’s going to love you just as much . . . uh . . .” She gets all fidgety.
Just as much as what? I scream in my head. Was she about to say what I think she was?
“Uh, he really w-wants to meet you,” she stumbles over the words.
I grin at her obvious discomfort. “He wants to meet me, huh?” I ask. “So, you’ve told him about me.”
She nods shyly. “All you have to do is be yourself, Gavin. You really underestimate how great you are underneath your rough exterior.”
Her saying that reminds me of what’s in my pocket. Of what’s always in my pocket because I put it there every single morning. I pull the keychain out and place it on the table in front of her.
Her eyes go wide. “I’ve been looking for that! Where did you get it?” She picks it up and runs her finger over the inscription just like I always do.
“I’ve had it since the day we met,” I say. “You ran off before I could give it to you. Then it kind of grew on me. It’s my inspiration. Well, along with this cool chick who’s now my girlfriend.”
Her dimple appears, lighting up her face. “My mom gave this to me on my first day of high school.” 
“What’s the significance of the zebra?” I ask.
Her finger traces the outline of it as she explains, “No two zebras are alike. Each pattern of stripes is unique, unlike any other zebra that ever lived. It was my mom’s way of reminding me to just be me. That I don’t have to try and be like everyone else. To stand out.” She laughs. “And apparently zebras can’t be broken. They can’t be domesticated. My mom was always telling me when I was growing up that I was part zebra because she could never tame me.”
She studies the keychain again before handing it back to me. “You keep it.”
“What? No.” I push it back at her. “It obviously means a lot to you. You should keep it.”
Her chameleon eyes grab and hold onto mine. “You mean a lot to me too, Gavin and I want you to have it.”
I take the keychain from her and pull my keys out of my pocket. I remove them from the bottle-opener keychain they are currently on and place them on her inscribed one. I look up at her. “You just tell me when and where and I’d be happy to meet your dad, Bay.”
She smiles brightly and holds the plate of fries up for me to take some.
“You have nineteen more,” I say. “What’s next?”
She says, “I don’t need all nineteen. I only need one.”
“Oh?” I raise my eyebrows.
She looks around the restaurant while biting her lip. I know this look, it’s the same look she had when we were in my truck that night, right before she climbed up onto my lap. She looks back at me, blushing, and asks in a whisper, “Do you want to have sex with me tonight, Gavin?”
Holy. Fucking. Shit.
I’m stunned silent. I have to put her words on instant replay in my head to make sure I heard them correctly. But if my hardening dick is any indication, I’m pretty sure I did.
There’s only one thing I can think of to say to her. I shake my head and answer, “No.”
She looks surprised and then her eyes lower to the table in sadness. I quickly get up and join her on the other side of the booth. I push her beautiful hair away from her ear and whisper, “I’ve had sex lots of times before and that’s not at all what I want to do with you.” I kiss her on that place just under her earlobe that drives her crazy. “But I will take you home and make love to you, darlin’.”
“Gavin,” she breathes out and I take her shaky hand in mine.
I motion for the check, and then we get up and walk out of the restaurant, leaving the rest of the french fries sitting untouched on the table.



chapter fourteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
When we enter my dark house, I’m grateful that it’s still early and the guys will more-than-likely be gone for hours. I help Baylor remove her coat, and I hang it on the back of a chair. She’s nervous. Hell, I’m nervous. I’ve done this countless times before. Never once, however, have I given much thought about it other than how happy my dick was to be inside some girl’s mouth or snatch.
But this, with Baylor, this is as new for me as it is for her. I don’t want to fuck Baylor. I want to take my time with her and feel every inch of her body. I want to find out what makes her feel good, what makes her moan, what makes her come the hardest. At this moment, I could give a rat’s ass about myself. I just want to see her make that incredible face she made in my truck three weeks ago when she came apart on top of me. If I get off . . . that’ll just be a bonus.
I was quiet in the truck on the way home. I still couldn’t believe that she said what she did in the restaurant. All kinds of things were going through my head. Is my room a mess? When did I wash my sheets last? How many condoms do I have? Is this too soon for her?
She was quiet as well, and I wished, more than anything, that I could have been inside her head. We held hands and smiled at each other while we contemplatively listened to the radio. But I wasn’t going to pressure her with any undue expectations. If she was going to back out of it, that was okay with me.
So as we stand here and she looks up at me for direction with those innocent eyes, I question whether or not she really wants to go through with it. I bring my hand up and secure it behind her neck. She presses into my hand, closing her eyes briefly as her skin prickles under my touch. “We won’t do anything you aren’t ready for, Bay,” I tell her. “Anytime you want to stop, just say the word and I will. I promise.”
She smiles at me and then she jumps up and wraps her arms around my neck. I catch her and pull her against my body, holding her up by her ass as her legs secure her against me. We are eye to eye and mouth to mouth as she breathes into me, “Take me upstairs, Gavin.”
I’m instantly hard. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard four words that have turned me on more than those. I obligingly carry her up the stairs, hoping I didn’t leave shit all over the floor of my room in my nervous attempt to look good for her tonight.
She’s never been in my room. Lots of girls have been in my bedroom before, but never one I really cared about. Never one I wanted to keep here longer than it took for a quick lay. I breathe a sigh of relief when I push the door open and quickly scan the room to see that I didn’t leave any dirty underwear lying around. My bed is a little tousled and there are some shoes strewn about the floor, but other than that, I think any mom would be proud.
I walk through the doorway with Baylor still firmly attached to my body. She flips on the light and shuts the door behind us. Then she looks over at the bed.
“We have all the time in the world, Baylor.” I lean into her to run my nose down the side of her jaw. I suck on the flesh underneath her ear and she shudders into me. My lips come back around to find hers. She tastes like spearmint; always spearmint. I push my tongue inside her mouth and she catches it with her lips, mimicking the act I think we’re about to perform.
Damn, that’s hot.
She runs her hands along my back from my hair down to my waist and untucks my dress shirt. Then with trembling fingers she slowly unbuttons it, revealing my plain white t-shirt underneath. She asks, “Can I take it off you?”
“Oh, yeah,” I reply. I reluctantly put her down and then she pushes my shirt off my shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. She grabs the hem of my t-shirt, pushing it up my body. I reach behind my neck and grab onto it, pulling it up and over my head.
She stares at my bare chest, her mouth slightly open while her eyes peruse every ridge and ripple of my torso. It makes me feel like a fucking king the way she is fondling me with her eyes. When she places her hands on my skin, I quiver under her touch. The electricity that runs from her fingertips all the way through me is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. Her hands trace the path that her eyes laid seconds ago. Feeling her hands on me like this has me wondering just how I’m going to be able to take it when she touches me in other places.
“Do you want me to take mine off, too?” she asks seductively.
I wonder what the hell happened to my shy girlfriend. She’s been taking control this entire night. It’s as if she’s on a mission—one that I desperately want to go on with her. This is all so new and different. I’m in charge. I’m always in charge—except with her, apparently. And surprisingly, I’m okay with that.
“Yes, but I’ll take it off for you.” I wink down at her as she blushes.
Good, I’m happy to know that seductive Baylor didn’t totally replace sheepish Baylor.
Of course, her shirt is actually a dress and I’m fully aware that once I remove it, I’ll be seeing her without clothes for the first time. I wrap my hands around her to find the zipper at the base of the V, high up on the back of her dress. Before I reach it, I take the time to roam my hands around the parts of her shoulder blades that are peeking out from behind the velvety-green material. God, I love her back, it is so soft, just like the rest of her.
I turn her around so that I’m facing her back. Then I lower the zipper in a painfully-slow motion that has my breath hitching when I uncover the back of her black lacy bra. My dick throbs into the fly of my khakis as I continue to lower the zipper down to the top part of the matching lacy panties. When she shrugs her shoulders out of the dress and it falls to pool at her feet, I see that her panties are really a thong that reveals the perfectly rounded globes of her ass.
I think I’ve died and gone to fucking heaven. “You are beautiful, darlin’,” I say, resisting the urge to go straight for her ass and putting my hands under her hair up by her shoulders instead.
She backs up to me, pressing her glorious behind into the front of my pants. She leans fully into me and cranes her head around so that I can kiss her waiting lips. We stand and kiss like this for a minute while I wonder exactly what I should do next that won’t make her uncomfortable.
I reach around and grab her tits that I’ve felt several times over the past few weeks. I feel her hard nipples under the lacy material of her bra and when I tug on them, a deep, needy moan comes from her throat. She quickly turns around, pulling my mouth hard against hers.
She runs her hands up and down the bare flesh of my back as our kisses become more demanding. I reach around and unclasp her bra as our tongues tangle together, my dick now throbbing to the point of pain in its current state of captivity.
Reading my mind, Baylor steps back and moves her hands to the button on my khakis. As she shakily fumbles with my button and fly, I get the first peek at the front of her and it’s no less disappointing than her backside. The only thing left covering her is a tiny black triangle of fabric.
I step out of my pants and push them aside with my foot. Then my hands come up to caress her milky-white tits as her head falls back slightly and her breathing accelerates. I wrap my arms around her and pull her to me, each of us being separated only by a little cotton. Her bare chest against mine feels amazing and I hold us tightly together. I lean down and whisper into her hair, “Are you okay, darlin’?”
She nods into my chest and answers me with a kiss on my neck. “I’m perfect.”
I walk her backwards to the bed and turn off the light next to it so that the room dims. It’s not so dark that I can’t see her, but dark enough that I think she won’t be self-conscious. When the backs of her legs touch the bed, I gently push her down so that she’s sitting on the edge. I’m now painfully aware that she is at eye-level with my crotch, which is not what I had intended. I don’t want her to think she has to handle me tonight. It’s about her. I want to make this so damn special that she never wants to even look at another man.
She surprises me when she hooks her fingers into the waistband of my boxer briefs and pulls them down, allowing my dick to spring out proud and hard. She stares at my erection. Then she looks up at me. “Show me how you want me to touch you.”
Is this goddess for real? Never has anyone asked me how I like to be jacked off. “Baylor, you don’t have to do that. I want this night to be about you.” I lean down to kiss her.
“What? That’s crazy,” she says. “We’re in this together and I want you to have as much fun as I’m having.”
I smile big. I smile because she’s told me she is having fun. I was wondering if she was just wanting to do this and get it over with. I’ve heard stories about girls’ first times and how it can be painful. I cringe knowing that I might bring her any discomfort. She sees my hesitation and grabs my dick.
Whoa! I almost come on the spot feeling her small soft hand surrounding my throbbing shaft. She’s not even moving her hand and I’m about to jizz.
“Show me,” she demands.
I gently remove her hand and climb onto the bed next to her. “Have you done this before?” I’m not entirely sure I want to know the answer.
She nods. “Yes, but it was quick and awkward and I wasn’t sure if I was doing it right.” I can tell she’s blushing even in the dim light. “But I want to do it right with you.”
I’m struggling between two emotions. Happy because she wants to take the time to learn how to pleasure me. Fucking pissed off because she’s touched some other guy’s snake. Probably the asswipe’s.
“What is it?” she asks, seeing the stern look on my face.
“Nothing.” I kiss her neck. “I just don’t like thinking about you with anyone else,” I confess.
She giggles. “You’re kidding, right?”
“I know, I know, I’m a goddamn hypocrite,” I say. “But when I look at you. When I even think of you. There is only one word that comes to mind.” I lean down to her ear and whisper, “Mine.”
The hitch in her breath is audible and she presses her body into me. “Gavin, you don’t have to worry about any other guy.” Then she unabashedly grabs my dick and looks up at me. “It goes both ways, you know. Mine,” she says giving me a squeeze.
Holy fuck, I love this girl.
Oh, my God . . . I love this girl. My mind turns upside down with this realization. The realization that I’m not just thinking this because she’s got my dick in her hand and is about to make me come. But the absolute certainty that she is the only girl I ever want to do this with for the rest of my life. Holy shit!
“Show me,” she says again, slowly moving her hand along my shaft as I try to push my epiphany into the back of my mind for now.
I put my hand over hers and show her how to rub me. Most girls just squeeze hard and tug, usually rubbing too hard, but I teach her how to rub up and down, mostly around the head, with light and fast strokes that quickly have me chasing my climax.
I release my hand from on top of hers and clutch the sheet next to me as she expertly continues to stroke me exactly the way I showed her. Pleasure coils through my gut as she brings me to the brink of explosion. Then my jaw clenches and my legs stiffen as pure liquid heat pulsates out of me onto my chest and her hand.
As I recover from the best hand job of my life, I watch her sweet face smile with the satisfaction that she has brought me to my knees. What did I ever do to get so goddamn lucky?
Once I’ve caught my breath, I excuse myself to go to the bathroom. I run a towel under warm water and bring it back to the bed. I take Baylor’s hand in mine and wipe her up. Then I wipe off my chest and throw the towel on the floor. “That was incredible, Bay.”
“Really?” she asks with a hint of insecurity.
I lay her down and climb over her, her scrap of lace still separating us. “Baylor.” I look directly into her eyes. “That was the best. You are the best.” I lean down and kiss her before a blush can overtake her beautiful face. I gently place some of my weight on her as I hold her hands out to the side, claiming her mouth and her neck and her shoulders with my lips.
She groans underneath me as she grinds her hips up into me. I start to grow hard once again. “You can touch me, Gavin,” she whispers when our lips part. “It’s okay. I want you to.”
“Where do you want me to touch you, darlin’?”
“Everywhere,” she breathes into me.
She doesn’t have to tell me twice.
I work my kisses down to her chest and take her nipple into my mouth as she writhes underneath me. While I’m busy kissing, licking and sucking her tits, my hand works its way down south to her skimpy panties. I rub her over the material to find it drenched in her juices. Then I use one hand to shimmy them down her hips. When they get to the point where they are out of my reach, she uses her feet to remove them completely. I raise my head from her chest and stare down at the gorgeous specimen under me. “Baylor, you are gorgeous.”
She runs her hands through my hair. “You’re the gorgeous one, Gavin.” 
Never have those words meant more to me than hearing them come from her lips. My dick is hard as steel again when I reach out and touch her for the first time. I watch her face to make sure she’s still okay with this as I slip a finger between her saturated folds. Her head falls back onto my pillow and rolls from side to side as I work my finger slowly inside of her.
She moans as I insert a second finger while resuming my kisses on her chest. “Oh, Gavin . . .” her tight muscles clench around my fingers as I add a third to make sure she is ready for me. “Please . . .” she begs.
I reach over to my bedside table and remove a condom from the drawer. I bring it up and show it to her. “Darlin’, are you sure you want to do this?”
She smiles up at me. “Gavin, I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”
Thump. My heart stops beating for a second as I look down at my girl who is putting so much trust in me to take care of her. I want to tell her. I want to tell her how I feel about her right now. But I don’t want to mess this up, so I keep my mouth shut and sit up to roll on the condom.
I climb on top of her and stare into the dark-and-lidded eyes on her face that is strained with want and need. I reach down and gently guide myself into her, watching her every nuance to make sure she is alright. I’m not very far in when she begs, “Gavin, do it. Please, just do it!”
On her plea, I thrust inside her and she winces, causing me to pull out slightly. She grabs my ass and holds me deep inside her. “It’s okay, I’m okay,” she says. The tear rolling down her cheek makes me want to hit something. “Just let me get used to you for a minute.”
I hold completely still, but I lean down and feather kisses along her jaw and under her ear, all the while whispering declarations of her alluring beauty. My dick twitches within her as I savor the feeling of how she molds snugly around me. I think of how lucky I am to be the first person to do this with her. I know right now, that I also want to be the last.
I can feel her relax when her knees fall open wide. She brings her hands up, trailing them along my back and into my hair. I look at her for direction. “You can move now,” she says.
I ever-so-slowly move my hips up and down, letting her get used to the foreign feeling of having me inside her. She’s so tight and perfect that if I hadn’t just come ten minutes ago, I would this very second. I want to make this good for her. Her first time should be meaningful and nice, not just a quick romp in the sack. Her hips start to move beneath me, coming up to meet mine and setting a rhythm between us that is connecting us on some surreal level.
Nothing has ever felt this good. Nothing.
I keep up the slow and steady pace for minutes, watching her fall into a trance of pleasurable moans. When she reaches up to clench the pillow under her head, I know she must be close. I put my weight on one elbow and reach between us to find her clit, rubbing long and slow circles on it as I watch her begin to fall apart beneath me.
She suddenly opens her eyes and stares at me with a look of surprise right before her walls clench down on me and she comes with a muffled scream into my shoulder. Her gratified exaltations send me over the edge and I stiffen with my own climax, yelling out her name as I fill the condom inside her.
I collapse on top of her as we both struggle to catch our breath. Who knew it could be like this?
Un-fucking-believable.
I bury my face in her chest, my head shaking back and forth.
“Gavin, is something wrong?”
“I need to tell you something,” I say.
She stiffens. “Oh, God . . . the condom broke, didn’t it?”
“No, it’s not that,” I say.
“You’re scaring me,” she says. “Was it not what you expected?”
“No, it wasn’t.” I pick my head up off her chest and look at her. Her eyes are pools of unshed tears. “It wasn’t what I expected at all, darlin’. And it scares the shit out of me, too.”
She cocks her beautiful head to the side and studies my face with her glistening eyes.
I take a deep breath before I put my heart on the line. Before I hand it over to the only girl that I ever want to hold it. I bring my hand up and cup her cheek, running my thumb along her jaw. “I love you, Baylor Mitchell.”
The tears that had not yet fallen from her eyes, flow out and roll down the sides of her head. I reach up to catch them, praying to God that she feels the same way about me.
She just keeps nodding at me, tears flowing out of her eyes. She finally says, “Yes . . . yes . . . I love you, too, Gavin.”
I smile. She cries. We sleep.



chapter fifteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
I watch her in the soft light of the rising dawn. I haven’t slept but a few hours. All I can do is stare at her while she sleeps. She is beautiful. She is innocent. She is mine.
My mind keeps going back to last night, to after she let me take her virginity. I half expected tears of regret, but it was quite the opposite. She surprised me with her admission of how wonderful I made the event for her. That it was better than she could have imagined. I suppose the fact that she orgasmed has something to do with it. She did shed some tears, but only over our mutual declarations of love.
We fell asleep holding each other. It was a foreign feeling, one I want to experience more of, but only with her. Only with Baylor. Last night was the first time I’d ever wanted a girl to stay the night. Hell, if I’m being honest, it wasn’t that I wanted her to stay—it was more like a primal need.
As she begins to stir, I trace her face with my eyes. I take in the light spattering of freckles across her nose that I can now see in the morning light streaming through my window. Her lips are still puffy with the evidence of our carnal lust for each other. The shape of her jaw reminds me of the bottom of a heart and her high cheekbones flatter her perfectly-sized face.
I allow my lips to follow the exact path laid by my eyes as I silently will last night not to be a dream.
Her eyes open slowly, followed by a slow grin that creeps up her face. Relief floods through me at her smile. It tells me that last night was not a mistake.
“Mornin,’ darlin’.” I frame her face with my hands, matting down her messy slept-on hair which I find undoubtedly sexy. I realize that I just want to keep her here all day. I want nothing more than to hole up in my bedroom with her, selfishly keeping her all to myself. I feel I’ve stumbled upon a hidden treasure, a precious gem that if shared with the world would cause chaos. Wars have been fought over women and I’m positive if anyone knew the true depth of Baylor’s existence, I would lose her to someone much more worthy.
I don’t deserve her. She’s everything that’s sweet and good. But I have no choice now. I have to be with her. She’s ruined me for all others. She fucking owns me.
“Morning,” she says shyly, bringing the sheet up to cover her exposed chest.
When she does this, it occurs to me that I hadn’t even noticed that her tits were showing. I was so focused on her face that I failed to recognize the very thing that would normally bring a man to his knees.
“Are you okay?” I ask.
“I’m wonderful,” she says, and the appearance of her dimple tells me she speaks the truth.
She nuzzles into my neck and says, “I love the way you smell.”
I run my hand along her back making her shiver. I say, “I love the way your skin prickles under my touch.”
Muffled words come from where she has buried her face in me. “That’s because I love the way you touch me.”
“You’d better get used to it, because I plan on doing it a lot.”
She sighs at my words and turns on her side to cuddle into me, only to have her eyes go wide when her leg touches my morning wood.
I chuckle and then bask in the knowledge that I’m the first man she’s ever slept with, ever woken up next to . . . ever loved? Suddenly, my need to know overtakes my body’s inherent need to grind into her soft curves.
“Baylor, have you ever been in love before?”
She shakes her head into my shoulder. “No,” she confirms, bringing another surge of relief through my body. “You’re the first.”
“And hopefully the last,” I add. She raises her head up so that I can see her face when she smiles spectacularly at me as I silently wonder who the hell crawled into my head and has me thinking and spewing out all this romantic shit.
I shake my head, ridding it of any more ball-shrinking thoughts, and get back to more pressing matters. Like her soft curves pressing on my hard dick. “Please tell me you don’t have any plans today,” I say.
She looks me in the eyes. “Please tell me you have more condoms.”
I laugh as I wonder what happened to my sweet, innocent Baylor. Who is this sexually-charged woman who is undulating her thigh all over my dick? Then I remember the old saying about men wanting a good girl in the kitchen but a slut in the bedroom. Okay, so I wouldn’t go nearly as far as to say she’s acting like a slut. Maybe like a woman who has just been introduced to the Holy Grail or the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Something she wasn’t even sure existed.
I reach over and open the drawer in my nightstand and pull out the industrial-sized box of condoms, pouring them out onto the bed. Her eyes go wide and she exclaims, “It’s like Christmas!”
“And you’re the best goddamned present I’ve ever gotten in my life,” I say.
She blushes.
Good, I’m glad my sweet girl is still somewhere in there.
 

 
We lie in my bed, that is now illuminated by the afternoon sun. We’re broken from exhaustion and sore from sex, having used two more condoms.
“Darlin’, when you decide you’re gonna do something, you go all out, don’t you?” I tease.
“What is it they say? Go big or go home?” She laughs.
I grab her hand because it’s the only thing my body is physically capable of doing right now. “Never go home,” I say. “Stay here and go big. Over and over.”
She giggles. She thinks I’m kidding.
I reach for our phones that I retrieved earlier when I went down for a few bottles of water. I had put them on silent, but I know that both of us probably have a lot of questions being spewed our way since we’ve been MIA most of the day. I hand over her phone and we both tap away for a few minutes.
“You told Tori I wasn’t coming home?” She rises on an elbow as I continue lounging on my back.
“I texted her last night after you fell asleep. I didn’t want her to worry about you,” I explain. I had just sent a simple text as if it were from Baylor, telling Tori not to worry about her but that she wasn’t coming home. I can only imagine the barrage of texts she must have to sift through after that.
Baylor leans into me and places a kiss on my cheek. “Thank you,” she says. “That was really nice. I didn’t even think about the fact that she would freak out if I didn’t go home.” She studies me.
“What?” I ask.
“Are you sure you haven’t done this before?”
“What, have a girl sleep over?”
“No,” she says, with a fleeting look of disappointment. “Been a boyfriend. Are you sure you haven’t been a boyfriend before? You do it so well.”
Pride flows through me along with a sliver of guilt over the fact that instead of being a boyfriend, I was out being the man-whore of UNC. I pull her close and run my nose down her cheek. “No to both,” I say. “I’ve never been anyone’s boyfriend and I’ve never had a girl sleep over.”
“Huh?” she asks, her brow crinkled.
“You are the first on both counts,” I clarify.
“You’ve never had a girl sleep over?” she asks.
“Nope,” I say. “Never wanted one to stay that long—” I cut myself off when I realize what an ass that makes me sound like. I look at her with guilty eyes.
She sighs. “Gavin, I’m well aware of your past. And as long as it stays just that—your past—I’m willing to overlook it. Everyone deserves a chance to prove themselves after a mistake, or ten, or however many of them you made.” She visibly winces. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know what number I am in the long line of notches on your bedpost.”
Well, it’s embarrassingly more than ten. I agree that she doesn’t need to know. I need every advantage I can get with this girl. She has to overlook a lot more than my sexual past and I know it. “Darlin’, you will never be anything other than number one for me. Rest assured of that.”
Her face brightens and then she looks down to her vibrating phone. “It’s Tori, I’d better get this.”
I nod at her and start going through my own texts and voicemails.
Shit. I forgot about the party at Karen’s sorority house. I know I told her we’d go, but I’m just not so sure how Baylor will feel about it. That’s not true. I’m pretty sure I know how Baylor will feel about it.
As soon as Bay gets off the phone, I ask, “Feel up to a party?”
“A party?” she asks, enthusiastically. “Sure, where?”
“It’s at the TriDelt house,” I say with a deliberate wince.
“A sorority party?” Her happy mood falters.
I drop my phone and grab her hand. “I know it’s not your thing. You are definitely not sorority and I don’t ever expect you to be like that. In fact, you’re quite the opposite. It’s one of the things I love about you. The ability to just be yourself,” I say. “But we’re together now and I want you to be in every part of my life.”
Her smile tells me she won’t put up a fight.
I take her phone from her hand and tug on her arms. “Come on, I want to take a shower with you.”
When she rolls out of bed, her leg gets tangled in the top sheet, snagging it off the bed, allowing us our first look at the result of our night together. My sheets have small blood stains in a couple of places. Baylor’s face flushes. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Gavin. I’ll replace them for you.”
I laugh. “You’re obviously way more concerned about the appearance of my sheets than I am,” I say. “Besides, they kind of hold a sentimental value now, don’t you think? And nobody but you and me will ever see them.” I pull her naked body into the bathroom behind me. “We’ll shower, then we can wash the sheets. Or just buy new ones.”
My shower is barely large enough for two, which is fine since I want as much of her body touching mine as possible. I squirt some body wash into my hands and slowly rub it down her arms, her hands, each individual finger. Her head falls back as she enjoys the massage, causing water to stream down from her drenched hair over her shoulders, making her look so damn hot I can barely stand to look at her.
The body wash allows my hands to easily flow over every slick curve of her. It’s not long before I give in to my carnal needs and bring my hands up to cup her gorgeous tits.
It dawns on me that using my shampoo and body wash will make her smell like me. The thought makes me even harder. But I know she must feel completely raw after last night and our marathon session this morning, so no matter how much I want to bury myself in her again, I won’t do it strictly for my pleasure.
I couldn’t give a shit about my pleasure anyway. I’ll spend my life trying to put that look on her face from last night. The look she bestowed upon me right after she gave me her virginity—right after I said I loved her—it was like she had just found out she won the fucking lottery.
After working on her tits and extracting porn-worthy moans out of her, my soap-slickened hands work their way down over her flat stomach. I reach her light-brown curls to find her clit throbbing almost as much as my dick. I work my thumb around in slow circles until she falls apart under my ministrations, shouting out God’s name along with mine as I almost blow my load just from watching her.
I want this. I want this all the time. I want her. Every damn day. A ridiculous thought pops into my head and before I can censor it, it comes out of my mouth. “Live with me over spring break.”
She looks at me, her eyes glazed over and still coming down from her orgasm. Her expression is a mixture of elation, surprise and confusion all at once.
I continue, “I know you were fixin’ to head home in a few weeks for break, but stay. Switch your plane ticket for when you leave for summer break. All of my roommates are leaving and we’d have the house to ourselves.”
She studies me for a minute. I can see the debate going on behind her eyes. Then a slow grin takes over her face and she reaches a hand out to grab my dick. She expertly jacks me off exactly the way I showed her, as if she’s done it a thousand times before. It doesn’t take long before I’m blasting my load into the warm rivets of water running off our combined bodies.
I’m pretty sure I have my answer.



chapter sixteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
What the hell was I thinking bringing Baylor to a sorority party? Walking through the front doors, all I can picture are those illustrations where you pick out the one thing that doesn’t belong with the others.
Bay might as well have shown up carrying a neon sign emblazoned with ‘OUTSIDER.’ It’s almost laughable how she stands out, but the funny thing is—I think she planned it that way.
Me, I’ve got on a pinstriped button-down polo, rolled up to the elbows and left open over a plain white t-shirt. It’s pretty much my usual attire which tends to blend in well with the Greeks.
Baylor’s never been one to care what others think of her. Still, in her nervousness over the party, I thought she might attempt to look like she fits in. So as I again look her over from head to toe, I’m in awe of the individuality she has never failed to express. She’s not wearing a short skirt or a tight designer dress paired perfectly with stilettos and a matching pedicure that would mirror what most of the girls in this house are wearing. No, my girl is dressed in faded jeans that are frayed at the cuff, converse sneakers and an adorable shirt that’s just tight enough to enhance her curves. When I picked her up earlier, I cracked up at the Dr. Seuss shirt that pictures The Cat in the Hat and says ‘Read a book – Stay in school.’ Apparently she was reading over my shoulder earlier today when Karen texted me asking if ‘Thing 2’ was coming to the party with me. I’m quite sure the shirt was deliberate.
I know she didn’t dress this way for me—she probably thought I expected her to conform, even if just for the night. I reach in my pocket and let my finger run over the rough etching of her engraved keychain. What she doesn’t know, and what I plan on telling her, as well as showing her later, is that I’ve never been more attracted to a girl than I am right now.
She’s left her hair down and the light-brown waves bounce effortlessly over her shoulders when she walks. She exudes an almost flawless beauty. She doesn’t even have to make an effort to garner attention. And based on the looks she’s already getting from several guys in the room, it’s gonna be a long fuckin’ night.
I spot Karen across the room talking with Angie and some other friends. They all stop and look our way. One by one, their jaws drop open as they look at the girl on my arm from head to toe as if she’d just arrived from another planet.
I wearily glance over at Baylor to see that she is watching their reaction to her as well. She turns to me and says, “They’d better close their mouths before they catch flies, or worse . . . frat-boy penises.”
My jaw is the one dropping now. Baylor and I laugh so hard, tears escape my eyes. God I love this girl.
“What’s so funny?” Karen asks, having snuck up on us during our fit of laughter.
“Nothing,” Bay and I say in unison as we wipe our tears.
I realize that although Karen and Baylor know a lot about each other from me, they’ve never actually met. I reach over and grab Baylor’s hand, not missing the fact that Karen watches the gesture with an eye roll. “Karen Thompson, meet Baylor Mitchell,” I say.
Baylor holds her other hand out to Karen. “It’s really nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
Karen eyes Baylor’s outstretched hand for a beat before loosely shaking it with her own. I half expect their hands to gravitate apart—like when two magnets of similar charges attempt to join but can never physically connect. These girls are so completely different in every way but one—they both want my heart. I still feel guilty sometimes that I could never give Karen what she seems to want so badly. But being with Baylor makes me realize exactly what I would have been missing—what I was missing—what I think I would have gone my entire life without had I not met her. I was missing myself—something I can only be with her. The words from her keychain weigh heavily in my pocket.
“Yup, you too,” Karen says dismissively.
Karen makes a half-assed attempt at not being a complete bitch around Baylor, and Bay refrains from rolling her eyes at Karen’s numerous references to our wonderful childhood and close friendship. It’s a match made in heaven.
Karen eventually returns to her posse and I introduce Baylor to several people on our way to the keg. I have to reach behind me to make sure she’s still with me as we weave through the crowd. It’s refreshing to be with a girl who doesn’t have to drape herself all over me in public. Every other girl I’ve hooked up with at a party tried to join themselves to me at the hip, staking some sort of claim over me. Ironically, the one girl who doesn’t do this is the girl that owns me.
I get pulled to the side by a few guys from my team. I glance back at Baylor who nods at me to go ahead and speak to them. Pussy, I think. Did you really just ask your girl’s permission to talk to your friends?
Not a minute later, when I look back at her, I see Grayson Butler standing too close to her, sloshing around his beer all over the floor, bringing me flashbacks of that night of the football game.
In seconds, I’ve got Grayson pinned to the wall with beer spilled at his feet. I lean in close and grumble in his ear, “Not yours.”
He wiggles out of my loosening grip and spits out, “Fuck you, McBride. It’s not like she’s wearing a sign that says ‘Property Of’.”
“Well, now you know,” I say with clenched teeth. “So you can take your syph-dick and your overused pickup lines and try them on someone else.”
“Whatever,” he says. “It’s not like you haven’t done the same thing, Gavin. Quit being such a fucking hypocrite.” He walks off, refusing to pick up the red cup that he dropped during my assault.
“Syph-dick?” Baylor questions.
“Yeah, he caught syphilis from some chick last year earning him the name. Some guys are just too stupid to wrap it up,” I say. I quickly turn to her and add, “Always . . . I always did, Bay. I don’t want you to worry.”
Her face softens. “I’m not worried,” she says. “I know you wouldn’t do anything to hurt me, Gavin.”
I kiss her cheek. “You can bet on that like a prize-winnin’ horse, darlin’.”
“You know,” she says with a raised brow, “you didn’t have to go all ‘Bay Watch’ on me. I can take care of myself.”
I laugh at her use of the term I came up with last fall. I run my hand down her arm and entwine our fingers. “I know you can take care of yourself,” I tell her. “But I will still always watch out for you.” I look at her other hand that is still without a drink. “I’ll go get us some drinks. Stay here and I’ll be right back.”
I get stopped by more than a few girls along the way. Girls that blatantly come on to me, flashing their bright smiles and fake tits—something that would have gotten my attention before. I politely extract myself from each one of them and find I’ve wasted a good ten minutes by the time I get our drinks and get back to Baylor. When I do, I see that she has been joined by Jonesy and a couple of TriDelt girls. I hear some laughter when I walk up and take my place at Baylor’s side. “What are y’all talking about?” I ask.
Karen’s friend, Missy, sighs. “Don’t you just love his dreamy Texas accent?”
Jonesy rolls his eyes while Baylor’s slender brow arches in amusement. I realize that’s one more thing I like about Baylor. She doesn’t get all swoony over my accent. Why these other girls go batty-eyed for my southern drawl, that admittedly I share with millions of other people, is beyond me.
As the night progresses, I find myself doing the very same thing I despised girls doing—staking my claim on Baylor. I possessively drape my arm over her shoulder every time I see a guy glance her way. I realize this is all new to me. Guys checking out the eye candy on my arm never bothered me before. In fact, I welcomed it. Not only did it mean I was with the hottest chicks at the party, it meant that there were plenty of guys to pick up my leftovers when I was done with them.
I catch Baylor noticing a guy admire her from across the room. Even in her casual attire, she still garners as much attention as any one of the surgically-enhanced sorority girls do. She simply smiles weakly at him and then touches my hand that is still claiming her. I lean close and whisper, “Mine.”
She momentarily breaks from the conversation she’s involved in to breathe in my ear, “Yours.” Then she nonchalantly returns to the debate she was participating in over what Ryan Gosling’s best movie is, completely unaware that my dick just sprang to life.
I’ve never wanted anyone to say that word to me before. In the past, it would have sent me running for the hills. But that was then. Before Baylor. She has changed my life. She has changed me.
Baylor excuses herself to use the bathroom. I take the time to catch up with Karen, who is happy to have me to herself for a few minutes.
“So, I found out that Chris is seeing someone,” Karen says.
“Who’s Chris?” I ask, trying to figure out which one of her girlfriends she’s talking about.
“Chris,” she repeats. “You know, Baylor’s Chris.”
Oh, Asswipe. “He’s not Baylor’s Chris,” I tell her. “Quit calling him that.”
“Geez, jealous much, Gav?”
“Whatever,” I say. “So, he’s dating someone, that’s great. But I guess that means your friend is out of luck.”
“Yeah, guess so,” she says. “He didn’t say who he was dating, though. Do you know?”
I shake my head. “Don’t know, don’t care. As long as it keeps him from chasing Bay, I really don’t give a shit.”
When I check my watch and see that plenty of time for Baylor to pee has gone by, I go on a quest to find her, much to Karen’s displeasure.
I come around the corner at the end of the hallway and almost run smack into Angie’s back. She’s talking with Baylor. Angie is tall and she towers over Baylor, her height and her poofy black curls shielding me from Baylor’s sight. Since I’m happy Angie is making an effort to mingle with my girlfriend, I retreat a few steps back around the corner and let them talk. When I hear my name, it’s only human nature to try and move closer to hear what they are saying.
“It may be all fun and games now, but you must know that Gavin couldn’t possibly be that serious about you,” Angie says. “His father would never allow it.”
Baylor laughs. Atta girl.
“Gavin’s a big boy,” she says. “I think he is perfectly capable of choosing who he wants to be with in life.”
“In life?” Angie spits out. “You don’t really think he’s in this for the long haul, do you? You realize that his father may run for president one day. That requires Gavin to follow certain standards about who he can be with. He must marry someone of consequence, and a waitress in daddy’s diner is hardly that.”
Oh, that bitch did not just say that. I hold myself back, remembering what Baylor said earlier about taking care of herself.
“Let me guess . . . someone like Karen is who he should be with?” Baylor asks. “Even though I’m sure she hasn’t worked a day in her life.”
“Well . . . yes,” Angie says. “Her family owns half of Texas. She doesn’t have to lift a finger. Just being who she is makes her the perfect one for him. You could never compete with her, so don’t bother.”
“I wouldn’t even want to try,” Baylor says. I’m amazed that she’s stayed calm throughout their conversation. If she wanted to jump Angie and scratch her eyes out, I would sit back and enjoy the show. “That would make me like you and the rest of your plastic friends,” she says. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m leaving. And when you report back to Karen, feel free to tell her that I’m leaving to go fuck Gavin. Again.”
Holy shit!
I want to high-five her for holding her own—a petite shy girl up against Goliath. But I don’t want her to know I was eavesdropping, so I back away and pretend like I was merely walking around the corner.
“Hey darlin’,” I say, pulling her into a seductive embrace and kissing her senseless for Angie’s benefit—okay, and maybe mine. I barely even hear Angie walk off in a huff, because the feel of Bay’s lips under mine and the echo of what she just told Angie she was going to do to me has my head spinning. I break the kiss and pull her behind me, passing by dozens of people without so much as a word. I can’t stop to talk, not with my dick pressing painfully against the fly of my jeans. Just hearing Baylor say fuck is all the foreplay I need.
I take her home and show her over and over exactly how perfect she is for me.



chapter seventeen
 
 
 
 
 
 
I’m running drills with the team as I think about the past few weeks. I never knew life could be like this. I wake up every day feeling like it’s Christmas because I know I’ll get to see Baylor.
Even though it’s been a hectic few weeks with my spring tournament and her dad’s visit, we have still made time to see each other every single day. Finding time for sex is another thing entirely. Just another reason I’m looking forward to next week. Spring Break. Seven whole days of nothing but Baylor and me. No school. No soccer. No roommates. Lots of sex.
Okay, so maybe I felt a little bit guilty telling her dad that I was heading home for break. But I didn’t want him thinking his baby girl was going to shack up with me. Because that’s exactly what she’s going to do. I don’t think I’ve ever looked forward to anything so much in my life.
Meeting Bay’s dad was surreal. Another first. I felt like he could look right through me to see my tainted past. Like he had some kind of dad radar. He wasn’t even impressed that I’m the son of a congressman. In his eyes, I’m still not good enough for his daughter. He’s right, I’m not. But nobody else is either, as far as I’m concerned. After eating a few meals with him, however, I felt like he was coming around and I was growing on him a little. Me being a student athlete earned points. I’ll take all the help I can get.
I didn’t miss his faint southern drawl that came out from time to time—evidence of his formative years spent down in my neck of the woods. More points for that.  Baylor obviously has a great relationship with her dad, something I’m envious of. You know what they say about girls falling for guys like their dad. Or is it that guys fall for girls like their mom? Either way works for us. Bay is a lot like my mom. And I’m like her dad in the only way that matters—I would do anything for her, just like he would.
Jogging with the guys on our way home from practice, I see someone I want to talk to. I tell my roommates to go ahead without me as I walk towards the Bell Tower where Chris is standing by a tree. From the look he’s giving me, his being here is no chance meeting.
As I approach, we view each other appraisingly. He doesn’t like me. That’s not news to me. I wonder if it’s because he thinks I stole Baylor from him, or if it’s because he’s well aware of my reputation and he doesn’t want me hurting his friend.
“Gavin,” he greets me.
Asswipe. “Chris,” I acknowledge.
“I hear Baylor has decided to stay here over the break,” he says. “I assume this has something to do with you.”
“I suppose it does,” I admit. “Do you have a problem with that?”
He shifts uncomfortably, so no matter what words come out of his mouth, I know that he does.
“Not unless you hurt her,” he says with a threatening undertone.
Although he’s clearly got muscles, Chris isn’t a big guy. But the way he’s looking at me right now, I have no doubt that he’d throw down over her.
“Not plannin’ on it,” I say.
“No one ever does,” he quips.
“Why don’t you let me worry about Baylor. You worry about your own girlfriend,” I say.
His brow crinkles as if he doesn’t know what I’m talking about. I clarify, “I heard you were seeing someone.”
“Me?” he asks, incredulously. “No. Not dating. But even if I was, I’d still worry about Baylor. She’s my friend. She’ll always be my friend. Just as Karen will always be yours.”
Ahhh. There it is. I had wondered if Baylor ever talked to him about her. “What of it?” I ask, my arms coming up to cross my body.
“Oh, nothing,” he says. “Just that you’re hooking up with Baylor over the break, and then a month later you’ll be shacking up with Karen for six weeks.”
The way he says it makes me think that my going to Brazil with Karen is affecting Baylor way more than she lets on. She never brings it up. I simply thought she was okay with it. She has never shown any kind of jealousy whatsoever—something that admittedly bums me out.
“I’m not shacking up with Karen,” I explain. “In fact, we’re staying in separate houses down there. Not that it’s any of your business. And how is that any different than Baylor going back to Maple Creek and working with you every day at the restaurant? Considering that you guys used to date and Karen and I are just friends, I’d say the pendulum swings the other way, wouldn’t you?”
I have a point and he knows it.
“Listen,” I say, “you guys obviously talk, but I don’t know exactly how much she tells you. So let me lay it out there to be clear. I love her.”
Chris takes a step back as if I’d shoved him in the chest. Between that and the look of sheer defeat on his face, I’d say he just all but admitted that he loves her, too.
Fuck.
 

 
I woke up with a stupid grin on my face this morning. The same shit-eating grin that has garnered strange glances from my roommates all week. Today is the day my week with Baylor begins.
Let everyone else go off to places like Key West and Cozumel. There’s no way in hell they will have the week I’m going to have. I’m the one who’ll be in goddamn paradise.
I say goodbye to Dean, Tim and Jonesy and then I get started cleaning. I do my best to wash away the distinct smell of guys from every downstairs surface I plan to christen with Baylor. I want her smelling nothing but me when I bury myself in her on the couch, the La-Z-Boy recliner, the kitchen counter. Who knew cleaning the house was capable of producing a boner?
I’ve tried to come up with fun and exciting things to do with her this week. But selfishly, all I really want to do is keep her hidden away in my house.
A text interrupts this very thought.
 
Baylor: Quick question. I’m packing and need to know how much I’ll need in the way of clothes ;-)
 
The winky face tells me we just might be on the very same page.
 
Me: The fewer the better.
 
Baylor: So, if I don’t need many clothes, should I leave my new lingerie at home?
 
Instantly hard.
 
Me: I’ll be there in 30 minutes. Bring it.
 
Baylor: Haha – see you then.
 
I spend the next twenty minutes speed cleaning. And maybe whistling.
 

 
The doorbell rings. Baylor wraps her naked body in a blanket from the couch and grabs her purse off the nearby table.
“I know you don’t think I’m letting you answer the door that way, darlin’,” I say.
She immediately drops the blanket and picks my shirt up off the floor, pulling it over her head. She bends over to get some cash from her wallet, flashing me a peek of her bare ass that has my recently-used dick springing to life once again.
Fuck, that’s sexy.
She walks towards the door as I whip on my boxer briefs and grab her, picking her up by the waist as I haul her back onto the couch. I pick the blanket up off the floor and wrap it around my middle.
“It’s only the pizza guy,” she says, pouting at me as she rips the blanket off my body.
Okay, two can play at this game. “I don’t care if he’s eighty. No one else gets to see you like this.” I walk away in just my skivvies after I pluck the twenty from her hand, knowing I’ll secretly repay her later. I always do. Either she’s aware that I do this, or she keeps terrible track of her money. She’s smart, so I’d bet that she’s onto me but is simply choosing to pick her battles.
I open the door and the twenty-something guy almost drops our pizza. His jaw falls open as his eyes graze over the half-chub that fills my underwear.
“Sweet Jesus, thanks for the tip,” he says, before I hand him any money. His high suggestive voice alerts me to the fact that he probably wouldn’t have given Baylor a second look.
I smirk as I glance back at Baylor, who is peeking over the back of the couch with a hand covering her mouth to stifle her laughter.
“Keep the change,” I say, handing over the twenty. He makes no effort to turn and walk away as I close the door. He simply leans his head to the side to get one last look at me before it completely shuts.
Baylor’s giggles fill my living room as I walk the pizza over to the coffee table. Then she rolls her eyes. “Men and women drool over you Gavin. Aren’t you lucky?”
“Darlin’, there’s only one person I want drooling over me.” I put the box down and sit next to her. “Don’t you know it’s the same for you?”
“What’s the same?”
“That men drool over you,” I say. “They can’t not look at your beautiful face.”
“Huh uh,” she says with rose-colored cheeks.
“Baylor, you don’t even know how gorgeous you are, do you?”
She laughs off my comment and says, “I guess we’d have amazing offspring then, wouldn’t we?”
My body instinctively stiffens at her words. Kids. Although I’ve always known I want them someday, the thought of them scares the hell out of me. But at the same time, I can see visions of an adorable little brown-haired girl laughing and swinging her legs up high between me and Baylor as we pull up on her tiny arms.
“Oh, my God. I didn’t mean . . .” Baylor stumbles over her words as she straddles my lap. “Please forget what I just said,” she begs, grabbing the hem of my shirt and pulling it up and over her head, revealing her bare flesh underneath.
I sigh. Of course I sigh, a naked Baylor is sitting on top of me. She looks at me with regret and I realize she may be misinterpreting what I’m thinking. I open my mouth to explain when she grabs my dick.
I’ll explain later.
She’s working her hand up and down as I watch her tits bounce with her every movement. I think I must be the luckiest motherfucker on the planet.
She’s become a lot more comfortable with her body and my body over the past few days. I look around the dim room and wonder if I’d make her self-conscious if I went down on her right here. It’s something I’ve wanted to do for weeks. I’ve had more than a few fantasies about her squirming under my tongue. But I’ve been hesitant because she’s shown no interest in doing that to me. Some girls don’t like to give head and if Baylor doesn’t, I’m okay with that, but I don’t think I can go another day without tasting her.
She squeals when I suddenly pick her up and reverse our positions. I kneel on the floor before her and spread her legs. I’ve never seen anything quite so beautiful. My body burns for her. I lean in to kiss her, rubbing my dick between her legs as I do, coating myself with her desire.
I work my kisses down her neck and across her chest, earning erotic moans as she runs her hands through my hair. My tongue darts out to draw a line down her stomach. When I reach her soft curls, making my intention clear, I glance up to see her surprised face. I watch her as I put my arms beneath her legs and pull her body to the edge of the couch. When I kiss along her inner thighs, working my way up to the apex, her surprise turns to desire and her eyes dilate and partially close as her head falls back against the cushion.
It’s my green light, so I slowly, carefully spread her folds and put my tongue on her hard bundle of nerves. Her body jerks involuntarily. She gasps, digging her fingers into my shoulders. I smile against her, tasting her for the very first time.
I bury my tongue inside her and delight in the pleasurable moans coming out of her delectable mouth. When I replace my tongue with two fingers and resume sucking on her throbbing clit, she braces a foot on the coffee table behind me and grabs hold of the couch. I can feel her thighs tighten. I know she’s close so I continue the assault with my tongue. I lick, suck and lave her until she grabs my head, holding me to her as she calls out my name, bucking her hips beneath me as her tight walls pulsate against my fingers that are working to draw out every last quiver from her.
Holy shit that was hot. Watching her come apart beneath me is what I live for. She is what I live for. My goddamn heart beats for her. My mind is consumed with thoughts of her. She owns me–my heart, my soul, every fucking breath that comes out of me is hers.
“Wow,” she says, heat creeping up her face. “I’ve been missing out.” She giggles.
“Not anymore,” I tell her. “Not as long as I’m around.”
“Well then, don’t plan on going anywhere, McBride,” she says, making me laugh.
“Not a goddamn chance,” I say.
I lean in to kiss her and she moans at the taste of her own juices. Why is everything she does so hot?
As if confirming the answer to my silent question, she breaks our kiss, holding me close when she breathes into me, “I want to do that to you.”
Oh, hell yes!
“You don’t have to,” I say, right before my mind tells my mouth to shut the hell up.
“I want to, Gavin,” she whispers. “Will you let me?”
Stupidest. Question. Ever.
“I’ll let you do anything you want, darlin’.”
As I watch the only girl I’ve ever loved take my dick into her mouth, I pray that I last more than ten seconds so I can savor the feeling of her lips on me.
She sucks me off in the same way she jacked me off. No instructions necessary. I’m in heaven and Baylor’s an angel—but her mouth devours me like a woman possessed by the devil. She reaches under me to cup my balls, which I feel tighten along with the rest of me. I warn her, “You’d better stop now or I’ll come in your mouth.”
My words just drive her to work harder. Her tongue swirls over the head while her hand pumps my shaft, causing me to come hard as I pulsate and explode into her mouth. I shout out her name along with other garbled exaltations while she milks every last drop from me.
She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “It really doesn’t taste as bad as I thought it would.”
I laugh at her as the rest of my body remains a warm pool of Jell-O on the couch. “You didn’t have to do that,” I say. “I didn’t expect you to swallow.”
“I wanted to,” she says. “I want to love every part of you, Gavin.”
I stare at her in disbelief as she takes a spot on the couch next to me. “Are you for real, Bay?” I ask her, finally gaining control of my limbs again and raising my hand to stroke her soft cheek.
She smiles. “I ask myself the same question about you every single day, Gavin Maddox McBride.”
 

 
Wednesday comes and we’ve still not left the house.
When I picked Bay up on Saturday, we went straight to the grocery store to stock up on food so we wouldn’t have to go out much. Walking down the aisles of the market, pushing a cart with Baylor was so domestic. So completely different from anything I’d ever done with a girl. So surprisingly awesome.
Baylor cooked for us every night until we ran out of food. I’m not sure why I was shocked; her parents do own a restaurant. And if I didn’t already love her—her cooking would have definitely sealed the deal.
Today, when we’re in my truck heading out for more groceries, she spots a Dave & Buster’s down the street. She raises her eyebrows and asks, “Want to play some skeet ball?”
We spend the next few hours in a fierce competition to see who can earn the most tickets to buy the most crap with. When we exchange our tickets for a few D & B beer mugs, the guy tells us we get a free turn at the oversized gumball machine by the ticket booth.
Baylor defers to me and I give the lever a few turns before it clicks, sending out one of those plastic egg things with a prize inside.
“What’d you get?” she asks.
I open it up to reveal the gaudiest dime-store ring I’ve ever seen. The band is silver-colored plastic that doesn’t even make a complete circle due to the prongs that are adjustable. The ‘stone’ is a big pink square. I hold it out to her as we walk away. She laughs, giving me her right hand. She deadpans, “Wow, my guy sure knows how to do it up big. I’m such a lucky girl.”
I playfully swat her hand away and reach down for her other one. I slip the cheap piece of plastic on her left ring finger and tighten it with the adjustable prongs. The whole time I can see Bay’s expression in my periphery. The way her jaw drops is purely comical.
I lean in to put a quick kiss on her lips. “Someday, darlin’,” I promise. I’m not sure I’ve ever meant anything more than those two words.
Her face brightens and her beautiful eyes, that reflect the blue sweater she’s wearing, glisten with tears. “Take me home, Gavin.” 
I love the way she calls my house home.
We never do make it to the market.



chapter eighteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
The limo driver opens the door to let Karen in the back. She squeals and says, “Gavin, this has been so much fun.” She crawls in, making no effort to hide the hot-pink panties that flash me from under her short skirt.
All it does to me, however, is make me miss Baylor. She was supposed to be with me tonight, using the package deal I surprised her with a week ago on our last night of spring break. It included a limo ride, dinner at a top-notch restaurant and concert tickets to top it off. But at the last minute, Bay had to cancel. Apparently her grades have slipped, thanks to all the time we’ve spent together. Her journalism professor offered her extra credit that would all but guarantee earning her A back, but it required her to attend an event that happened tonight—the same night as the concert.
She felt guilty as hell about canceling and I, in turn, felt guilty that I was the cause of her slipping grades, so of course I had no choice but to be understanding. She told me to go ahead without her and take one of my friends.
Karen was more than willing to be a last-minute fill in. And as the limo takes us home after a fun night, I realize how great of a time I had with her. We talked and reminisced and joked around just like we used to when we were kids. I knew there was a warm, caring person in there somewhere beneath the pretentious sorority-girl façade. I guess it just took taking her away from her friends to get it to come back out.
“Oh, my God, the band was soooo good,” she gushes. “I’ve never seen such a great live show.”
“They were pretty badass,” I agree. “I’m glad I could still use the tickets. Thanks for coming with me.”
“You know I’m here for you, Gav,” she says. “Anytime you need me, I’m here.”
I lean over and place a kiss on the side of her head, right in her hair. “Me, too,” I say. “I know I haven’t been available a lot lately, but I’m here if you need me.”
She smiles brightly. Karen has been better about my relationship with Baylor. We don’t all hang out together or anything. In fact, I’m not sure they’ve even seen each other since the night of the TriDelt party. But Karen no longer makes digs at her and that I appreciate.
“Oh, hey,” I say, “I meant to tell you, I talked to Chris a few weeks ago. He said he’s not dating anyone. So tell your friend to go for it.”
I think I see the hint of a smirk flash across her face. She shakes her head. “Huh uh,” she says. “I’ve gotten very reliable intel that he’s taken and is not willing to stray. Jaylen from the house is in his Civics class. She talked to him a few times and he was pretty adamant about it.”
“Hmmm,” I say. “Well, someone’s not getting the facts straight.”
Karen shrugs it off and takes another pull from her glass of complimentary champagne. I silently stare out the window and wonder who Chris was lying to, me or Karen’s friend. And then I wonder why.
 

 
When Baylor comes around the corner for our morning run, my heart stops. She still takes my fucking breath away every time I see her. It doesn’t matter what she’s doing or how she looks, my lungs deflate every damn time. Then the air re-enters my body when she comes closer to me as if she’s breathing life into me. In a way, she is. I’ve never felt so alive before. I can’t wait to be done with school. I want the next few years to fly by. I’ve decided that we should get married right quick after she graduates. I want her to be with me forever. I need her to be with me. I feel like there isn’t even a choice about it. I may have decided that on our first date. Hell, I may have even decided that the night we went to the coffee shop after the football game.
She jogs over to me with a face-splitting smile. The smile that could light up a room in a blackout. Her whole face gets involved—all the way down to the dimple in her right cheek and the wrinkle of her nose. Her eyes, which are brown today, reflecting the chocolate-colored tank top she’s wearing, are practically glowing and it makes me feel like King-fucking-Kong knowing that seeing me makes her react this way.
My legs involuntarily propel my body closer to hers as if I’m the moth to her flame. That’s exactly what she is, though. A big damn flame that could burn the shit out of me. I wonder if she has even the slightest clue of the power she holds over me.
We slam together, our eyes devouring each other and our lips meeting as if we haven’t laid eyes on each other for months instead of merely since yesterday’s Film Studies class.
My dick starts getting hard. It’s not a predicament I want to be in, given I’m wearing paper-thin gym shorts. I force myself to break the kiss. I try to think about how bad Jonesy stunk up the house this morning, courtesy of the Indian food he ate last night.
Yup, that did the trick.
“Miss me, McBride?” she asks.
“No,” I say.
“Liar,” she says.
“Yes,” I reply.
Always the same thing. This is us. Baylor and Gavin. I don’t give a shit that my roommates think I’m a pussy-whipped pole cat. If anyone had even a clue as to how we are together, what kind of connection we have, they still might only begin to understand. Hell, I’m not even sure I fully understand it myself. All I know is that whatever this is—I want more. I’m an addict and Baylor is my crack.
We finish up our three miles before we have any meaningful conversation.
“How did your extra credit project turn out?” I ask, when we slow to our cool-down pace.
She smiles over at me. “It was okay. I’ve never been to a political debate before and now that I have, I can honestly say I’ll probably never go to another. However, I learned a lot, and I even got to interview one of the candidates. I was up until two in the morning doing the write-up, but I think I did a good job. It’ll all be worth it if I get my A back.” She stops jogging and walks around on the grass next to her dorm. She sighs and looks over at me with a guilty crinkle in her nose. “I’m so sorry I ruined the special night you had planned.”
I shake my head at her. “Baylor, your grades are more important than a night on the town.”
“I know. But it was really romantic what you planned and I’m just . . . well, I’m just really sorry,” she says again. “I hope you had fun anyway. Who did you end up taking?”
“Karen went with me,” I say. “The band was decent but the meal had nothin’ on Joe’s.” I hope the mention of our favorite burger place being better than the 5-star restaurant Karen and I went to will ease her guilt slightly.
Baylor stops walking and looks at me in a way I’ve never seen. She chews the inside of her cheek while she gives me a hard stare, then she lets out a huff.
I realize I’m quite possibly seeing jealous Baylor for the first time. I can just barely hold in the laugh percolating up out of my gut. Right before it bursts out of me, her hands ball into fists and she bites, “Are you kidding me?”
Oh, crap! This isn’t jealous Baylor. This is pissed-as-shit Baylor.
She walks in a circle, pacing around a small row of shrubs by a bench out in front of her building. “Did you have fun on your romantic date with her?” she spits out.
I’m at a loss. I don’t yet know how to handle pissed-off Baylor. Part of me wants to laugh. Part of me wants to put my tail between my legs and beg for mercy. Part of me wants to throw her down and fuck her. “Are you mad at me?” I ask.
In hindsight I realize it was a stupid question.
“Yes, Captain-fucking-obvious, I’m mad at you!” she yells, drawing attention to us from a couple of students walking by.
I shrug at the students and then turn back to Baylor, stunned that she used harsh language. I calmly say, “You are the one who cancelled, Baylor. You told me I should take one of my friends.”
“A friend, Gavin,” she says. “Not another girl. I didn’t think I needed to be that specific. I mean, I never thought you’d be so cruel as to take another girl on our romantic date.”
“She’s not another girl,” I say. Then I roll my eyes. “Well, you know what I mean. She’s just a friend.”
“A friend who wants in your pants,” she says too loudly, and a guy walking by laughs.
“Mind your own fucking business,” I spew at him as he scurries away. I realize in this instant that I’m pretty pissed-off myself. Why wouldn’t she trust me with Karen? She knows I see her on a regular basis, why all of a sudden is she mad at me for hanging out with her? Maybe my friends are right—she’s got me by the balls. Nobody gets me by the balls, not even the girl I love.
“You really want to go there?” I ask. “How about you and Chris? I know you spend time together and he’s your ex for Christ’s sake. He’s had his mouth on your mouth. He’s had his goddamn hands on your body!”
“He doesn’t want me like she wants you, Gavin,” she says. “Not anymore.”
“The fuck he doesn’t,” I say, pacing around the bench now myself. “Come on, Bay. It’s so damn obvious how he feels about you. How can you not see that?”
She shakes her head at me. “You’re wrong. He only sees me as a friend.”
“Whatever,” I huff. “But it seems to me you’re nothing more than the goddamn pot calling the kettle black, darlin’.”
“Fuck you, Gavin,” she yells, as she turns to walk away. “And don’t call me darlin’!”
I grab her arm. She tries to yank it out of my grip, but I hold tight. “Why haven’t you told him about us?”
“What are you talking about?” she asks angrily. “I talk about you every time I’m with him.”
“Right,” I say. “That’s why when I saw him a few weeks ago and told him I was in love with you, he turned white as a fucking ghost.”
“You told him that?” She looks appalled.
“Yeah, I told him that,” I say, still holding her in my grip. “The question is—why didn’t you?”
“Gavin, let go of me,” she says. “You’re turning this around on me. Why are you doing that? Is there something you’re not telling me? Did something happen last night?”
I drop her arm like it has burned me. I’m so goddamn pissed that she’s accusing me of shit while she stands here and deflects my question.
Before I can stop myself, I say, “What do you want to hear? That I kissed her? That I touched her while shoving my tongue down her throat? Would that make us even—both having friends that we’ve fucked around with?”
Shit! Before the words are even out, I regret saying them. I can’t believe she got me so worked up that I’m perpetuating this fight.
“Go to hell, Gavin,” she yells, running up the steps to her dorm. She turns around but doesn’t look me in the eye. “Don’t follow me. Just leave.”
“No problem,” I say, adding, “darlin’,” just to piss her off.
It worked. She turns around and flips me her middle finger before disappearing into the building.
“Dude, that’s harsh,” I hear from a guy passing by.
I flip him off and listen to him laugh at me as I walk away.



chapter nineteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
It takes me all of about ten seconds to realize what a douchebag I was to even put the thought of me kissing Karen into her head. She was feeling insecure about me taking Karen on what was supposed to be our date. Is it any different than if the tables were turned and she would have taken Chris on the same date? I know I’d be downright livid.
Fuck. I royally screwed up. I didn’t even think of the repercussions of taking Karen. When Bay cancelled, I simply thought of the one person I knew who would love to see that concert.
Baylor had every right to be mad at me, and I just went ahead and let that escalate into our first fight. What I should have done was take her into my arms and reassure her that she’s the only one I want to be with. That she’s the only one I’ll ever want to be with.
I don’t know how this shit works. Did we just break up? Am I supposed to send flowers? Go knock on her door, even though she told me to leave? Give her time, and if so, how much?
As I run the two miles back to my house, I try to figure out what the hell I can do to get myself out of this mess.
 

 
I sit on a bench outside Carroll Hall, where Baylor has one of her journalism classes. I’m holding a bunch of purple flowers along with other shit the florist threw in, thinking of how this is the first time I’ve ever blown off soccer practice. Ever.
Girls walk past smiling. Guys roll their eyes. I wonder if they think I’m doing that romantic crap or if they can sense I’m crawling back to my girl after being the royal dickhead that I was mere hours ago.
When Baylor emerges from the building and her eyes land on me, I think I see them soften as a wave of relief comes over her face. When her eyes find the flowers, she gasps, but almost instantly her demeanor changes, turning into a hard stare as she says something to the girls she’s with. They all nod, look over at me and then walk away.
I stand up and make my way over to her. She holds a hand out to stop me from making contact. “It’s not true, is it? You were simply pissed and said stuff you didn’t mean, right?”
I can see the pain in her eyes and I want to kick myself for putting it there. She’s probably spent the past few hours wondering if I hooked up with Karen, and rightfully so after what I said to her. I know if I were in her shoes, I’d be going crazy at the thought of another guy touching her.
“No, Bay, it’s not true,” I assure her. “I haven’t even thought about another woman since we started dating—let alone touch one.”
Her whole body visibly relaxes and I take a step closer to her. I gauge her reaction to my proximity and she seems okay with it. “It’s you . . . it’s only you . . . it’ll only ever be you, darlin’.” I reach out to touch her arm. I run my hand down to hers and pull her behind me to the side of the building for privacy. “I’m so sorry. I was pissed when I had no right to be. But you did. After I thought about it, I know what I did was wrong and I promise I’ll never hurt you like that again.”
I lean in and wipe the tear that escaped her eye and is rolling down her cheek. “I love you Baylor. I love you so fucking much.”
She throws her arms around me, crushing the flowers between us. She says into my ear, “I’ll hold you to that promise, McBride. Please don’t break my heart.”
Hearing her say those words almost breaks mine. I’m more than a little surprised to feel my throat tightening and tears threatening to prickle my eyes. I blink them away before I become a sappy lovesick puppy. I clear my throat and whisper, “You can bet your life on it.”
She pulls away and looks down at the flowers as if she’s just noticed me holding them. “Purple orchids,” she says. “How did you know?”
I try to fix the bundle of flowers that we crushed in our embrace. “Uh, I called your folks and talked to your dad. I told him that I fucked up. Well, not in those words, but I said I needed to beg for your forgiveness and I asked him what your favorite flower is.” I frown at her. “I feel like a douche not already knowing that. I’m sorry.”
“You called my dad?” She looks at me through wide eyes.
I nod. “Yeah.”
Her eyebrows furrow in confusion. “And he told you to get these? He specifically said purple orchids?”
“Yes, why, is that not okay?” I ask.
She smiles, flashing me her perfect teeth and that adorable dimple. I guess she’s okay with it then.
“Actually, we talked for fifteen minutes. Before we hung up, he said he was proud of me for admitting I was wrong and for calling him.” I shake my head, still finding it hard to believe. “Can you imagine that?”
I couldn’t quite get my head around her dad accepting my faults and then declaring his pride. It was the first time in my life that any man, other than my coaches, has ever said those words to me. After hanging up the phone, I sat and stared at it for what seemed like hours. This is the man who, if I’m lucky enough, will someday be my father-in-law and I already like him better than my own dad.
“Of course I can, Gavin,” she says. “I told you before, he’s just a big teddy bear.”
“Yeah . . . a big teddy bear that’ll put my balls on a platter if I ever hurt you again.”
She laughs. “He did not say that.”
“Well, not in so many words, but he sure as shit got the meaning across.”
“Thank you.” She smiles up at me. “For the flowers. For calling my dad. For truly being sorry.” She looks at the ground. “I’m sorry, too. I didn’t mean to tell you . . . um, I didn’t mean to say . . .”
“Don’t be sorry, Bay. I think we’re both feeling a little insecure about our summer apart. I promise you as soon as I can get there this summer, I’ll come to Maple Creek.” I take her face in my hands. “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away from you.” I kiss her forehead. “Six weeks. That’s all. It’ll go by fast and then we’ll be together.”
She looks so damn sad and I watch as her lower lip quivers. I really didn’t think it was affecting her so much. I’ll do anything to wipe that look off her face. Anything. I blow out a long breath. “I think I should cancel Brazil.”
Her glassy eyes snap to mine. “What? No! You can’t do that for me. I won’t let you. You’d resent me for it later. Plus, it’s an incredible opportunity.”
“I don’t think you understand, Bay.” I grip her waist and pull her hard against me. “I wouldn’t be doing it for you. I can’t breathe without you. I know that makes me sound like a goddamn girl, but it’s true.” With my eyes, I follow the tear that runs down her face before I kiss it, tasting the saltiness of it along with the sweet flavor of her skin. “Are we risking forever by being apart, darlin’?”
She smiles at me sweetly and runs her hand along my bicep. “Forever will be there when you return from Brazil, Gavin.”
God, I love this girl.
“What do you say we skip philosophy and go back to my place to make up properly?” I raise an eyebrow at her. “I’ve never experienced makeup sex, but I hear it’s smokin’-hot.” I wink. She blushes. We laugh.
“I’d love to, and I promise we can later, but I can’t afford to skip class. I’m behind enough as it is.” She narrows her eyes at me tentatively. “Gavin Maddox McBride, weren’t you supposed to be at practice?”
“Some things are more important,” I say.
She shakes her head. “No. I don’t want you skipping practice for me. Don’t do it again. Not ever,” she commands. The dominance in her voice makes my dick twitch.
“Bay, we’d better get to class before I take you right here against this wall.”
I spend the next hour and fifteen minutes of our philosophy lecture thinking of all the ways I’m going to make it up to her in my bed tonight.



chapter twenty
 
 
 
 
 
 
I understand the need for Baylor to concentrate on her studies. But that doesn’t make it hurt any less when I hear from someone, usually Karen, that she and Asswipe were seen at Starbucks, or the library, or even at her dorm. I know they’re friends and he helps her study a lot as, apparently, I’m too ‘distracting.’ And of course, I’d be a total dick to say anything after our blowout a few weeks ago. But, dammit, we only have a few weeks left before we’ll be apart for six weeks. You’d think she’d want to spend every waking minute with me. There are times I convince myself that she’s pulling away from me since our fight. But then when we’re together, even if it’s just for a few hours, she gives me her undivided attention and makes me feel like the most important person in her life—like the only guy left on earth even. It’s those times I try to remember when I’m feeling like I am right now, which is pretty much like the whiney pussy-whipped douche that I am.
The thing is, school has always come pretty easy for me. I never really had to hit the books hard like most students. Even though Bay is almost a straight-A student, she has to put in a shit-ton of effort to do it. So even thinking of taking her away from her studies, more than I already have, makes me feel like a selfish bastard. So while she’s off studying with Asswipe or one of her other friends, I’m at the library immersing myself into researching film production jobs and what it takes to land a good one. I know I still have two more years of school, but I need to make absolutely sure I can give Bay the life she deserves without having to accept handouts from the congressman.
My dad’s not very happy with me right now. I explained that instead of interning with his office when I return from Brazil, I’ll be heading to Connecticut for a few weeks. He’s not supporting that decision, but he doesn’t have to. I’m twenty years old, I’ve earned a damn fine scholarship and I have a small trust fund from my dad’s older sister. He could cut me off completely and I’d still get by, although Mom would never allow it.
I still haven’t told him about switching majors. It’s not a conversation I intend on having with him until graduation if I can help it.
So, even though he fought me tooth-and-nail, I went ahead and secured my plane ticket to New York City that departs two days after I return from Brazil. I haven’t told Baylor yet. She knows I want to visit her, but she has no idea I’ve planned it all out, and I’m sure she won’t expect that I’ll stay for two weeks. I ran it by her dad of course, when I called to ask which hotel I should stay in. He wouldn’t have it. Said I’d stay in the guest room as long as I respected his rules.
I can’t wait to tell her this weekend. We have a whole day planned right before finals week. No school, no studying, no Karen or Asswipe—just us. She’s agreed to a sleepover. We haven’t had one since spring break for one reason or another and it’s been pure torture. She’s been hitting the books hard these past few weeks, and is rewarding herself with ‘Gavin Day’—her words not mine. She can call it whatever the hell she wants as long as it means I will have her to myself for twenty-four amazing hours.
My phone vibrates and I smile when I see the text.
 
Baylor: Whatcha doin’?
 
Me: Research. You?
 
Baylor: Taking a break from the final paper in my creative writing class.
 
Me: Sounds thrilling.
 
Baylor: Not as thrilling as say . . . running my fingers down your strong body and reaching them inside your jeans to grab you . . .
 
My pants get tight and I quickly glance around to make sure nobody notices. Nobody does, of course. They are all too busy studying for their finals to pay me any attention.
 
Me: Are you sexting me, darlin’?
 
Baylor: Do you want me to sext you?
 
Me: Hell yeah! But I’m not entirely sure how smart that is right now considering I’m sitting in the library.
 
Baylor: Do you want me to stop?
 
Me: Absolutely not! Tell me what you were gonna grab.
 
Baylor: I was going to grab you, Gavin.
 
Me: Say it, Bay. I want to see you text the words to me.
 
Complete radio silence. I contemplate telling her I’m joking, but I give her a few more seconds to see if she’ll really do it.
 
Baylor: I want to grab your cock and stroke it just like you showed me.
 
Holy shit! I re-read it to confirm my girl really texted the word cock. I won’t be able to move for a while. I’m stuck to the chair with a rapidly growing hard on. I hope there’s not a fire drill.
 
Me: Do you know how hard you just made me, darlin’?
 
Baylor: No, I don’t. But you could show me.
 
Show her? What the hell, does she want me to take a picture of it? Before I can respond, my phone vibrates again.
 
Baylor: Look behind you, Gavin.
 
I turn around as much as I can without revealing my . . . situation, and I see my beautiful blushing girlfriend sitting at the table directly behind me. I quietly laugh and shake my head, then I tap out a text.
 
Me: Got 20 minutes? Okay, maybe 30.
 
Baylor: Just. What do you have in mind?
 
Me: Go to the 3rd
floor, find study carrel 39 – it belongs to the soccer players. I have a key. Wait there. Give me a few minutes to follow. Once inside, you can grab all the cock you want.
 
I hear an audible gasp behind me and I know she’s read it.
 
Baylor: R u serious?
 
Me: As a heart attack, darlin’.
 
Baylor: How many others have you taken there?
 
Me: It’ll only be you, Bay. It’ll only ever be you.
 
Baylor: K. Meet you there in 5 :-)
 
My day just got a whole lot better.
 

 
When I come around the corner for our Wednesday morning run and see Baylor, she instantly turns red. Since yesterday’s Film Studies class was cancelled, it’s the first time I’ve seen her since we violated the study carrel two days ago.
If I ever need a memory to get me through our six weeks apart, it’ll be of her sitting on the desk—legs spread wide for me as I feasted on her under the fluorescent lights of the small private room. I didn’t have a condom with me, but we took care of each other in every other way possible. She said it was the best study break she ever had. See—King-fucking-Kong.
She covers her flushed face with her hands, and as a result, I can barely hear the cock-twitching giggle behind them.
“Mornin’, darlin’.” I pull her into a hug.
“Morning,” she replies. “I still can’t believe we did that, Gavin.”
“Hey, everyone should have some kind of sexual escapade at least once in the library during their college career,” I say. “At least we were in the locked study carrel and not the stacks like some people.”
She looks appalled that some students would really do that. I nod my head at her to assure her it’s true.
“Oh, so it was all about the ‘college experience’,” she says, using air quotes.
“Hell no, it was about the ‘Baylor Experience’,” I say. “I’ll take you anywhere and any way I can get you. That’s a right good fact, darlin’.”
I belatedly notice that she looks tired today. More so than usual at this early hour. She has dark circles under her eyes and I could swear she’s lost weight. “Bay, are you sure you’re not spreading yourself too thin? Maybe you should cut back on some of your responsibilities.”
She glares at me. “Which would you have me do, Gavin, quit my job or disappoint the kids at the hospital?”
Based on the look she’s giving me right now, I’m not sure there is a right answer. So I do what any guy would do in my situation. I shut up about it.
“Tell me again exactly what you do at the children’s hospital?”
“I started out reading to the kids. Sometimes in a group and sometimes at their bedside if they’re too weak to move to the common area. But then I began telling them stories and they really seem to like that. Every time I go in, they get excited, asking me what’s going to happen next.”
I study her for a beat. “Maybe you should write books. It’s obvious you have a great imagination.”
She laughs. “I could never be a real writer, Gavin. Well, more than newspaper articles and stuff.”
“You’ll never know unless you try,” I say. “I mean, you didn’t know that you could give a killer blow job until you tried, now did you?”
As her face turns three shades of red, I grab her hand and pull her along to start our run. I try to enjoy every minute of it as I know it’s one of our last for a good while. She’s missed some in the last few weeks, claiming she was simply too tired from studying so late. I had to bite my tongue every time to keep from asking her if she was up late with Asswipe. I’ll do anything to keep from fighting with her again, even live in denial if I have to. And denial has become part of our normal routine these days. Since our fight, neither of us will mention Karen or Chris, and if we happen to be with them during a text or a call, we simply say we’re with friends. We both know we’re doing it. It’s an unspoken rule. But sometimes I wonder if it’s the right thing to do or if we are simply putting off something we inevitably will be forced to deal with.
We’re slowing down and approaching her dorm when she asks, “Will you still run with me when you’re in Brazil?”
I smile at the fact that she’s brought it up. I’ve been waiting to see if she would and I have long since worked out the time difference. “I know you said you’ll work most mornings this summer at the restaurant, and since I have a busy schedule during the day, maybe we could shift our runs later. How about I run at seven o’clock my time and you run at four in the afternoon your time. Would that work for you?”
Her face lights up. “You already thought about this?”
“Of course I did, darlin’. Just remember, this is us now—we can text or call before or after each run. It’ll be like I never left. You can even Facetime me to see my sweaty mug if you want.”
“Can I get some more pictures of you before I go back home?” she asks.
I raise an eyebrow at her.  “Now, exactly what kind of pictures are we talkin’ about, Bay?”
She blushes and elbows me in the ribs. “Perv,” she says.
“I’d do it if you wanted me to. I’d even let you take ‘em,” I say, getting a semi just thinking about what we could do five thousand miles apart with naked pictures of each other.
 

 
This week has gone by all too fast. Hell, this whole semester has. Three months. That’s how long we’ve been together. But I feel like I’ve loved her my whole goddamn life—that she was custom made just for me. I’m an entirely different person now than I was a mere eight months ago. Stalking Baylor was the best decision I’ve ever made in my entire twenty years.
I went all out this weekend. I needed to make it a day she’d remember. Flowers. Candles. Music. All that sappy shit that chicks love. We’ll only get one more chance to really be together next Friday before the summer break, but even that will only be a few hours as she will have a late-afternoon flight to catch. So, I’m pulling out all the stops. There’s not a chance in hell I’m sending Baylor back to Maple Creek with Asswipe unless she’s thoroughly fucking satisfied.
We’re off to a good start as I lay here and wait for her to return from the bathroom after a night of marathon sex followed by a few short hours of sleep. Naked Baylor. I never realized how happy I’d be one day having my own private bathroom off my bedroom. But with our quest to remain unclothed as much as possible, it has come in right handy.
She runs out of the bathroom and quickly jumps into bed, hurdling over me and diving under the covers. I laugh at her shyness. “Darlin’, I’ve seen you naked as a jaybird dozens of times, and I can assure you, you’ve got absolutely nothing to be ashamed of.”
“I feel fat,” she whines, pulling the sheet around her.
I shake my head at her and try not to roll my eyes. “Baylor, you couldn’t be fat if you tried,” I assure her. “Your curves are perfect.” I run my hand along her hip, over the top sheet that covers her. “You are petite and beautiful and I could stare at your incredible body all day long.”
Her face lights up at my words. I add, “But if you feel the need to burn a few more calories, I know just the thing.”
She giggles. “You’re a machine, Gavin McBride. You know that, don’t you?”
“Only for you, darlin’.” I grab her hand and watch as I lace our fingers together, sparking a memory.  “What did you do with that plastic ring we won, did you throw it away?”
She wrinkles her nose and hesitates.
“What?” I ask.
She sighs. “I’m a silly sentimental girl, Gavin. Of course I didn’t throw it away.”
I lean closer to her fruity-smelling mussed up hair and whisper, “You know I’m going to marry you one day, right?”
Her body stiffens, sending darts of poison straight into my heart. “We’ve only been together three months. You shouldn’t say things like that,” she says, frowning.
I pull her tightly against me, refusing to let her words slay me. “It didn’t seem to bother you when I mentioned it last month. Why the change?”
“I don’t know,” she says with a shrug. “Maybe I’m just feeling insecure about this summer. A lot can happen in six weeks.”
I pull back from her and look her straight in the eyes. “The only thing that will happen is that I will fall even more in love with you . . . if that’s even possible.”
She smiles at me and then looks over at the bouquet of flowers on the nightstand. She reaches out to pull one free from the vase, studying it. “Do you want to know why I was so surprised when my dad told you to get me purple orchids?”
“Sure.” I wrap my arm around her as she settles her head into my neck, holding the flower over my chest so that we can both see it.
“When I was growing up, my dad would sometimes bring my mom flowers. You know, the usual roses for birthdays and anniversaries. But one day, when I was five years old, he came home with a huge bouquet of the most beautiful purple flowers.
“I had never seen my mom so happy. She was so happy that she cried. My dad picked her up and twirled her around as they laughed and kissed each other for what seemed like forever. For days afterwards, I watched her and was mesmerized by how his bringing her flowers had made her float around almost like a fairy princess.”
Baylor plucks a silky petal from the stem and rubs it between her fingers.
“I told my dad that I thought the flowers were magical because they made my mom so happy. And apparently, after that conversation, he researched the flowers and later told me that purple orchids represented love and beauty and are known as the ‘true queen’ of all flowers. Just like he thought my mom was his true queen. I told him that one day my prince would bring me purple orchids. And for years after that, I often drew fairytale pictures of purple flowers and princes.
“Of course I had no idea at the time that the real reason for my mom’s reaction was that their loan for Mitchell’s had come through and they were going to open their very first restaurant. He had brought the flowers home with the exciting news.” She shakes her head and her breathy laughter washes over my chest. “I overheard my dad telling the story to his sister when I was twelve. But it didn’t matter, I was so enamored with the flowers by then that nothing would have ruined the fantasy.
“So when you showed up that day, telling me my dad said you should bring me those flowers, it felt like he was giving us his blessing or something and that you were my . . . well, it’s silly, I know.”
She blushes as I take the flower from her and bring her hand up to my lips. “It’s not silly. It’s a five-year-old’s fairy tale,” I say. “And I want to be that guy. That guy who makes you so happy that you cry. That guy who makes you float around for days.” I kiss the tip of her nose. “I swear I’ll always bring you purple orchids, darlin’.”
“Oh, Gavin,” she whimpers with glistening eyes, “please tell me everything will be okay. Tell me it will go by quickly and we’ll talk every day and I don’t have anything to worry about.”
I kiss her temple. “Yes. To all of that,” I say. “Don’t you know by now that I’m yours? You own me. You might as well put a fucking ear-tag on me and brand your name on my ass, because there’s no way in hell I’ll ever be good for anyone but you.”
She giggles. “I might well do that,” she says in her best southern drawl, causing me to laugh.
“Hey, I almost forgot.” I reach over and pull open my nightstand drawer. “I have a surprise for you.” I grab the printout of my itinerary and hand it to her.
She takes a minute to read through it as her lips turn up and her face all but splits in two from the smile plastered on it. “Two weeks?” she squeals. “You’re coming for two whole weeks?”
“I already cleared it with your dad,” I tell her. “He even insisted I stay at your house.”
She drops the piece of paper. “You called my dad to ask?” She shakes her head. Then she does something truly amazing. She reaches over to get my cowboy hat, putting it on her head. Then she climbs on top of me, straddling me naked in the bright morning light. “I love you, Gavin Maddox McBride.”
“Show me how much, darlin’,” I demand as I spring to life underneath her.
Her eyes darken as they trail a path across my chest, burning into me as she takes possession of me solely with her gaze. She devours me with those sultry hooded eyes as if we hadn’t just had sex mere hours ago.
I haven’t even touched her yet, but her nipples get hard and pucker as she grinds her hips into me. I sit up and lean against the headboard, keeping her on my lap, putting myself in a perfect position to suck her tits. I take one in my mouth, laving it while my fingers pinch and tug at her other one. She moans and throws her head back, thrusting her chest even harder against my mouth. I can feel her wetness spreading over my dick and thighs as she writhes on top of me.
I throb painfully beneath her, swollen with intense desire for this perfect being that straddles me. I can tell she’s close from merely rubbing her slick clit over me. “God, Bay, I can smell how much you want me. You are so damn sexy.”
I resume sucking, licking and flicking her nipples with my tongue as I let her rub herself off on my cock. I look up at her just as she screams, “Oh, God, Gavin . . . oh, God.”
She thrashes about as she spasms on top of me, her orgasm washing through her. It’s an amazing thing to witness, Baylor coming all over my leg wearing nothing but my cowboy hat. I almost lose it myself, but I do everything I can to hold out because I want nothing more than to be buried in her when I come.
She’s still quivering beneath me when I flip her onto her back, and I quickly reach into my nightstand for a condom. I put it on in record time and then sheath myself inside her slick entrance before she can fully recover from her climax.
She opens her eyes as I hit the end of her. I still myself and savor the feeling of her tight walls surrounding me completely. We lock eyes and every emotion we’ve been feeling comes across without so much as a single word.
I know she’ll be leaving soon, in a few hours in fact, and we’ll barely see each other all week. We are both well aware of this, so we’ve made the most of our time together and fucked a lot in the past twenty-four hours. We fucked in my bed. We fucked in my chair. We fucked in the shower and on the floor. But right now, with our gazes holding each other and our bodies melded together as if we’re one—we make love. We make love like we’ve never done before. I start to move within her and every stroke is a testament of my love for this girl. Every gentle thrust a sonnet of my overflowing emotions. Every kiss across her soft lips a promise of our future.
“Tell me you love me, Bay,” I beg. “Tell me you’ll always be mine.”
“Yes, Gavin. I’m yours,” she declares as tears slip out of her unforgettable eyes. “I love you. No matter what happens, I’ll always love you.”
Her words milk my throbbing shaft and send me into a pulsating orgasm as I place my thumb on her clit to make sure I bring her right along with me.



chapter twenty-one
 
 
 
 
 
 
After our day and night together on Saturday, I’ve only seen Baylor twice. We had lunch on Monday, and I saw her during our Film Studies final. It’s Thursday and that’s all we’ve seen of each other—it’s all she’s given me.
I understand the demands of her job at the paper, especially as they wrap things up this week. And I know she won’t skip her volunteering time, since she’s already sad about not seeing those kids all summer. But dammit, between those and school, I can’t help but think, quite selfishly, that I’m pretty far down on the proverbial totem pole.
She even missed both our runs this week. That’s always been our time. Hell, we even did it over winter break. We plan to do it all summer. Now it’s become one more thing on her plate that gets pushed aside.
Fuck.
I need to get my head out of my ass. Last Saturday was amazing and I need to remind myself of that. It’s not too hard to do right now as I watch Baylor walk towards me with a sweet smile that shows off her beautiful dimple. She throws her arms around me and says, “Miss me?”
“No,” I say.
“Liar,” she responds.
“Like you wouldn’t fuckin’ believe,” I say.
She laughs and I give her a kiss. Then I pull her behind me into the classroom so we can go take our philosophy exam.
Two hours and one headache later, we’re done with the final and we head over to the student union for lunch.
“They shouldn’t be allowed to schedule finals at night,” she says. “But at least I’ve only got one more and then I’m done with freshman year.” Her eyes brighten.
I try not to think of how after lunch, Bay will be meeting Chris for a last-minute study session before the final they have tonight.
She seems distracted while we eat. I know it’s probably the upcoming test stressing her out. Econ is her hardest class and she’s worked her ass off to do well in it. She’s got a borderline A, so the final will determine her grade. Lucky for me, Asswipe has been all too eager to help her with her studies.
She leaves most of her food untouched as she silently picks at an invisible spot on the table. A lock of hair falls onto her face and I’m not even sure she’s aware of it. It’s physically painful for me to see her stressing out this much, but even the crinkle in her brow and the frown on her face can’t keep her from looking beautiful. I’m just not sure if it’s school or our impending separation that’s got her so depressed.
“You know you’ll do great and that everything will work out,” I say.
She stares at her finger that is working back and forth on the table.
“You know I love you, right Bay?” I ask.
She’s lost to the world and again doesn’t reply. I reach over and push her hair back behind her ear. “Darlin’?” I run my hand down her cheek. “Did you hear me?”
“Huh?” She finally snaps her eyes to mine as if she’d forgotten I was even here. I can’t help the wave of sadness that courses through me. “Sorry. You were saying something?” she asks.
“Only that I love you, and that everything will be okay.”
“Oh.” She smiles up at me.
“Now you say it,” I say.
“What?”
“You say you love me,” I tell her. “That’s how it works. I say I love you and you say it back.”
“Sorry.” She shakes her head. “Of course I love you, Gavin. I’m just distracted by . . . well, everything.”
“Hey. Cheer up,” I say. “One last final for each of us and then we’ll be done. Don’t forget to meet me at my house at noon tomorrow. Don’t be late, and make sure all your packing is done before you come. I only get you for five hours and I plan to make the most of every minute.” I squeeze her hand for emphasis.
She giggles. And blushes. There’s my girl.
Tomorrow at noon. That’s when I get my Baylor back—well, for five hours anyway.
A couple walks by our table as we get up to leave and I laugh at their ‘Thing 1’ and ‘Thing 2’ shirts. I ask Baylor, “Who’s ‘Thing 1’?”
“What?” She piles her barely-eaten sandwich onto my tray.
“You know, ‘Thing 1’,” I say, pointing at the couple walking away. “You have a ‘Thing 2’ shirt. Who’s ‘Thing 1’?”
“Oh.” She smiles and thinks on it for a beat. “Nobody, actually,” she says. “I got it by myself during one of my rebellious high school phases. It was a reminder that I didn’t need anyone else. It’s stupid, I know.”
I shake my head and laugh at my independent girl. Then I kiss her goodbye.
“See you tomorrow at noon, McBride,” she says.
“Not if I see you first, Mitchell.” I wink. She smiles. We part.
 

 
Finally!
I close my blue book to my last exam and get up to place it on the table at the front. The TA gives me a nod and I give him a half-smile. I’ve been preoccupied the entire morning after that cryptic text from Baylor earlier. She sent it to me at ten o’clock, right before my test.
 
Baylor: We need to talk. Can you swing by my dorm right after your test?
 
Me: What about just meeting at my house like we planned? And I plan on doing a hell of a lot more than talking
 
Baylor: I thought we could talk first and I didn’t want to be interrupted by your roommates.
 
I got a funny feeling in the pit of my stomach.
 
Me: What’s wrong, Bay?
 
Baylor: I’ll tell you when we are alone. We need to talk in person. Please, just come here as soon as you are done with your exam.
 
Me: Of course, darlin’. I’ll do my best to hurry.
 
Baylor: No! Don’t do that. Give your test proper attention and I’ll see you right after.
 
As I leave the building, I re-read the texts and realize that none of them have her usual abbreviations or smiley faces. Shit. What’s going on with her?
On my way to her dorm, I spot Karen running over to me with a sad smile on her face. “Gavin, we need to talk,” she says, hooking an arm around my elbow.
What is it with women and their need to talk today? “Karen, we have the next six weeks to talk. Right now, Baylor needs me and I only have five more hours with her.”
“Gavin, this is about Baylor,” she says, stopping me in my tracks. I look at her with questioning eyes. “Just give me five minutes. That’s all I ask. Remember when we said we’d always be there for each other? Well, this is one of those times.” She pulls on my elbow. “Let’s sit down over there. Please, Gavin?”
I blow out a breath. “Five minutes,” I say, reluctantly letting her pull me over to the side of the building.
We sit on a bench where she pulls out her phone and sighs deeply. “You know about this new Internet thing called Facebook, right?”
“Yeah. Jonesy showed it to me last month. Seems pretty stupid if you ask me. It didn’t look all that different from what I can do with texting, so I didn’t see the point.” I shake my head at her. “What’s all this about, Karen?”
“Well, it’s a lot more than texting, Gav. I need to show you something and I need you to know that I’m here for you.” She scoots closer to me and taps around on her phone. “We can leave now, this minute for Brazil if you want.”
“Why the hell would I want to do that?” I ask, incredulously.
“Just look.” She holds up her phone. “See here, this is Baylor’s Facebook page.” I take the phone from her and let my eyes wander over the picture of Baylor. I recognize the picture. I took it on my phone and sent it to her phone because I thought it was a really good one.
“Okay,” I say to Karen. “I still don’t see the point of this conversation.” I’m getting impatient and want to get to Baylor.
“Look closely,” she says. She leans over and taps on the screen and more photos of Bay come up. Photos of not only Bay, but Bay and Asswipe. In fact, he’s in almost every one. I scroll through them as my heart rate increases and my gaze hardens. There are pictures of them eating together, one has them holding hands, and there’s even one of them kissing. My blood starts to boil as I realize there’s none of me. Not one picture.
Then it dawns on me and a wave of relief surges through my body. Duh, I think to myself. They were all from last semester when they were dating. She probably stopped using Facebook when we got together.
“Karen, why are you dredging this shit up? All of these pictures of her and Chris are obviously from last fall. They used to date. You know that.”
I try to hand the phone to her but she pushes it back at me. “No, Gavin. Look.” She taps on it. “This is called her ‘wall’ and it shows any status updates that she writes. Anyone can see them, but only Baylor can write things. You can even see the dates that she did it.”
I’m only somewhat familiar with the program. Jonesy will sometimes show me updates from a few friends of his that post ridiculous pictures and messages on their ‘walls.’
Karen puts a comforting hand on my leg. “Scroll down through the messages, Gav. I’m so sorry, sweetie, but it seems like Baylor’s not been honest with you.”
My heart beats into my chest wall as I do what she says and scroll through the status messages that Baylor wrote on her wall. There are a lot of pictures along with the messages. Mostly of her and Chris, but some of only her. I recognize a few of the pictures of her as recent.
I read the first thing I see on her page. It says, ‘Have to do something very hard today, but it’s for the best. I’m done playing, I’ve made my choice. I have to follow my heart, ya know?’ I see that the status is dated today, and the time stamp is about an hour after she texted me that we needed to talk.
I read the next post. It’s from last night. There’s a picture of her with Chris. It says, ‘Study time over. Time to play!’
My hands are sweating and I wipe one on my jeans before scrolling down to read more. One from last week reads, ‘Why should only guys be allowed to play the field? How come when a guy does it, he’s cool, but girls are called sluts?’
I see one dated the day of our fight. It simply says, ‘Guys are dicks.’
One from the week of spring break reads, ‘A girl’s gotta have something to do while the cat’s away – back in Maple Creek.’
I read message after message that she’s written about college being all about sewing oats and playing around. I read everything, back to the day we started dating. On January 24th, the day I asked her to be my girlfriend, her status reads, ‘Score! Love it when they play right into my hands.’
But the one that really guts me, the one that cuts me the deepest, is the one that reads, ‘Two guys in one day. The beast has been unleashed. Why did I never do this before?’
I can’t read anymore. I shove the phone at Karen. None of this makes any sense. This is some kind of practical joke. I know Baylor, she’s not like that at all. I get up and start walking towards her dorm. I have to see her.
Karen grabs my arm, holding me back. “Where are you going?”
“I have to find her,” I say. “I don’t know how she could have written shit like that. It’s not her.”
“Really?” she says. “You’re going over there so she can shit on you to your face? Why give her the satisfaction? Let’s just go. We can pack the rest of your things and leave early.”
“Karen, you must be crazy if you think I’m going to believe what I see on some stupid web site.” I walk away but she follows, trying to get me to go back to my house with her the entire time.
When we near Baylor’s dorm, I see her sitting on the front steps. She looks sad. Why is she so sad? I’m getting ready to run over to her when she looks up, but not in my direction. She’s looking the other way and a small smile flashes across her face. I look to see what’s caught her eye. It’s Chris. He’s running over to her as she stands up. He nears and she all but jumps into his outstretched arms.
What. The. Fuck.
My fists ball up as I watch the scene play out in front of me. Chris kisses her on the temple, just as I’ve done a hundred times. Then he kisses her cheek, all while running his hands up and down her arms. She looks up at him and I swear there are tears running down her face. Then my fucking heart breaks in two when he picks her up and carries her into the building—like how one would carry a bride across the threshold.
Pain lashes out at me, stealing my breath as shards of glass slice through my soul. But what nails my goddamn coffin shut, is when it dawns on me that he was wearing a bright-red t-shirt. One that read ‘Thing 1.’
So much is going through my head all at once. My mind flashes back through our last few months together. I think about how after our fight she started to pull away, making excuses to not run, making excuses for not seeing me, all the while never failing to find time for him, under the guise of studying.
Last week when I said I’d marry her one day, she all but freaked.
The last time we had sex, she said she’d love me ‘no matter what happens.’ Is this the ‘no matter what?’ Does she think she loves both of us or something? Was she stringing us both along until she made a decision? Or was she really just so insecure about Karen and my summer trip that she went back to what was familiar?
Has she really been fucking us both all this time?
I look down at my phone and read that cryptic message from this morning. She had to tell me something. She needed to talk face-to-face. On her turf.
I have my answer.
Fuck this.
I turn to Karen to see that she is still looking at the dorm, her mouth hanging open in utter surprise. Then I think I see the smallest hint of a smirk.
“Come on.” I turn to leave. “Let’s go pack.”
 

 
Back at my house I tell Karen I want to be alone. I throw all my crap into two suitcases while she calls to arrange an earlier flight. As I pack, I think of the future that will never happen. I think of the girl I’ll never again hold. I think of the life I will never have.
Then I sit on the edge of my bed and put my elbows on my knees and do what I’ve never done before. I fucking cry.



chapter twenty-two
 
Present day . . .
 
 
 
 
“Shit, man,” Scott says, downing his scotch and soda only to get another. “What happened next?”
I shake my head and it starts to spin from all the alcohol I’ve consumed over the past two hours that it’s taken for me to spill my guts to him. “I never saw her again.”
“That’s seriously fucked up,” he says. “Didn’t you see her at school the next fall?”
I stare at the flyer that still lies on the bar in front of me. My emotions are raw from rehashing our entire relationship. She completely eviscerated me.
“I looked for her everywhere,” I tell him. “I ran by the journalism building every day, hoping to catch her coming or going from class. I frequented the student union where she liked to eat. I even tortured myself by studying at the library in study carrel number thirty-nine. I was a mess. Then one day I was out running with my roommates and I came across Chris.
“It was stupid, I know, but as I ran by him I opened my mouth and spit out ‘How’s your two-timing girlfriend, Asswipe?’ He ran after me and jumped me, calling me an asshole and telling me I had no right to ask about her anymore. Then he punched me.
“My friends pulled me off him as I went to destroy his face. They drug me away and told me she wasn’t worth it. After that, Chris and I never spoke again and we avoided each other at all costs. But I still don’t understand why the guy who ended up with the girl was so mad at me.
“I graduated two years later after trying unsuccessfully to screw Baylor out of my system. I tried to date, but no one measured up. Finally, senior year, Karen suggested we get together, offering up a pretty good argument. She said she knew I didn’t love her ‘that way’ and she was willing to accept that. She convinced me that it was for the best if we were together. She said it would go a long way to mollifying my dad after dropping the bomb on him about changing my major and basically the course of my entire life.
“I knew I could never be in love with anyone again. I’d never put myself out there to be hurt the way Baylor hurt me, so her offer seemed like a good idea at the time. We both got something out of it. Karen got me, something she’d wanted for a very long time, and I got to feel safe with a friend who I knew would never hurt me. We’re basically friends with benefits—only we wear wedding rings.”
I look over at Scott who is stirring his drink with his finger, looking at me contemplatively. “I knew you and Karen had an unusual relationship,” he says. “That explains a hell of a lot.” He laughs.
“Yeah. Our marriage of convenience,” I say. “Not exactly a happily-fucking-ever-after, huh?”
He slaps me on the back and nods to the flyer. “Well, Baylor’s here, right now in this very hotel. What are the odds of that, my friend?” he says. “Maybe you need to talk to her. You know, to get closure after all these years.”
I slam my drink down a little too hard, causing droplets to spatter all over the bar and Baylor’s picture. I pick up the flyer, wipe it off, fold it, and place it in my pocket. I shake my head at him. “She made her choice then, Scott. Nothing she could say would do a bit of good.”
I open my wallet and throw a few large bills on the bar as I stand up. “I’m goin’ back to the suite,” I say, stumbling toward the entrance of the bar.
Scott comes up beside me, steadying me. “I’ll make sure you get there in once piece, man.”
We walk to an open elevator and pile in with several other people. Scott reaches over to push the button for the sixteenth floor when a woman calls out, “Hold the elevator!”
Scott quickly puts his arm in between the closing doors to allow her time to get on.
“Thank you,” she says, struggling with a leather satchel that she pulls onto her shoulder as she walks towards the car.
I look at the person stepping on the elevator and my heart slams into my chest wall. Baylor fucking Mitchell.
Nope, the picture on the flyer was most definitely not Photoshopped. I think she’s even more gorgeous than she was eight years ago. A lump forms in my throat that feels like it’s cutting off the oxygen I need to keep breathing.
Next to me, Scott guffaws, earning him a kick in the shin from me as I try to steady myself in my drunken state. Baylor freezes when she sees me. She looks like a deer caught in headlights. Then she visibly pales and anger flashes in her chameleon eyes right before she turns around to face the closing elevator doors. I don’t miss her shaky hand reaching over to press the button for the tenth floor. Her whole body tenses and she radiates anger throughout the confines of the elevator.
A few men next to me hold a conversation, blissfully unaware of the rising temperature and unbridled tension swimming about them. I can’t tear my eyes away from the back of her. I take in her appearance as my gaze slowly shifts down her body. Her almost-straight hair falls to the middle of her back. It’s a similar light-brown color as before, but it looks like she’s either had highlights added or spent a lot of time in the sun.
She’s wearing a tailored dress suit that accentuates her small waist. The mile-high shoes she wears add several inches to her short stature. I stare at her legs that are bare from right above the knee. She shifts uncomfortably—either that or her feet hurt from the ridiculously high heels that help add even more shape to her fit, suntanned calves.
My goddamn dick twitches. How can she still affect me like this after all this time? After she led me on and then stomped all over my heart?
The elevator doors open and a mother and child exit. It’s only the seventh floor, but I can see Baylor’s legs move forward to step off. Then she hesitates and the doors shut once again.
A few more seconds of torture and we arrive at the tenth floor. She steps off the elevator even before the doors fully open. Scott nudges me with his elbow.
Before I can censor my drunken words, they tumble from my lips. “Miss me?”
Her steps falter and she stops moving for a beat before she starts walking away as fast as her stilettos can carry her, never having turned around to look at me.
I make a split-second decision to follow her off the elevator. Scott chuckles behind me and mumbles something about luck as I hear the doors close, leaving me standing on the tenth floor watching Baylor walk away.
Surely she can hear me walking behind her, but she’s not bothering to acknowledge it.
“Baylor,” I say.
She stops in her tracks. I don’t miss that her hands have balled up into fists down by her side. She turns around to reveal a face that is ridden with sadness. Unwiped tears roll down her cheeks past her perfectly pink lips. Before I can say another word, her expression changes completely and if ever someone could shoot fire from their eyes, it would be her, right here, right now.
She holds up a hand with her palm out, indicating for me to stay back. “Get away from me,” she says loudly. “You are someone I never wanted to see again and now you’ve ruined what was a perfectly good day.”
She turns around and walks away. I stand here, stunned at the sound of her voice after all these years. The voice that has haunted my dreams since the day I saw her jump into Chris’s arms.
“Don’t walk away, Baylor!” I yell after her. I continue to follow her down the long hotel hallway. “Don’t you think you owe me an explanation? Can you at least fucking give me that?”
She spins around, venom seeping from her eyes along with more tears. “Owe you an explanation?” She shakes her head. “You were there, too, Gavin. I didn’t do it all on my own, you know.”
“Yeah, I was there alright,” I spit back at her. “I was there when you ran back to Chris. But you didn’t know I saw that, did you?”
“What are you talking about?” she yells. “You left me!” Her open hand hits the wall next to her for emphasis. “You left me and I never heard from you again.”
I try to wrap my head around what she’s saying. I left her. For Brazil? She knew I was going all along. She told me to go for Christ’s sake. What about her Facebook confessions?
“I suppose you’re going to deny all that shit you posted on Facebook, too!” I yell, faintly aware of quickening footsteps behind me.
“Are you drunk, Gavin?” She looks at me through cold and bitter eyes. “You must be confusing me with one of your whores!” she yells.
“Yes, I’m drunk, darlin’!” I shout, kicking a table in the hallway, toppling over a vase full of flowers. “I’m just drunk enough and stupid enough to admit that you ripped out my fuckin’ heart.” I reach in my pocket and pull out my keys, holding them up for her to see. “You built me up, then you tore me apart, Mitchell.”
She stares at the keychain that she gave me after I found it on the ground the first day we met. The keychain that reminded me all these years to be myself and pave my own path in life. To never do what was simply expected of me. The damn keychain that made me who I am today.
“Why?” she asks. “Why would you bother to keep that after what you did to me?”
A strong hand grabs my shoulder. I turn to see a large man in a hotel security uniform. He says, “Sir, I’m afraid I’ll have to get the police involved if you don’t calm down right now and come with me.”
Baylor takes this opportunity to scurry down the hall as a few doors open and heads peek out into the hallway to see what the commotion is about. I see her round the corner and then I hear a door slam shut.
Brutus grabs my arm. “Are we going to have a problem here?”
I debate fighting him off to go after her, but even in my inebriated state, I realize that would only end badly.
“No. I’m staying at the hotel,” I tell him. “I’ll head back to my room.”
“Okay then,” he says. “I’ll make sure you get there.”
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I didn’t get a lick of sleep. I spent the entire night staring at the ceiling wondering what happened. Why was she accusing me of leaving her? How could she stand there and deny what she wrote on Facebook, deny that she went back to Chris after I saw it with my own eyes?
I drink a few bottles of water to sober up. Then around eight in the morning, I decide to hit the hotel gym, getting on the treadmill to keep from pounding down her door. As I run, I think about all the runs we shared together. I remember how I still ran at seven o’clock every Monday and Wednesday night in Brazil, wondering if, even though she was with him, she was doing the same thing. I recall how I looked at her pictures for years wondering why she left school and how she was doing.
When my feet fail me and I barely recover before I face-plant the deck of the treadmill, I settle on going for a swim instead.
Down at the hotel pool, I do lap after punishing lap, trying to exhaust myself so I don’t have the energy to go after her. It’s working. After fifty laps, I’m unable to even gather the strength to pull myself out of the pool. I stand in the water and silently watch a few other people doing laps as I try to work the feeling back into my arms and legs.
I see small feet kicking in the lane next to me as someone does the freestyle stroke towards my end of the pool. I’m surprised when a kid wearing reflective goggles pops up out of the water beside me. I’m impressed at his speed. “You’re pretty fast, partner.”
“Thanks,” he replies.
“What’s your name, kid? I’ll have to watch for you in the Olympics one day.”
His dimpled smile is full of pride as he answers, “Max.”
“Well, Max, I’ll bet you’re even faster than me, and what are you, eight or nine?”
“Seven,” he says, beaming up at me.
“Max!” a woman yells from the other end of the pool.
I nod at her. “Your mom?”
“Nah, she’s my nanny. She’s always telling me not to talk to strangers.” He twirls his finger in the air around his ear, making me laugh.
“Maddox Mitchell, get over here this instant!” his nanny yells.
“I gotta go, mister.” He flips up his goggles, revealing piercing blue eyes. “Bye.”
He stares at me while he backstrokes his way to the other side of the pool.
Sheer panic knocks the wind out of me when I focus on his eyes.
I
Can’t
Breathe.
I feel as if I’m drowning in the shallow water.
I can’t fucking move.
My legs are cemented in place, crippled with paralyzing uncertainty.
A gnawing ache rises up from the pit of my stomach, gripping my throat like a vice. I brace myself on the edge of the pool, taking a deep breath while my racing thoughts search for explanations. I shake my head, blood pounding through my temples. How is this possible?  His eyes—they’re mine! I just looked into my own goddamn eyes.
I regain control of my legs and quickly do the math in my head as I race out of the pool and find my towel. He said he’s seven years old. I haven’t seen her in almost eight years. This just can’t be. But, he’s got my middle name for Christ’s sake—surely she wouldn’t have named Asswipe’s kid after me. And the resemblance . . .
My frantic mind tries to wrap around what my heart knows to be true. That the kid who was swimming next to me in the pool . . . the kid who was just smiling at me with Baylor’s dimple in his cheek . . . the kid named Maddox, who, if I’m being honest, is a mirror-fucking-image of me—that kid must be my son.
A kid.
I have a fucking kid!
Suddenly it occurs to me that I’ve been denied this information for eight years. Who does she think she is keeping this from me . . . keeping him from me?
I don’t even finish drying off before I rush upstairs to my room, dripping wet and thoroughly pissed off. I burst into the suite to see Scott and Angie going over yesterday’s paperwork. “Call our lawyer,” I spit at Angie. “Right fucking now!”
“Gavin.” She stands up and walks over to me. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
She glances over at Scott and they share a look. “Does this have anything to do with Baylor Mitchell?” she asks.
I cock my head to the side and stare at her.
She continues, “Scott told me you saw her last night.” She brings me a dry towel from the front credenza. “Why do you need a lawyer, Gavin?” Her eyes suddenly go wide. “You didn’t do anything stupid like kill her and bury the body, did you?” She laughs nervously.
I give her a hard stare. “No. Not yet anyway,” I say. “She has a seven-year-old kid. Named Maddox.” I point to my chest. “My fucking kid!”
She looks confused as she studies me. “You knew this was a possibility, Gavin. Why all of a sudden do you care if she has your kid?”
“What are you talking about, Ang? I never even knew she was pregnant,” I tell her. “She ran off with that asshole Chris and I never heard from her again.”
Angie gasps and pales. She walks over to sit down on the couch. Scott asks if she’s okay and she shakes her head as she asks me, “You didn’t write Baylor a letter, giving her cash for an abortion? A letter telling her never to contact you again?”
I throw my towel, not even caring that I send something from a nearby table crashing to the ground. I walk over to where Angie sits. “No, I didn’t write any letter. I didn’t do a goddamn thing. She left me, Angie. I loved her. If I had known she was pregnant I would have married her.”
“Oh, my God,” she says. Her face is painted with sadness and regret.
“You’d better start talking, Angie, and right fucking quick.” I pour myself a stiff drink despite the early hour. I have a feeling I’m going to need it. I know my whole world is about to change.
“I didn’t know, Gavin,” she says. Her lower lip quivers and her eyes get glassy. “She said you wrote a letter after you found out about the baby. She told me never to bring it up to you because you were probably too upset by it.”
“Who told you that? Baylor?” I ask, confused as to why Baylor would have talked to Angie about such a sensitive subject.
“Not Baylor. Karen,” she says.
“What?” I ask, looking between Scott and Angie for all the answers to the questions floating around in my head. “Why would Karen tell you I wrote a letter to Baylor when I didn’t even know about the baby?”
I stare at Angie as her body trembles. She closes her eyes and sighs. “God, Gavin. This is all my fault. I knew about Karen’s attempts to break you guys up. I knew about the fake Facebook page. I knew about it all. But I never said anything, because she told me you knew about the pregnancy and that you broke it off with Baylor all on your own.”
“The fake Facebook page?” I question. “You mean the one claiming Baylor was seeing both of us the whole time?”
She nods her head in shame. “Yes, that one. Facebook was brand new. Anyone who had an e-mail address could claim an identity. Not many people used it yet, so there was little chance of any of Baylor’s friends seeing it. Karen started it as soon as you told her you wanted to date Baylor. She took pictures off your phone and she somehow got a friend to get pictures from Chris’s. I think one of our sorority sisters was in a class with him.
“She tried to make you jealous by telling you that Chris was seeing someone, knowing you’d ask him or Baylor about it and they’d deny it, making you suspicious. Karen would post to the fake Facebook page from time to time to give it credibility so you would see how far back the dishonestly went. She planned all along to show it to you when you went to Brazil, but then Baylor got pregnant and she used that to her advantage.”
I’m still confused. “But how could Karen have known Baylor was pregnant when I didn’t even know myself?”
“Stephanie Jeffries,” Angie says.
“Who?”
“She was our sorority sister. She worked in the campus medical center. Karen told me that Stephanie recognized Baylor. Apparently she went to the clinic with the intention of getting on the pill. It was customary to run a pregnancy test before writing a prescription for birth control. Baylor didn’t even know she was pregnant until that day. Stephanie called Karen so that she could tell you and give you a heads up. Then Karen told me that you freaked out about the baby, saying your dad would disown you or something and that you said you were only messing around with Baylor anyway, so you just blew her off in a letter.”
Scott finally chimes in after sitting and listening with his chin in his lap. “This is seriously messed up, Gavin.”
“I swear to God, Gavin, I never would have let her get away with it had I known she let it go that far,” Angie says. “I’m so sorry. You have to believe me, Gavin.” Tears roll down her face and I know she speaks the truth. Angie has two young children herself that she dotes on as much as any mother I’ve ever seen, so I can’t imagine her denying that to another living soul.
I down my remaining whiskey in one burning swallow. This whole time Baylor thought I knew about the baby. She thought I’d left her to deal with it alone. That I’d given her money to get rid of it for Christ’s sake. It all makes sense now—why Baylor texted me that morning of my final, why she looked distraught that day at the dorm, why she quit school. Why she tore me a new asshole last night.
Holy God, my life has been built on a goddamn bed of lies orchestrated by my own selfish wife.
I stand up to go take a shower before I seek out Baylor to try and explain and beg forgiveness. I turn back to Angie on my way out of the room. “Call our lawyer,” I say.
“You want to go for custody?” she asks.
“No. Tell him I want a fuckin’ divorce.” I slam my fist through the door on my way into to the bathroom as I yell back, “Yesterday!”
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“Holy fucking shit on a stick, Baylor. That gorgeous hunk of a man is your baby daddy?” Callie asks, after I explain in the airport car why I was yelling at her from the shower by the pool a mere thirty minutes ago.
Our driver silently laughs and shakes his head.
“You kiss my kid with that mouth of yours?” I raise my eyebrows at her.
She rolls her eyes at me, pointing to the headphones in Maddox’s ears. She knows I love her as much as my own family. She stares at me with her gorgeous deep-blue eyes, tanned skin and long, flowing blonde hair, every bit the California girl that I hired three years ago as a favor to her parents that are friends with mine. Callie Spencer is more than a nanny. She’s my best friend, my touchstone, my person. She lives with Maddox and me in the house I bought from my parents in Maple Creek—a situation that was supposed to be temporary until she could save up enough money to get her own place. But when that time came, she wasn’t in a hurry to leave, having become attached to both of us, and I couldn’t imagine being without her friendship and support twenty-four-seven. It works for us. She keeps Maddox busy when I’m writing, and having a live-in nanny is added peace of mind when I go away on book tours. Sometimes, I take them with me, like now. I want Maddox to have every opportunity I didn’t have as a child when my parents were struggling with their restaurant.
Callie frowns. “You know I never would have called Max by his full name if I’d known who was standing right there.” She gasps. “He was talking to him, Baylor. I mean, holy crap!” She shakes her head. “God, I ruined everything, didn’t I?”
I put a reassuring hand on her leg. “Cal, you had no idea he was there. You were sleeping by the time I got home last night. This wasn’t your fault.”
I still can’t shake the bad feeling I had when I woke up to an empty suite. I kicked myself for not leaving a note for Callie. I should have known better. Maddox likes to swim and Callie always takes him to the pool every morning whenever we’re at a hotel. I prayed as I threw on some yoga pants and an old t-shirt that was still rumpled on the floor from yesterday. I prayed they wouldn’t run into him somehow. Yet, the bad feeling I had in my gut turned to sheer terror when I rounded the corner of the pool showers and saw my son at the other end of the pool talking to Gavin. And neither of them knew who the other was. I almost threw up on the spot. I called out to Callie that there was an emergency and she needed to get Maddox and bring him back to the suite immediately. By the time she got him up there, only a few minutes after me, I had thrown all our stuff into our suitcases and had the hotel arrange to have a car waiting downstairs.
“So, what are you going to do now?” she asks.
“Call my lawyer, for one,” I tell her. “I’m not even sure Gavin realized who Maddox was though, and even if he did, he probably wouldn’t care.”
“Oh, I’d say he knew, all right,” Callie says. “When I said Max’s name, the guy practically fainted right there in the pool. He was all gorgeous and ripped and sun-tanned, and I swear to God, Baylor, all the blood drained from his face when I called Max over to me. I thought the guy was having a heart attack or something. If you hadn’t been so adamant about us coming back to the room, I’d probably have offered mouth-to-mouth,” she jokes.
I close my eyes and lean back against the soft leather seat, trying to stave off the headache that threatens me. Of all the hotels in all the cities, why did Gavin McBride have to show up in mine?
“That man is seriously hot,” she says. “No wonder Max is so adorable. He’s gonna grow up to be a heartbreaker, that one.”
She realizes what she said a few seconds after she said it. Her hand comes up to cover her mouth. “Oh, Baylor, I’m so sorry. That was such a shitty thing for me to say.” She scoots over to pull me into a hug as I feel tears prickle the backs of my eyes.
I will not cry.
I won’t let him have any more of my tears. I must have cried a damn ocean that first year after he left me. Then seeing him last night, it’s like everything came rushing back and the spigot I thought had been turned off for good, suddenly broke open. But today I resolve to have a stiff upper lip. I have no more tears to give him.
“What’s wrong, Mommy?” my beautiful boy asks, pulling an earbud from one ear.
“Nothing, sweetie,” I reply. “I’m just happy to be going home.”
“You miss Grammy and Papa?”
I nod my head. “Yes, I do. And Aunt Skylar, too. We missed Sunday brunch this week and that made me sad. So, what do you say we take a trip to the city tomorrow and surprise them at the restaurant?”
His ice-blue eyes light up and he emphatically nods his head at me. “Yes, yes!” he squeals. “Will you take me to the big park, too? Please, Mommy?”
How can I deny him? My sweet boy, who is blissfully unaware that there was another blonde-haired, blue-eyed boy that I could once never deny either. As I stare at Maddox, who prefers to be called Max by his friends, or even Mad Max—a nickname given to him by Callie—I recall the very day I first laid eyes on him. The second he was born I knew he was the spitting image of Gavin. I’d even wondered briefly if I would be able to love a baby that looked just like the man who broke me. But in all of the twenty seconds it took the nurse to clean him up and place him on my chest, I knew Maddox would be the love of my life.
My family and close friends wondered how I could name him after the bastard who abandoned me when I was eighteen and pregnant. But there was part of me—a very small part, hidden away down deep, surrounded by a chain-link fence with a steel padlock—that knew one day my son might search for his father. That small piece of me wanted my son to feel like he was a part of something, that maybe he meant more to his dad than an easy lay followed by a ‘Dear Jane’ letter containing five hundred bucks to terminate his existence.
What would I tell Maddox now? He’s asked about his dad before and I’ve always managed to placate him with small details about us knowing each other in college. I told him some men just aren’t supposed to be daddies. I never talked trash about him. Not even once. I refuse to hurt Maddox that way. And anyway, for the most part, he has never gone without a father figure in his entire seven years.
My dad has been there for him since day one, and between him and Chris, they make sure Maddox always has a man around when he needs one. My dad takes him on a yearly camping trip to Maine. He also dotes on him during our weekly Sunday brunch in the city.
Chris takes Maddox to every father-son event at school and has taught him everything he needs to know about sports, despite the fact that he now has two sons of his own. Chris even lets Maddox help out at the restaurant some days, filling salt shakers and rolling utensils in napkins.
Chris has been wonderful. He was my rock for years, standing by my side during my pregnancy, even all the way from UNC. He eventually offered to marry me and raise Maddox as his own. It was an incredible gesture, but I couldn’t do that to him, trap him in a loveless marriage. He deserved more than that and he found it, shortly after he graduated and moved back to Maple Creek to run Mitchell’s, after my parents opened a second location in New York City.
I look over at Callie who has pulled out her phone and is tapping around on it with a devious look in her eyes.
“What are you up to?” I ask.
“I’m Googling him,” she says.
I glance over at Maddox and see that he’s put his earbuds back in and is playing a game on his handheld.
I raise my brows at Callie.
“What?” she says. “Like you’ve never done it before.”
“I haven’t,” I say.
“Oh, right, Baylor,” she says accusingly. “You so have.”
“No, it’s true. I haven’t,” I say. “I really have no desire to know anything about that snake.” In the almost eight years since I’ve seen him, I’ve avoided anything that might mean crossing paths with him. I don’t do book tours in Texas, which really pisses off my agent. I don’t use any social media, and I avoid watching soccer in case he decided to go pro. The only thing I know about him is that his dad died a few years back. He was a senator so it was all over the news.
Callie continues tapping on her phone. “Huh,” she says. “Look, he’s got a Wikipedia page.”
I roll my eyes. “I’ve got a Wikipedia page, Cal. Seems most people do these days.”
“I don’t,” she pouts, shoving the phone at me. “You should read it,” she says. “Considering what happened this weekend, don’t you think it’s time you find out about him?”
I reluctantly take the phone from her and I’m immediately struck speechless by the photo on the website. I know I saw him last night, but I didn’t really get a chance to look at him closely, what with all the yelling and running away from him. He is everything I remember and more. His face has filled out a little and his firm jaw is dotted with a sexy bit of stubble that almost touches his cheekbones. Those incredible blue eyes, the same ones I see every day when I look at Maddox, are strong and confident and have the hint of some laugh lines around the edges. And his hair, oh, that tousled wheat-colored hair that I loved to run my fingers through since the first day I ever touched it when giving him a haircut. It’s not quite as long and unruly as it was back then, but the top is just long and wavy enough to fall haphazardly over his forehead. He shamelessly exudes power, authority and raw sexuality. In this picture, he’s looking right at the camera and I feel as if he’s staring right into me. As if he knows I’m delving into his business, violating my eight-year-long hiatus from him. I take a deep breath and scroll down to read about him.
An unexpected smile curves my lips when I read that he co-owns a film production business. Then I gasp when I read the name.
“What is it?” Callie asks. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
I show her the phone and what’s on it. She reads it to me. “This says he’s part owner and founder of Bay Watch Productions. Why does that have you all in a tizzy?”
“Oh, my God,” I say. “Why would he name his business after me?”
“Uh, you think the ‘Bay’ in Bay Watch refers to you?” Callie flashes me an incredulous smirk. “Why would you think that? I mean, come on, after what he did to you, why would he name his business after you? It’s probably a coincidence.”
I shake my head. “No, it’s no coincidence.” I tell her the significance of Bay Watch and how there isn’t a chance in hell he mistakenly gave his company that name.
“That makes no sense what-so-ever,” she says, crinkling her brow at me.
“Agreed,” I say. “But it’s true.”
“So let me get this straight. You named your kid after him. He named his company after you. But you hate each other?”
A nervous laugh escapes me. “Yeah, that about sums it up.”
“That’s gotta mean something,” she insists. She keeps talking, saying something about lost soul mates, but I ignore her as I continue to scroll down the page.
I almost drop Callie’s phone when I get to the next paragraph. Bile rises up in my throat. It’s the same feeling I had this morning when I came around the corner and saw Gavin talking to Maddox.
“You look like you just ate a bug,” Callie says. “What is it now?”
“He married her.” I barely get the words out in a whisper.
“He married who?”
“Karen,” I say, her name physically hurting my tongue as I say it. Probably because I’m biting down on it. “She was a friend of his back in college. She wanted him, and her sorority sisters never failed to let me know that she should have been his girlfriend.”
“Oh, God, really?” she asks. “That’s gotta hurt like a bitch. I’m so sorry.” She takes the phone from me and drops it in her purse. “That’s enough history for now.” She leans over and pulls the earbuds from Maddox’s ears. “Let’s play ‘I Spy’,” she says. “You go first, Mad Max.”
My son smiles, then looks ahead out of the front window and says, “I spy something yellow . . .”
As they start to play the game, I think back to college. I think about all the times that Gavin said I had nothing to worry about with Karen. How them going to Brazil together was purely platonic. I think about our horrible fight after he took her to the concert I cancelled on.
Apparently, I had every right to be jealous. I guess even if I hadn’t gotten pregnant, their time together in Brazil would have torn us apart.
He married her?
I guess I simply don’t get it. She stood for everything he despised.  I sigh and try to wipe all thoughts of Gavin and Karen McBride from my brain.
“A submarine!” I shout out.
“Come on, Mom,” Maddox says, rolling his eyes. “You gotta guess good guesses, not stupid ones.”
“Are you calling me stupid?” I ask him with a laugh. “I could have seen a submarine on a billboard, you know.”
“No, Mommy, you’re not stupid,” he says, with the slightest hint of a lisp. “You are the smartest Mommy I know.” He leans over to give me a hug. I squeeze him a little harder and little longer than normal, because I’ve never been more unsure of what the future may hold.
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Callie keeps Maddox busy playing games on our flight while I’m trying, rather unsuccessfully, to stop thinking about what Gavin said to me last night. Why on earth would he think that I owe him an explanation? An explanation for what, getting pregnant? For quitting school to go have his baby? For not getting an abortion?
I don’t get why he seemed genuinely mad at me when he was the one who left—who ended us. And accusing me of putting things on Facebook? I’ve never had a Facebook account in my life. He said I broke his heart, his fucking heart, if I remember correctly. He showed me the keychain, the same keychain that he kept for eight years. My keychain. It just happened to be in his pocket with keys on it the very day we randomly run into each other? None of this makes any sense.
He was drunk. That’s for sure. Maybe he was on drugs, too. Wikipedia listed his business as being in L.A.—they do drugs in L.A. He’s in the film industry—they do drugs there, too. That’s got to be it. It’s the only logical explanation.
I attempt to nap, since I only managed a few fleeting hours of sleep after I collapsed from exhaustion somewhere around dawn. But every time I close my eyes I see him. Gavin Maddox McBride. The man I hate. The man who may come after my kid and expose him to that bitch of a wife he married. The man who has single-handedly destroyed me for all other men.
The man who I’ll probably always love.
 

 
In my car, on the ride back to our house, Callie once again pulls out her phone. I know she’s Googling him again. “What are you doing now?” I ask.
“I’m looking him up on Facebook,” she says.
“Good Lord, why?”
“Because anybody who’s anybody is on Facebook,” she says, rolling her eyes at me. “Except you”—she taps the screen a few more times—“and apparently, him.”
I snap my eyes to her. “Really?” I ask. Even though I don’t use it, I’m well aware of how popular it is. And now that I think of it, it would have been a good way for me to get more personal information about him, ammunition even for a possible custody battle.
“Really,” Callie says. “And as far as I can tell, he’s not on any other social media either. Just like you.” She looks over at me with a blank stare. “Huh, imagine that.”
I quickly glance back at Maddox to make sure he isn’t paying attention to us. “Can you pull up his Wikipedia page again to see if he has any kids?”
She gives me a sad look. “Baylor, are you sure you want to know that?”
“Yes . . . no . . . I don’t know. But I have to find out. Maybe if he has other kids, he’ll leave my kid alone,” I whisper.
“Yeah, and maybe if he doesn’t have any, he doesn’t want any,” she adds, sharing my momentary optimism.
“That, too,” I say, nodding my head at her phone which she hesitantly picks up to do the search.
“It doesn’t say anything about kids here,” she says. “But that doesn’t mean anything either way.”
“Does it say how long they’ve been married?”
“Looks like around six years,” she says. “Holy sh—uh, shnails.” She briefly glances back at Maddox. “She comes from a boatload of money. Do you think that’s why he married her?”
I shake my head. “No, he’s not like that. He comes from money, too. Well, not that much, but enough.” Callie raises a brow at me and I know exactly what she’s thinking. I’m defending him. I shouldn’t be doing that. They probably deserve each other, those two. “They must have gotten married right after graduation. They sure didn’t waste any time.”
Callie puts a supportive hand on mine.
“Did you know that his dad probably would have run for president if he hadn’t died?” I say.
“No kidding?” she muses, while scrolling through her phone. “Oh yeah, it says here his dad was a senator when he died at age—”
“What’s a senator?” Maddox chimes in from the back seat.
I shake my head at Callie. We should be more careful when we talk about Gavin. Sometimes I forget that kids pick up on so many things. “A senator is someone who helps make decisions about the country we live in,” I explain to him.
“Oh,” he says. “What’s Facebook?”
Callie and I share a look. She says, “It’s something grown-ups use on the computer to keep in touch with their friends.”
“Like e-mail?” he asks.
“Yes, like e-mail,” I say.
“Can I do Facebook?” he asks.
“No!” Callie and I say together.
“Can we stop at McDonald’s on the way home?” he asks.
“Yes, we can stop at McDonald’s, buddy,” I tell him. And suddenly, all thoughts of senators and Facebook are forgotten as he tries to figure out if he’s going to get a Big Mac or a McChicken sandwich, going over the pros and cons of each with Callie.
When we get home, Maddox runs off to eat his dinner and I go in my office to call my lawyer. I don’t care if it is a Sunday. He’s a friend of the family and his firm handles all of the restaurant issues as well as my books.
He picks up on the third ring.
“Dillon, it’s Baylor Mitchell. I’m sorry to bother you on a Sunday, but I have a potential legal issue that I’d like your advice on.”
“Baylor, it’s always a pleasure to talk to you. I’m at your service whenever you need me. You should know that by now. What can I do for you?”
“I know family law isn’t your specialty, but I thought maybe you could ask around your office.”
“Of course,” he says. “What’s the issue?”
“I ran into Maddox’s dad last night.”
The other end of the phone remains silent. Dillon is a good enough friend that he knows Maddox’s dad isn’t in the picture. He comes over for barbeques and has a daughter in Maddox’s class at school. We talk and he’s pieced things together over the years.
“And what happened when you saw him?” he asks.
“Well, we didn’t talk as much as yell at each other. Everything happened so quickly, but I got the idea that Gavin was surprised to find out he has a son.” I sigh. “Dillon, what do I have to do to make sure he can’t touch Maddox?”
“Baylor, I know you don’t want to hear this, and I’ll set up a meeting with Jerry Chutney who’s our family law partner, but from what I know, unless you can prove him unfit, he has every right to file for joint custody. Or at the very least, generous visitation.”
I close my eyes as my heart sinks into my stomach. “But he wanted me to get an abortion. He gave me money to do it. I even have the letter he wrote to me that proves it. Didn’t he give up any rights to Maddox when he did that?”
“Not really, I’m afraid,” he says. “People do and say things they don’t mean all the time, especially when they are young like he was. He could argue that if he knew you had the child, he would have wanted it. He could claim that you purposefully kept Maddox from him all these years.”
“Oh, God,” I cry.
“Listen, Baylor,” he consoles me. “I’m sure it won’t come to that. But people change as they get older. Just because he didn’t want a kid in college, doesn’t mean he won’t want to know him now. My advice to you is to save any correspondence between the two of you. Take notes on any conversations that you have.” He sighs before a pregnant pause. “Do you think he could become violent?”
“Violent? No, I don’t think so,” I say. “He was always very protective of me back then.”
“Well, let’s hope that’s the case. I’ll get with Jerry and you call me if and when Gavin contacts you again.”
I hang up the phone and head straight to the kitchen, where Callie is waiting for me holding a bottle of my favorite Merlot in one hand and the DVD ‘Dumb and Dumber’ in the other hand. We always drink and watch stupid comedies when one of us is feeling down.
“I love you, Cal,” I say, walking over to retrieve two wine glasses from the cabinet. “I hope that’s not our last bottle. After my talk with Dillon, I have the feeling we may need another.”
“You’ll get through this, Baylor.” She puts down the bottle to wrap her arm around me. “You always do.”



chapter twenty-six
 
 
 
 
 
 
For two weeks now, I’ve lived on eggshells. Every ring of the doorbell, every phone call that comes through, every mail delivery—they all have me wondering when I might get served with a summons.
I’ve got Callie driving Maddox to and from school, even though he loves riding the bus, just in case Gavin tries to contact him directly.
I don’t know Gavin anymore. Maybe I never did, considering I would have bet my life on his support back then. Who knows what he is capable of now, but whatever it is, he’s got the money to do it.
I haven’t tortured myself with more web searches, and I’ve asked Callie to keep hers to herself. Dillon said he’d do a background check on Gavin and let me know if there’s anything to worry about. Thankfully, I haven’t heard that there is. I told Chris and my family what happened. I needed them to be on alert in case a situation arises. They have all agreed to be vigilant when Maddox is with them.
The doorbell rings and my stomach flips over. I walk to the window in my home office and peek through the curtains. I let out my breath and smile when I see the big brown UPS truck on the street in front of my house. I run to the door and excitedly swing it open. Randy, my long-time UPS driver, is already holding his arms open for me to jump into. He knows the drill by now. He understands that when he delivers a very large, extremely heavy box from my publisher, that I will hug him and cry happy tears.
It happens. Every. Time. Even though it’s happened twelve times before over the past five years, I still get that giddy feeling. That incredible feeling that I can only describe as one like giving birth to a child and holding him in your arms for the very first time.
My book!
Sometimes I still can’t believe I’m a published author. That I get paid to make stuff up and write it down. That I get money in exchange for doing something I love. That what I do for a living isn’t even something I consider work.
Randy puts me down and I kiss him on his cheek and then wipe a tear from mine.
“Should I put it inside the door for you, Ms. Mitchell?” he asks, leaning down to pick up the large brown box.
“Please, Randy,” I say. “And, I’ve told you before, call me Baylor.”
“Well, Baylor,” he says. “You’ll never know how much I look forward to these deliveries. It’s one of the highlights of my job. When’s your next book coming out? I want to make sure I’m not sick that day.”
We share a laugh as he puts the box in the entryway. I can hardly wait to grab a knife and cut through the thick packing tape so I can hold the new books in my hand. “It’ll be a while,” I tell him. “Thank you so much.”
“Have a great day,” he says, walking back to his truck.
“I will now.” I turn to shut the door. But before I completely close it, I see an unfamiliar car pulling into my driveway. I squint and look through the crack in the door. I focus my eyes on the driver only to see a messy-yet-perfect head of blonde hair.
Shit!
I slam the door shut.
Shit! Shit! Shit!
I lock the door and grab my cell phone, fully prepared to dial Chris at the restaurant or Callie at the gym, or even 911 if I have to. And although I know it’s coming, I about jump out of my skin when the doorbell rings.
I back away from the door, walking backwards as I stare at the large, solid, deep-red double doors that separate me from him. I keep backing up until my calves hit the rear of the couch in the living room behind me.
Knock knock knock.
“Baylor, I know you’re in there,” Gavin says through the two-inch steel doors. “I saw you. Now, open up please, I only want to talk.”
I can’t speak. I can’t move. I can’t even make a call on the cell phone clutched in my hand. He’s here. He’s at my house. Is he here for my kid?
Bile rises in my throat as I hear more knocking. “Baylor,” his muffled voice shouts again. “I know about Maddox. But I didn’t back then. You don’t know the whole story. Will you just hear me out? Please?” he begs.
“I have the letter, Gavin!” I yell though the door. “The letter that proves otherwise. In fact, I gave it to my lawyer.”
My legs start working again, so I sneak around to the kitchen and get myself a glass of water to keep from throwing up. I slowly walk over to the kitchen window. The one that has a clear view of my front porch. I carefully peek through the curtains at the corner of the window. I see him standing at the door wearing jeans and a t-shirt, looking very much like he did in college, with a body that proclaims sexual prowess. He’s holding a bouquet of purple orchids and my heart does a nose dive.
“Please, open the door and let me explain,” he says, with a smooth accented voice that is rough and edgy and deeply male.
Why is he bringing me those flowers? To soften me up before he slaps me with a lawsuit maybe?
Without properly thinking it through, I stomp angrily to the front door and forcefully swing it open, swearing under my breath when the door handle dents my freshly painted wall of the entryway.
“How do you manage to ruin all my great days?” I yell at him. Then I rip the flowers out of his hand, step back and slam the door in his stunned face.
I walk back into the kitchen and pull an empty box from the recycle bin. As I work on the flowers, I watch him through the window. He’s pacing around my porch, running an exasperated hand through his hair. “Baylor!” he shouts. “Don’t you owe it to me, to us, to at least hear me out?”
I go back to the front door and open it, shoving the box of smashed up, ripped up, cut up orchids at him. “I’d like you to leave,” I say. “Now!” I shut the door on him once again and go back to the kitchen to watch what he does.
He paces around shaking his head for a minute, all the while mumbling to himself. Finally, he heads back to his car and I sigh a breath of relief as I watch him walk away. Then my body betrays me and tears pool in my eyes at the sight of him leaving me again.
Once inside his car, he glances up to catch me watching him through the window.
Shit!
I jump out of his view, my entire body shaking from our brief interaction. I slide down the face of the cabinets onto the cool white tile of my kitchen floor and wait to hear his engine start. I don’t.
What the hell is he doing? I shudder to think he’s merely going to sit there and wait for me to come out. Oh, God, what about when Maddox comes home?
I pull my cell out of my jeans pocket to phone Callie. I’ll have her take Maddox to Chris’s house after school. I stop dialing when I hear the crunching of gravel, as footsteps make their way up my walk. I hear the creaking of the second step as he climbs the five stairs to the porch. There is a pause, then more footsteps walking away. Finally, his car starts and I hear him back out of the driveway. I stay glued to the floor until I can no longer hear the engine driving down my street.
I stand up and lean on the sink for support, looking out the window for several minutes to make sure he’s not coming back. Then it catches my eye—a piece of paper stuck in the handle of my front door. My heart races as I retrieve and then unfold the note that is written on the back of his rental car agreement.
 
Baylor,
 
I’m not leaving town until you hear me out. I’m staying at the Oak Leaf Hotel. I’m sure you are aware of the location as it’s one of only two hotels in town. Suite 309.
I’ll be back every day until you talk to me.
 
Gavin
 
I immediately call my mom. Where Callie and my sisters are ruled by emotions, my mom has always been the voice of reason. She is the one who gave me the keychain. The keychain he still possesses. She’s supported every decision I’ve ever made with fierce loyalty. She’s my moral compass, my greatest cheerleader, my role model.
“Hi, Mom.”
“Oh, sweetie, what’s wrong?” she asks in that motherly voice.
It used to amaze me how my mother could know something was bothering me from a simple look or greeting. But now that I’m a mom, I get it. Even without words, I can tell when Maddox is happy, sad, bored, even hungry. It’s true, we have this sixth sense that seems to suddenly appear as soon as we push a child through our vagina.
“Gavin came to the house just now,” I say.
“Oh, Baylor, are you okay? Is everything okay? Maddox wasn’t there, was he?”
“No. I’m okay,” I assure her. “Maddox is still at school.”
“What did he want?”
“He claims he only wants to talk. He said I owe it to him to hear him out. He brought me orchids.”
“Purple?” she asks.
“Yeah.”
She sighs. “I take it you didn’t talk to him?”
“No,” I say. “I destroyed the flowers and gave them back to him. Then I told him to leave.”
“Oh, dear.” I hear a faint chuckle.
“Mo-om,” I whine.
“Baylor, you’re going to have to face him sometime,” she says. “You have a child together and whether you like it or not, he deserves to know his son. And Maddox deserves to know his father.” She sighs again and I can hear her pacing around the restaurant kitchen. “I knew this day would come, sweetie. And I know you’ll deal with it gracefully and fairly just as you’ve done in every other tough situation you’ve encountered.”
“Fairly?” I spit out. “Like how he abandoned me when I was eighteen and pregnant?” I close my eyes and drop my chin to my chest. “I should’ve called Skylar.”
She laughs directly into the phone this time. “Listen, take a day or two and think about how you want this to end up and how far you’ll go to fight this. You’ll have to compromise on some things, Baylor. We will be here for you every step of the way. If you want Dad and me there when you decide to talk to him, we’ll drive over.”
We solidify our plans for Sunday brunch and say goodbye. Then I call Callie, Chris and Dillon to let them know what happened.



chapter twenty-seven
 
 
 
 
 
 
I had Maddox spend the night at Chris’s last night, just to be safe. He was thrilled to have a school-night sleepover. He adores Chris’s sons, who are one and three. Callie and I talked most of the night. She gave me wine and I gave her more details about my relationship with Gavin. In hindsight, it was the wrong thing to do, because it feels like she’s now on his side. She said our story was so romantic that I simply have to talk to him.
Yeah, it was romantic all right—right up until he gave me money like a cheap whore to abort his baby.
I thought about leaving the house for the day so I would be gone if he showed up. But I want to know what his next move is. And, anyway, I can always pretend like I’m not home.
I’m organizing my bookshelves to accommodate my new book. I love seeing all my books next to those of my favorite authors. I push my last book aside and make room for this one in the designated spot I save for my newest publication. I run my fingers over the raised title, ‘Lucky 13.’
I named it that because it’s my thirteenth novel. But also because my heroine, after twelve failed attempts on a dating website, finally finds love with number thirteen—despite all the disappointing and unlucky things that plague them throughout most of the book.
The irony is not lost on me that on the very day of the debut of ‘Lucky 13,’ Gavin showed up on my doorstep.
I sit down at my desk to sign and personalize some books for fans who have requested them through my agent/assistant, Jenna. She runs my website and handles all the correspondence on my behalf, forwarding to me what requires my attention. She schedules my book tours and hashes out all the details with my publisher. She pretty much handles it all. She’s my handler. All I have to do is show up where she tells me to. Unless it’s Texas. But I guess now I’ll have to change that to L.A. And maybe Chicago, if he frequents it.
Shit! My doorbell rings, causing my hand to jerk and ruin the signing of a paperback. I throw the book into my shelter donation pile on my way to peek out the window.
I can’t see him, but I recognize the rental car from yesterday.
He rings the bell again.
I listen at the window. “I know you’re in there, Baylor. I saw your nanny leave without you.”
Is he stalking me now?
I think about what Mom said yesterday. I know I have to talk to him sometime. But the thought of him knowing where I am, maybe even knowing where Maddox was last night, makes my hands ball up into fists as I run out and yell through the front door, “You didn’t want a kid then and you can’t have him now!” I hit the inside of the front door for emphasis. “I’ve asked you to leave me alone. You are trespassing. I’m calling the police if you don’t go.”
I walk into the kitchen and peek through the window to see him put another bouquet of purple orchids on the ground outside the front door. “I didn’t know, Baylor!” he shouts. Then he turns around to walk away, hitting the pillar on the porch with his fist and then cursing at the pain while he cups it in his other hand.
Serves him right.
When I’m sure he’s gone, I open the front door and momentarily admire my favorite flowers. Then I leave them there just to spite him. If he comes back tomorrow, he’ll see them sitting here, rotting. Exactly like how he left me. It’s as good as any fuck you I can think of.
I don’t bother calling Dillon today. Gavin only said one thing to me. What did he mean by he didn’t know? Didn’t know how he’d feel about having a kid that I refused to abort but didn’t bother to tell him? Didn’t know he would change his mind?
I sit and think about what my mom said yesterday, how I would need to compromise. Well, if compromising means him flying my seven-year-old son across the country to visit him and his queen bitch of a wife, he’d better think again. No way in hell will I let her near Maddox.
I suppose I might be amenable to Gavin seeing him here, on our turf, sans Cruella. Would that mollify him? It will have to. It’s all the compromise I’m willing to give.
I debate calling the hotel to let him know my offer. But then I think better of it. He made me suffer for nine long months and then for years after, struggling to get by as a single mom and still follow my dreams. Yeah, screw that—I’ll let him be the one to squirm for a few days for once.
The doorbell rings and my heart stops. I run to the kitchen to look out the window. It’s not him. It’s a delivery guy. And he’s trying to balance a huge, over-the-top, completely pretentious purple orchid arrangement on one hip while ringing the doorbell again.
I roll my eyes as I walk over and open the door.
“Thank God,” says the kid, who can’t be more than eighteen. “The guy paid me to wait here until you personally accepted the flowers. He paid the shop double to make sure you got them immediately.” He shakes his head. “Dude must really be in the doghouse.”
It’s hard not to let a small smile curve my lips. “They’re beautiful, thank you.” I direct him to the entry table and clear a place for the expensive ornate vase.
“He said if you cut them up and send them back he’ll just keep sending more.”
I laugh. Poor kid. Gavin probably had him shaking in his boots with all his instructions. I quickly grab a twenty from my purse and hold it out to him.
He eyes it. “Ma’am, you’re not gonna make me tell him anything, are you?”
I smile at him. “No, I’m not. Just take it.” I put it in his hand. “I’m quite sure you’ve earned it today.”
“Thanks,” he says, walking back out over the threshold. He turns around quickly. “Oh, hell, I almost forgot. He said that you have to read the letter because it’s really really important, and” —his eyes roll up as he thinks for a second— “since you won’t let him talk, he wrote stuff down.” He scratches his head. “At least I think that’s what he said.”
I nod my head. “Yeah, that sounds about right,” I tell him. “Thanks again.”
I watch the kid walk away, stuffing the cash into his pocket. I close and lock the door and turn to stare at the flowers. I eye the conspicuous note sticking up out of them. I walk over and smell the sweet fragrance as I pull the note from its plastic prongs. I take it over to the kitchen, place it on the bar and pour myself a glass of Merlot. I know it’s only two o’clock in the afternoon, but I have a feeling I’m going to need it. I sit on the barstool and take a long drink of wine before I open the note. When I do, I’m surprised to see it’s short. I expected a long drawn out explanation.
 
Baylor,
 
Please read this carefully.
I DID NOT KNOW YOU WERE PREGNANT! I never knew I had a son until two weeks ago. I never wrote you any letter in college. I swear to God, I didn’t. I thought you left me.
I know you don’t believe me and frankly, I don’t blame you. But there is someone else you might believe. Call the number below—she’ll explain everything. Her name is Angie and she’s expecting your call. Please call her, Baylor. You need to know the truth. You need to know the truth about the lies.
 
Gavin
 
I stare at the note, reading it several more times while I contemplate what to do. How did he not write the letter? And if he didn’t write it, how does he know about it?
Oh, the letter! I now have two letters he’s written. I jump off the barstool, go to my office to get the note he wrote yesterday, and take them both to my bedroom. In my closet, I dig behind years of old clothes and shoe racks to find what I’m looking for. I pull out the shoebox and bring it to my bed. I take the lid off it for the first time in eight years and sneeze from the dust that floats into the air.
There’s not a lot in the box. We were only together for three months. But there’s enough. I empty the box one thing at a time. I pull out a Ziploc baggie that holds a lock of his hair as I remember putting a piece of it in my pocket when he ran out of the room to shower right after I gave him a haircut. There are a few movie ticket stubs. There’s the receipt from the coffee shop the night he rescued me. I pick up a dried orchid from the ones he gave me after our fight. There are a few pictures of us that I had put into small frames. Finally, I find that terrible letter lying at the bottom of the box, right next to the silly plastic ring he put on my finger when he said he’d marry me someday.
Tears are now flowing freely as each memento stirs up memories that I have suppressed for so many years. I remove the letter from its envelope. I set the two notes he’s written to me on either side of it. They are most definitely not the same handwriting.
Not. Even. Close.
I put everything back in the box and set it aside. Then I go to the kitchen and top off my drink before I dial the phone number he gave me.
My heart is beating out of my chest as the phone rings once, then twice before someone picks up.
“Hello?” a woman answers.
“Uh . . . this is Baylor,” I say in a shaky voice. I clear my throat. “Baylor Mitchell. I was told to call this number and ask for Angie.”
“Yes, Baylor.” She sighs. “I’ve been expecting your call,” the sweet voice tells me. “Thank you so much for calling. I have so much to tell you. I have so much to apologize for. I hope you’ll let me.”
I take a hearty sip of my wine. “I’m listening.”
“You may not remember me. My name is Angie Wilson. My maiden name is Paulson. I went to UNC when you were there. I was in the same sorority as Karen Thompson.”
Oh, my God, seriously? “You have got to be kidding. I don’t—”
“Now, before you go hanging up on me,” she interrupts, “you should know that I’ve cut all ties with her. So has Gavin. Well, as much as he can until things are finalized.”
“Finalized?” I ask.
“The divorce,” she says, and I gasp. “The divorce he filed for two weeks ago. Right after he saw you and Maddox in Chicago.”
“Why would he do that? I don’t understand.”
I drink another glass of wine while Angie tells me the incredulous story of how her best friend orchestrated our breakup. Of how Gavin never even knew about the baby, because a sorority sister of theirs who worked at the clinic called Karen and told her to give Gavin a heads up about his knocked up girlfriend. She says Karen never told him, but instead, took that opportunity to write a letter to me, posing as him. Then she showed him a fake Facebook page that she passed off as mine, painting me as a liar and a cheat. And after Gavin couldn’t believe I’d do such things, he went to find me at my dorm, only to see me being consoled by Chris after I thought I was dumped by him. Seeing me in Chris’s arms confirmed Karen’s story.
Angie tells me every sordid detail and then begs my forgiveness, saying she thought Gavin knew. She thought he was the one who broke it off. Apparently, she and Gavin never spoke of any of this until he ran into me and Maddox at the hotel.
It’s unbelievable to think how many things had to fall into place for Karen to pull that off. Fate had obviously been working against us.
“Oh, my God.” It’s all I can get past the colossal-sized lump forming in my throat.
“I promise you it’s all true,” she says. “Every godforsaken word of what I’ve told you.”
I take a few deep breaths followed by another swig of Merlot. I have to know one more thing. “Does he . . . does he have any kids with her?”
“No. And thank God for that,” she says. “Karen would be a terrible mother. She’s far too selfish. I know he would love to have kids, just not with her. You should see the way he is with my two daughters. He’s Uncle Gavin to them. He’s absolutely meant to be a dad. Give him a chance, you’ll see.”
Alarms go off in my head. “I won’t let him take Maddox from me.”
She laughs, but I have yet to find anything funny. “You don’t get it, do you? I think he’s still in love with you. He only married Karen because his heart was broken and she was safe. He wouldn’t risk another relationship with anyone. Of course, I’m only now finding out about all this.”
“I don’t understand,” I say.
“He went there for you, Baylor,” she says. “I mean, yes, he wants to know his son. But if you never had a kid, if it was just you and the circumstances were the same, he’d still be divorcing Karen and pounding down your door. You can bet on it.”
“It’s been eight years. How could he possibly still have feelings for me?”
She sighs. “Can you honestly tell me that you don’t have feelings for him, too? Especially knowing what you do now?”
“I don’t know what to think. I don’t know what to feel.” Tears pool in my eyes. “This is all so much.”
“You need to see him. Believe me, he’s hurting just as much as you are—maybe more—I mean, you got to see Maddox grow up into a seven-year-old. He didn’t. Can you imagine if the roles were reversed? This whole time, he thought you left him. You should call him. He’s staying at the—”
“Oak Leaf Hotel. I know, he told me. He said he wouldn’t leave town until I hear him out.”
She laughs. “Yeah, that sounds like him. He’s a great guy. Give him a chance to get to know you again. Give him a chance to know Maddox.”
“I h-have to g-go,” I stutter. The tears are falling faster than I can wipe them. My nose is getting all snotty and I’m about to ugly cry.
“Okay, but call me anytime, Baylor,” she says. “I’m so, so sorry that I had any part in this. You both deserve so much more than what that conniving bitch did to you.”
We hang up and I collapse onto the cold kitchen floor, heaving and sobbing. If what she said is true, the past eight years of my life have been based on a lie. I could have been with him this whole time. The love of my life. We could have been raising Maddox together. I could have been happy, instead of existing solely for my son.
But we can never get that time back and we’re both very different people now. Who’s to say we’d even get along anymore? Angie says he’s in love with me, but even if he thinks that’s true, it’s the eighteen-year-old me he loves. Not the twenty-six-year-old single mom who fantasizes about men for a living. Not the grown-up me who thinks a fun evening is playing games on my phone with random strangers. Not the me who has been unable to let any man have even a small part of my heart because it went cold years ago.
No, he couldn’t possibly love the new me. And I’m not sure I could love the new him either.



chapter twenty-eight
 
 
 
 
 
 
The doorbell rings and I know it’s him. I’m sure Angie called him right away. I lift my limp body off the floor and look out the window.
Thank God.
I see Chris picking up the flowers from this morning that still sit out on the porch. I swing open the door and pull him into a hug. “God, I needed to see you.”
“I kind of had a feeling you would,” he says. “What do you want me to do with these?” He holds the flowers out to me then he notices my face that must be smeared with mascara and puffy from crying. He quickly deposits the orchids on the floor and takes me into his arms again.
“Baylor, you look like shit. Want to talk about it?”
I laugh and wipe my nose with the back of my hand. “Thanks a lot,” I say, punching him lightly on the arm. He follows me to the couch and I sit down, pulling a pillow onto my lap. “Gavin was here today.”
“I know,” he says.
“How do you know? I didn’t call you. I didn’t call anyone.”
“He came to the restaurant.”
My eyes go wide and snap up to his. “He what?”
“He came to Mitchell’s to talk to your dad. I guess he wasn’t aware of their new location. You guys really have done a good job of avoiding each other all these years, haven’t you?”
“Crap. What happened?” I ask. “Did he hit you? Did you hit him?”
He shakes his head. “I wanted to punch him. But I didn’t think it would be good for business.” He laughs.
Why does everyone think all this is so funny?
“He asked if I would sit down and hear him out over coffee. So I did.”
“And?” I ask impatiently.
“And this whole situation is seriously messed up, Baylor.”
“Yeah, I know. I talked to his friend, Angie, today,” I say.
“Good. Gavin was hoping you would call her.” He studies my face. “Do you believe them?”
Tears threaten me once again as I ask him, “Do you?”
He sighs deeply and gives me a nod. “I gotta admit, it makes sense,” he says. “I never understood why he approached me sophomore year, asking me about you so angrily as if you had hurt him. And I’ll never forget the look on his face when I punched him. It was as if he had no idea in the world why I did it. Gavin said he always wondered the same thing. He couldn’t figure out why I had hit him when you were the one to leave him.”
I listen closely, as this is the first time I’ve ever heard of that encounter between them.
“Nothing added up,” he continues. “A few weeks before you got pregnant, he told me he was in love with you. That had to be hard for one young guy to admit to another. Then when you told me about the baby and the letter, I just assumed he freaked and pulled a dickhead move.”
My head falls into my hands. How could we have been so stupid? How could we have fallen for all of her lies? I knew it wasn’t like Gavin to up and leave me—to write that awful letter. We were talking about forever back then.
“So what do I do, Chris?” I ask. “What if he wants to take my kid away?”
He rubs a reassuring hand down my back. “I don’t think he does, Baylor. I mean, yes, he obviously wants to see him. It’s tearing him up that he didn’t get these last seven years with him. But it’s very apparent to me that he’s not only here for Max. He’s here for you, too.”
“That’s what Angie told me,” I say, wiping another tear and using it to try to remove any smudge under my eye.
“Well, don’t you think you need to talk to him?”
I nod through the sheer terror that I feel at the thought of how that conversation might go. “Think about it Chris. We’re both older now. We’re different. He’s married. He lives three thousand miles away. How is any of this going to work?” I slump into his shoulder. “I don’t think I could put Maddox on a plane and be away from him every other weekend, or however that stuff works.”
“First of all, Gavin filed for divorce. He showed me the paperwork. He said due to family assets they had a pretty detailed pre-nup. And since they don’t have kids, the divorce should go through pretty quickly.”
“And second?” I ask.
He smiles down at me and places a kiss on my hair. “And second, the rest will work itself out, Baylor. He seems like a reasonable guy and he says the last thing he wants to do is hurt you any more than you’ve already been hurt.”
He pulls my chin up so that I’m looking right at him. “But you need to understand that he’s been hurt, too. He is as much of a victim in this as you are. When you talk, you need to remember that.”
“Okay,” I say, sniffing.
“Okay, what?” he asks.
“Okay, I’ll go talk to him.”
“Good girl,” he says. “Do you want me to come with you?”
“No. But maybe keep your phone handy in case I need a quick shoulder to cry on.”
“Always,” he says.
I look at the clock and see that it’s almost time for Callie to come home with Maddox. “I’ll go after I spend some time with Maddox. I didn’t get to see him much yesterday.” My hand comes up to cover my gasp. “Oh, what am I going to tell him?”
“That can all happen later, Baylor. It’ll all work out,” he says.
“Yeah, but for whom?” I muse aloud.
Chris laughs and pulls me tight. “For a romance writer, you sure are pessimistic about finding your own happily-ever-after.”
I roll my eyes at him. “You know what they say, ‘Those who can’t do—write’.”
 

 
My legs are like Jell-O. They are shaking so badly they can barely carry me across the parking lot. I pull my leather satchel close against my body as if it will protect me. It’s heavy with the things I put in it before leaving the house.
I stare up at the hotel sign as I slowly walk underneath it. He’s in here. Waiting. Waiting on me to come talk to him. Waiting to decide the future.
I check out my reflection in the glass doors as I walk through them. I was careful about my appearance. I didn’t want him to think I was eager to see him, so I simply put on an old pair of jeans and a short-sleeved sweater. Okay, so the jeans are my go-to jeans when I want to impress anyone with my runner’s ass. And the sweater might show a tiny bit of cleavage. I mean, I don’t want him thinking I became some cat-hoarding spinster when he left, either.
Crap!
He didn’t leave you, Baylor, I remind myself again. I just can’t get used to thinking about it that way.
The elevator is the first one I’ve been on since I was in Chicago, and I briefly have a flashback of our altercation. I realize now that at the time, we each thought we were wronged by the other. It sure explains a lot when I think back to the things he said that night.
The doors to his floor open and I turn down the hallway to search for his suite. When I find it, I freeze. I’m terrified of what the next few minutes will bring. I concentrate on my breathing, for fear of hyperventilating if I don’t. I tuck my hair behind my ear and run my tongue over my teeth in my now bone-dry mouth.
I force myself to lift up my hand so I can knock on the door. I knock twice, very softly, while hoping I don’t pass out right here in the hallway. I surmise if he doesn’t hear it and answer the door, I can simply go home.
The door opens and suddenly we are face to face. We stand here staring at each other, both knowing the truth after all these years. I have absolutely no idea what to say. I rehearsed what I would say in the car on the way over, but right now I’d be surprised if I could remember my own name.
He shakes his head as if suddenly remembering something. Then, without breaking eye contact with me, he brings the cell phone in his hand up to his ear. “Charles, I’ll have to call you back.” I’m not even sure he waited for a response before he ended the call.
“Uh . . . come in.” He steps aside, making room for me to pass.
“Thanks,” I say, grateful to my brain for forming a word.
As we walk further into the large sitting room of the suite, we are both trying, but failing miserably, not to look at each other. I’m attempting to see him as an actual person and not the monster who I thought left me stranded and broken.
His eyes blink again and again and his brow is creased, as if he’s not sure I’m really standing here before him. I see his hand come toward me, but he immediately pulls it back and I’m surprised when that disappoints me. His eyes haven’t left my face. I wonder what he thinks of the way I look now. I never wore much makeup or took much time on my appearance back then.
I let my eyes stray from his to see that he’s wearing a tight-fitting Under Armour shirt that shows his defined abs. I briefly wonder if he still runs and works out every day. I take in his faded jeans that are frayed at the bottom with random strands splayed out over the tops of his bare feet. Heat courses through me—what is so blatantly sexy about a man’s bare feet?
Our eyes meet again and we both laugh awkwardly.
“Thanks for coming over,” he finally says.
I still haven’t found all my words, so I nod at him on the way over to the couch that he’s gesturing toward. I try to think of something to say to make this moment more tolerable and less humiliating. I look around the immaculate suite and settle for, “It looks like you’ve done well for yourself.”
Then I think, Duh, his family has money, so of course he’d be in a suite. I mentally smack my forehead as I sit on the far end of the couch from where he is settling.
He confidently hooks an ankle over his knee and rests an elbow over the back of the couch. He smiles and reaches over to the table next to him. “I could say the same thing about you,” he says, picking up a book I wrote.
I feel my face turn beet-red. Of all my books, he had to buy the one that is just shy of being classified as erotica.
“Now, that’s the Baylor I remember,” he says, with an upturned mouth.
I roll my eyes at him and he laughs. Then his expression hardens and he looks at me with regretful eyes. “We were played, Baylor. And you’ll never know how sorry I am that I didn’t fight harder for you,” he says. “All it would have taken was a simple phone call or text for us to figure out what happened, and all of this could have been avoided. I’m so sorry, darlin’.”
Oh, God. Hearing him call me that, the way he used to, brings unwanted tears to my eyes. I swallow hard to keep them from spilling over. Then I clear the elephant-sized frog in my throat. “It wasn’t your fault,” I say, wringing my restless hands. “I could have just as easily picked up the phone. But I didn’t.”
“Of course you didn’t,” he says. “You thought I was the bastard who abandoned you when you were pregnant.”
“And you thought I’d played you all along and then went back to Chris.”
He shakes his head and runs a hand through his hair in frustration. “I’m going to fix this, Baylor. And I hope you’ll let me back in your life while I do that. I hope you’ll let me into both your lives.”
I can see now how crushed he is by this. “It was never my intention to keep Maddox from you. I would have let you know him,” I say. “Even if we weren’t together back then, I would have let you know him.”
“Let me know him?” he says, incredulously, his eyes full of pain. “Baylor, I would have married you.”
That did it. Tears overflow the barrier of my lashes and stream down my cheeks, and before I realize what’s happening, he has his arms wrapped around me. When his smell permeates my nose, I’m taken back eight years. His cologne may have changed, but the underlying smell of Gavin is still there, and my body responds to it without any consideration of what my mind may want.
He runs his hands over my back, soothing me while I silently cry into his shoulder.
All those years. Wasted. We can never get them back. Maddox can never know a father who was there at his birth, or at his first birthday, or at his school play. Will they ever be able to have the kind of father-son relationship that every kid should have?
I hiccup a few times as my tears finally dry up.
“I can’t imagine what you must have gone through back then,” he says. “Chris told me how wrecked you were over the letter you thought I wrote.” He pulls away but doesn’t move back over to where he was sitting before. “I will never forgive her for this,” he says, with a look of abhorrence for the woman who is still his wife.
“Do you want to see it?” I ask.
“See what?”
“The letter you wrote . . . uh, she wrote,” I say. “I brought it with me.”
“You kept it?”
“I did,” I say. “I thought I might need it one day to prove to a judge that you didn’t want your own kid.”
“God, Baylor,” he says, his voice breaking, “I would have wanted him. I would have wanted him more than anything. I do want him.”
Reaching into my bag, I pull out the envelope and hand it to him. He looks at it like the very thing that it is—the complete and utter destruction of our young lives. A muscle in his clenched jaw spasms as he opens it slowly and pulls out the sole piece of notebook paper inside.
As he reads it for the very first time, I look over his shoulder and let my eyes wander over the words that gutted me so long ago.
 
Baylor,
 
A friend of mine who works at the clinic called and gave me a heads up before you ruined my fucking life.
Did you really think I’d drop everything and take care of you and some snotty-nosed kid? Other girls have tried to trap me before, too. What none of you seem to understand is that I have a responsibility to my family. A family I can’t disgrace like this. Even if I don’t get along with him, I could one day be the son of a senator, or the goddamn president. That means I can’t ever be with someone like you. My friends tried to warn you off but you didn’t fucking listen.
So, it was fun while it lasted and now it’s over. Take this money and get rid of it. Then get the fuck over it and get on with your life, but do it without me in it. Go back to Chris or find someone new, I don’t care. Just don’t ever contact me again.
 
Gavin
 
The letter falls out of his hands and his shoulders begin to shake. I look up at him just in time to see a tear roll down his cheek.
I can see how devastated he is. I try to lighten the mood. “Of course I thought you wrote it. You did say fuck a lot back then.”
He laughs. I giggle. We smile.
And just like that, dare I say we’re . . . friends?
 



chapter twenty-nine
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gavin looks at his watch, prompting me to look down at mine. Maybe he wants to get down to business and talk about how we’re going to deal with Maddox.
“It’s almost six,” he says. “I don’t want to be presumptuous, but we do have a lot to talk about. Would you stay for dinner? I can call down for room service.”
Right on cue, my stomach grumbles and I giggle.
“I’m not sure I ever told you this, but I love that sound,” he says.
“The sound of me starving?” I tease.
He laughs. “No, actually, that sound I hate. How about you eat with me so we can get rid of it?”
“I guess I can do that, just let me text Callie.”
“Callie?” he asks.
“Maddox’s nanny. She lives with us,” I explain, pulling out my phone. “She’s great, a real friend and constant lifesaver.”
“Ah, the woman from the hotel pool,” he says.
I put down my phone and frown. “I can’t imagine what that must have been like for you—seeing the son you never knew about.”
He nods, sighing. “It was surreal,” he says. “It was the most terrifying moment of my life, but also the greatest at the same time.” He stares at me. “He looks like me.”
“Yes. He does.”
“Was that ever hard for you?”
“Like you wouldn’t believe,” I say.
His lips turn up into a smile. “Thank you.”
“For what?” I ask.
“For being completely honest with me.”
“I always was,” I say.
“I know.” He nods. “It was one of the things I loved about you.”
He picks up the room service menu, completely unaware of the shards that splinter my heart. I know it’s silly, but him referring to his love of me as past tense, hurts. And way more than I’d like to admit.
Angie was wrong.
I pull out my phone.
 
Me: I’m staying for dinner. Can you guys order pizza or something?
 
Callie: Oh, reeeeeally?
 
Me: Shut up. We have a lot to talk about.
 
Callie: Sure you do. We won’t wait up.
 
Me: Very funny. Kiss him for me if I’m not back by bedtime.
 
Callie: Will do. And I’ll be very disappointed if you are.
 
Me: Bye, Callie.
 
I put the phone back in my purse as Gavin says, “I hope you still like burgers. If you don’t, I’ll call back down and get you something else.”
“A burger is fine. Thank you.”
“So, you’ve made quite a name for yourself, Baylor.” He nods to my book. “You’re an author, and twelve books, that’s an incredible accomplishment.”
“Thirteen actually,” I correct him. “One was just released yesterday.”
“Ahhh, yes,” he says. “The great day that I ruined. I’m really sorry about that. I wondered what you were doing hugging the UPS guy.”
“Are you stalking me now?” I joke. “I see nothing has changed in the past eight years.”
He grabs his chest feigning ignorance. “Me—stalk? Never,” he says dramatically.
“Oh, right. So you never followed me to find out my daily routine?” I ask. “And you never got my class schedule so you could sign up for the same classes? Oh, and you definitely never just happened to be out running at the exact same time I was?”
“So you knew about all that?” he asks.
He at least has the decency to look embarrassed.
“It was all very sweet, actually,” I admit.
“And I suppose you haven’t Googled me at all, have you Mitchell?” He raises an eyebrow.
“Of course I have,” I say. “I can’t have a serial killer meeting my son . . . uh, our son.”
Wow, that was weird. It’s the first time I’ve ever said that. Our son. It’s unreal. It’s scary. It’s oddly wonderful.
“But I never looked you up until I saw you in Chicago,” I tell him.
“You’re kidding?” he says.
I shake my head.
“Me either,” he says. “I never Googled you until a few weeks ago. I didn’t ever want to know if you had gotten married, or became a famous food critic, or . . . died. I stayed off social media, too.”
“What, no Facebook?” I ask. “Haven’t you heard that everybody who’s anybody is on Facebook?”
“Especially Facebook,” he asserts. “That was what ruined us. God, Baylor, if you could have seen the things she put up there about you.”
I put my hand up to stop him. “I don’t need to know. I have the letter. I know how cruel she can be. I can only imagine what she posted on-line. I’ve never been on Facebook either, or anything else, for the same reason—I didn’t want to hear about you.”
“Un-fucking-believable,” he says. Then he winces and utters an apology. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay,” I tell him. “I’m used to it. Callie curses like a sailor.”
“In front of our kid?” he asks.
I laugh. “No, not in front of our kid.”
He shakes his head. “Feels strange, doesn’t it, calling him our kid? I still can’t believe I have a son.”
There’s a knock on the door and we hear, “Room service.”
I stand up and grab my purse, heading for the door before Gavin can locate his wallet. I let the waiter in and then tip him on his way out, all the while aware that Gavin is watching my every move.
He smirks at me and doesn’t break our stare as he saunters over to where I put my purse and drops a twenty-dollar bill into it.
My jaw drops. “I knew it!” I squeal. “I always wondered why I never had to hit the ATM. Turns out I had my own personal one.” I giggle.
A bright smile touches his eyes and I suddenly remember what he said about loving that sound. And then of course, I blush.
“Come on, let’s eat.” He removes the silver domes from our plates.
I sit down at the nicely appointed table in the corner of the suite that has windows overlooking the one river that runs through our little town. I look down at what he’s placed in front of me. “You got me a chocolate shake? You remembered.”
“I remember everything, Bay.”
He uses my nickname, which has me wondering about his company. “So, Bay Watch Productions, huh?”
“Mmm hmm.” He nods his head while he takes a bite of his cheeseburger.
“Why did you choose that name? Didn’t you hate me?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know,” he says. “But you were the one who got me to go after it. I changed my major because of you. I change my life because of you. How could I not honor that in some small way?”
“I’m an author because of you, you know,” I say, earning me an incredulous look. I nod my head. “It’s true. You probably don’t remember, but you asked me once what I did at the children’s hospital and I said I used to read to the kids but then I started telling them stories.”
“And then I said that you should write books,” he says.
“Yes.” I’m impressed that he recalls the conversation.
“But you said you wouldn’t be good at it and I told you you’d never know until you tried,” he says.
He smirks and I know exactly what he’s going to say next. My face is already heating up in anticipation.
“Then I told you that you didn’t know you were good at giving blow jobs until you tried that either.” He winks. “I told you, I remember everything.”
I sit here and muse over the fact that, as much as fate worked to tear us apart eight years ago, you could knock me down with a feather right now with all the coincidences life is throwing at us today.
“I could ask you the same question about names, you know,” he says. “Not that I’m complaining, in fact I love it, but why did you name him Maddox if you hated me?”
“Ahhh, Touché.” I rip apart a french fry and pop half of it into my mouth. “I guess I wanted Maddox to feel like a part of you, because I felt bad for him that you didn’t want him.”
“Fuck!” He slams a fist on the table. “That bitch!” He looks at me apologetically. “Sorry,” he says, before taking a drink of his soda.
“Don’t be, she is a bitch,” I say. “She’s a goddamn lying shit-slinging bitch whore.”
Gavin spits his drink out, laughing. “Oh, my God, was that hard for you to say?”
“Nah, I’ve had some practice over the years.”
He pushes his plate of fries over towards me.
“Thanks, I’ve got enough here,” I say.
He stares at me with raised eyebrows.
“Oh . . . twenty questions?” I ask, laughing.
“Not twenty,” he says. “I need about a million. I want to know everything. About you. About Maddox. About the eight years I missed.”
“Okay.” I push his fries back at him. “But I can do better than twenty questions.” I get up from the table and walk over to pull the heavy photo album from my satchel. I place it next to his plate on the table. “I have pictures of every birthday, every holiday, every milestone. Almost everything you need to know about Maddox is right here.”
His eyes go wide and he stares at the album like he’s scared of it. Maybe he is. In a way, he’s about to meet his son for the first time. He wipes his mouth and puts the napkin on his plate of unfinished food. He gets up and goes over to the bar. He pours himself a few fingers of whiskey then he reaches inside a cabinet and comes out with a bottle of Merlot.
“What? How?” I ask.
“I read your author bio. It said you love a good Merlot.”
I smile as he pours me a glass. I take the album to the couch and he sits next to me as I open it to the first page. He stares at the picture of Maddox where I’m holding him as a newborn in the hospital. He takes a finger and traces his little face. Then he traces mine and my insides tingle. He’s only touching a picture of me, but it might as well be my own flesh with how intimate it seems.
“He’s so tiny,” he says.
“Six pounds, eight ounces.” I point to his birth announcement on the next page.
“November 7th,” he says, reading it out loud. He looks over at me. “I’m telling you right now, I’m gonna spoil the shit out of this kid. And I’m not waiting until his birthday to do it.”
I laugh.
He slowly turns each page as I narrate Maddox’s life for him. I captured all of it—first smile, first tooth, first step, first haircut—and everything in between.
“Wow, is that Skylar? She looks exactly like you did,” he says, pointing to a picture of Piper.
I shake my head. “No, that’s Piper. She was eighteen then. That was taken three years ago at her going away party. She saved every cent she ever made in high school and decided to spend that and her college fund traveling the world with a friend. She’s in China now. Or maybe Korea, I forget which.”
“That’s right. I think I remember Skylar telling me that Piper didn’t want to go into the family business,” he says.
“Ha! No way. I’m not sure she’ll ever go into any business. She’s a free spirit, a gypsy,” I say. “Piper decided long ago, after spending a semester abroad her junior year in high school, that she would lead a nomadic life. Skylar, on the other hand, is now managing Mitchell’s NYC. She’s in heaven being in the city.”
He comes across a picture of me crying in an embrace with Maddox. “Why are you so sad in this one?” he asks.
“This was his first day of kindergarten. I was a mess,” I say, laughing. “They practically had to rip him out of my arms. Not because he didn’t want to go, but because I didn’t want to release him. After Callie took this picture I’m pretty sure he rolled his five-year-old eyes at me and turned to walk away without ever looking back.”
Gavin laughs. “Independent, is he? I wonder where he got that from?” He winks at me and butterflies take up residence in my stomach.
He turns the page to see a gap-toothed Maddox smiling for the camera, wearing a Red Sox T-ball uniform. “Baseball . . . really?” He gives me an evil eye.
I roll my eyes. “Just wait.”
A few pages later, Gavin gives me a smug smile when he sees Maddox holding a soccer trophy. “Hey, there we go!” he shouts.
“I swear to God it’s in his blood,” I say. “I tried him at every sport. I think I may have even tried to dissuade him from playing soccer, but he kept coming back to it.”
“Ha! That’s my boy,” he says. Then he gets all choked up. “Oh, God—that’s my boy.”
I see him try to hide another tear that rolls down his cheek. A powerful rush of emotions makes my throat sting with regret.
“Fuck,” he says, turning away. “I’m crying like a damn girl. I haven’t done that since the day you left.”
My heart breaks for him. For us. For all the needless suffering we went through. He stares down at Maddox, who is wearing a dirty soccer uniform. He has several bandages on his knees and is sporting a silly grin that screams he’s Gavin’s son.
Tears fall onto the album. His tears. My tears. He doesn’t have to explain to me why he’s crying. I already know. He cries for all the soccer games he didn’t get to attend. He cries for all the skinned knees he didn’t treat and first days of school that he missed.  He cries for all the memories he will never have. And I cry right along with him.
Somewhere in all the tears, our hands find each other and our fingers lace together. He reaches his other hand up to wipe my tears and then I reach up to wipe his. Neither of us can stop it when our lips meet and we taste each other as if for the first time. A hungry swipe of his tongue takes my breath away. Our kisses are heated, demanding, punishing even. Our tongues work fervently, licking, sucking and tasting with unwavering urgency. We break apart only long enough to gasp for air while my hands weave into his blonde locks and his gently hold the sides of my face. We lock eyes as he puts his forehead against me and we breathe into each other, him exchanging his breath for mine.
“Miss me?” he asks.
“No,” I say, unable to stop more tears from falling.
“Liar,” he says.
“Yes,” I respond.



chapter thirty
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gavin stands, holding my hand to bring me along with him. He leans over and scoops me up and carries me off to the bedroom. As we cross the threshold, I ask, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”
He smiles down at me. “Darlin’, this is the best idea I’ve had in eight years.”
My insides melt into a gooey pile of mush. I’ve forgotten what this feels like. This pure carnal need. This intense wanting of another. I’ve tried to be with other men. I’ve been with other men. But sex with any one of them didn’t even come close to this feeling I have merely being held in Gavin’s arms.
He gently deposits me on the king-size bed and crawls over the top of me. “This is all I’ve thought about for the past two weeks. I want you so badly I can hardly stand it,” he says, his voice strained with emotion. “I need to make love to you, Baylor. I need it more than air. Will you let me?”
I think about the protective armor around my heart. The walls I built up after Gavin left me. The shield that protects me from heartache that only Maddox has been able to penetrate. Maddox is the only one I’ve let in. He’s the only one I’ve let myself love. I’m not ready to lower my defenses. It’s been so long I’m not even sure I could. But part of me wonders if my heart resides in the very same shoebox that contains all my memories of Gavin. That’s the part that will allow this—that’s the part that wants Gavin buried inside me—that’s the part that remembers how perfect we were for a short time so long ago.
“Darlin’?” he questions me. “You’re killin’ me here.”
I look up into his eyes—those same ice-blue irises that he passed on to Maddox—and logic is replaced by a visceral need for him. I give him an answering smile.
He captures my smile with his lips. We explore each other’s faces, necks and ears with our kisses. I moan into him when he murmurs how good I taste. I thread my fingers through his soft hair. He sucks on the place beneath my earlobe that always had me squirming under him.
“Everything,” he whispers into my ear, pointing out to me just how much he remembers.
He grinds himself into me and I can feel his hardness through our jeans. My body is humming in anticipation. It remembers how his steel length felt in my hands . . . my mouth . . . my very core.
My clitoris throbs against the seam of my jeans. When he reaches under my sweater and grabs my breast, tugging on my nipple through my thin bra, I all but explode.
I reach down and grab the hem of my shirt and pull it over my head with his assistance. I belatedly remember I’m wearing the most basic pink cotton bra and panties as I certainly was not expecting this.
His eyes widen and his pupils dilate when his gaze washes over my chest. He uses his thumbs to pull down each cup of my bra, augmenting my cleavage as they truss me up higher. His head drops down to lave each breast, extracting more pleasurable moans from me. “God, Gavin . . .” I groan, gripping his hair as he lightly bites down on my nipple. Urgency plows through me at his demanding touch.
“Please . . .” I beg, tugging at his shirt. He leans up and straddles me from above, locking eyes with me as he removes his shirt to reveal a chest that confirms my suspicion—he spends a lot of time at the gym. I run my hands from his strong, defined shoulders slowly down over his pecs.  I trace every tight ripple of his abs. I put a finger in the waistband of his jeans, running it along the top edge where his erection is straining to break free.
“Jesus, Bay,” he breathes.
I undo the button and zipper, reaching into his boxer briefs to release him from confinement. He gasps when my flesh touches his. He rolls off me, and in one quick movement, has his jeans and underwear in a pile on the floor next to the bed.
Oh, my God! I’m not even sure I care that my jaw falls open. Naked Gavin is exactly like I remember. Only better. Bigger, stronger, more confident. Absolutely stunning. He has a body created purely for female pleasure.
He removes my jeans as well, leaving my panties in place—the cotton panties that are drenched with my desire. He stares at them. I try not to blush. I know he can see exactly how much I want him.
“You are so damn beautiful, Baylor,” he says, slowly pulling them off my body. He lifts my heel to remove them but keeps my leg elevated as he trails kisses from my ankle up to my thigh. My body trembles at the sensation of his stubble, his tongue, his hot breath flowing over me.
He reaches the apex of my thighs and draws in a deep breath, causing me to turn crimson in the quickly darkening room. “God, darlin’, you smell just like I remember,” he says. “Perfect.”
When his fingers separate me and his tongue runs along my wet folds up to my throbbing clitoris, I cry out, “Uhhh . . . Gavin . . . please . . .”
He inserts two fingers into me and moans at how slick I am for him. He curls his fingers up and runs his tongue in circles, bringing me to a quick, intense orgasm. I shout his name as he draws every last quiver out of me before crawling up my body.
“Please tell me you have a condom,” I say breathlessly.
He smiles and reaches down to retrieve his wallet out of his jeans. In seconds, he’s rolled on a condom. I feel myself building back up at the mere sight of it.
I tug and pull and practically tear at his body to get him closer, to get him inside me. He hovers over me, staring down at me, his tip at my entrance. “So long,” he says. “We’ve waited so long.”
I cry out as he pushes into me. The intensity of this moment overwhelms me. As he fills me up, I gasp at the feelings flowing through my body and at the thoughts flowing through my head.
We both struggle to pull each other tighter, grasping arms, shoulders and hips to ensure we become as close as possible. To ensure there is nothing between us. Not even air.
Our eyes bore into each other. I’m ripped open by his stare. He can see all the way inside me—all the pain, the hurt, the unimaginable heartache. It’s all there for him to see, to feel. And as I stare into him, I’m certain that I can see the exact same things.
His thrusts become more powerful and demanding. His eyes roll up briefly and he stiffens. “Baylor, please . . . come with me.” He reaches between our sweat-slickened bodies to push on the very place that will take me with him.
His words, his thrusts, his fingers, his pain—they all come together as my legs tense and my belly tightens. I claw at the sheets and buck beneath him, gripping him with my spasms, milking him as he shudders inside me. We yell out each other’s names along with declarations of pleasure.
He collapses on top of me. I run my fingertips along his spine, eliciting shivers and goose bumps from him. “Baylor,” he says, his voice reduced to nothing more than a needy whisper as he leans into my neck, gasping for air.
“God, Baylor,” his husky voice cracks, extracting my tears as he embraces me in a way that seems even more intimate than the very act we just performed. Our bodies mold together, reminding us of how they belong to one another even after so many lost years. Our chests heave in synchronized emotion as we breathe into each other and mourn all that we have been deprived.
Slowly, we recover, our glistening eyes being replaced by triumphant smiles.
Gavin lifts his head. “That was . . .”
“Worth waiting eight years for?” I try to complete his thought.
He laughs. “No. Nothing is worth waiting eight years for you,” he says. “Not even life-altering sex.” He kisses the tip of my nose before he rolls off to my side, wincing as he pulls out of me.
“The condom didn’t break, did it?” I giggle, remembering the night I lost my virginity.
“No.” He laughs. “And it never broke back then, either. I must have some pretty kick-ass swimmers.”
“I suppose,” I say. “But I never took the chance again. I’ve been on the pill since Maddox was born.”
He stiffens. “The pill, huh? So, you do this a lot then?”
I try to hold in my giggle. He’s jealous because I’m on the pill. Men.
“Well, I wouldn’t say a lot, but it’s happened,” I tell him.
A look of pain and regret flash across his face. “Just how many times are we talking about, on a scale from one to say . . . slutty?”
This time I can’t hold in my laughter and he gets an eye roll to boot.
He’s not laughing. His stare is deadly serious. “How many men have there been, Baylor?”
It’s almost adorable how he’s been back in my life for two hours and is already possessive of me. “Only a few, Gavin,” I say. “Reel it in, cowboy.”
He sighs. “But there’s no one now?”
“No, there’s no one now,” I assure him.
He relaxes into the pillow next to me. Then he removes the condom, ties it off and drops it on the floor next to the bed.
“How about you?” I ask. “I mean, on a scale from one to man-whore.”
He closes his eyes and a frown overtakes his face. “You’re not gonna like my answer, darlin’.”
“Well, then the condom was a good idea,” I joke.
“I’ve been tested. I’m clean,” he says. “But after I thought you left me, before I got married, I was, um . . .” His guilty eyes hold onto mine as he explains, “I was broken, Baylor. I couldn’t take drugs or they’d have kicked me off the team. Sex was the only other way I could think to deal with it. That and a lot of alcohol.”
I guess I can hardly blame him. “And after you married. Were you . . . faithful?” I ask wearily.
He nods his head softly. “Yes, but not for the reason you might think.”
“Okay—what am I thinking?” I ask.
“You think I loved Karen.”
“Well, didn’t you?”
“No.” He winces. “I know that makes me sound like a dirt bag.” He picks up a lock of my hair and plays with it. “But after you left I couldn’t, uh . . . let’s just say you took my heart with you.”
I think of the shoebox sitting back on my bed and momentarily wonder if his heart is locked up in it as well.
“Then why get married? And why her?” I ask.
“Karen and I were friends. We had fun together. She was safe. I knew she would never hurt me the way you did, because I could never love her that way.” Anger flashes across his face and he shakes his head. “The irony is, she’s the one that ended up hurting me the worst. Hurting us.
“I married her because I knew I’d never put myself out there again. It was a way to keep myself from being available for another relationship. And our families were all for it—well except for my mom. So when Karen suggested we get married after graduation, I agreed.”
“You agreed? She asked you?” I ask in utter disbelief.
“Yes. Why, does that somehow make a difference?”
“Maybe a little,” I say. “But you and Karen, you still, uh . . .”
He sighs. Big. Then he nods his head reluctantly. “Yeah,” he says. “Not a lot, because for me anyway, it was kind of like sleeping with a sister.”
“Ewww! That’s just wrong,” I say.
“Yeah, but guys have needs.”
I roll my eyes.
“I always wore a condom. Every time.”
I crinkle my brow. “With your wife?”
He grabs my hand, lacing our fingers together. “First of all—quit calling her that,” he demands. “And yes, with her, too. I couldn’t imagine Karen as a mom. Not that she wanted to be at first. But then last year all of a sudden she became interested in getting pregnant. I really only think it was because all her friends were having kids and she felt left out.”
“Oh. What did you say to her when she told you?”
“I kept putting her off and coming up with excuses why we should wait to have kids. Thank God we never had any; that would have made the divorce a lot more complicated.” He shifts uncomfortably. “Listen, can we stop talking about her while we’re lying here naked? My dick will never get hard if I’m thinking about that conniving bitch.”
“You want me to help you forget about her?” I ask.
“What did you have in mind?” he asks with a raised brow.
I look him up and down seductively and his dick twitches.
“Are you fucking me with your eyes, Mitchell?”
“Hmmm . . . maybe,” I whisper in his ear. “Is there any other body part you want me to use for that, McBride?”
“Only every goddamn one,” he says, quickly hardening in my hand.



chapter thirty-one
 
 
 
 
 
 
A noise startles me awake and it takes a minute to remember where I am. A smile dances across my face when I see Gavin lying next to me. In his sleep, he’s as innocent-looking as the boy who shares his gorgeous looks.
Remembering my son, I frantically look at the clock next to the bed to discover it’s after midnight.
Shit!
I attempt to get out of bed, but strong arms come around me from behind and pull me back to spoon against him. “Stay,” he says. It’s a command. It’s a declaration. It’s . . . exactly what I wanted him to say.
“I . . . I . . .” My brain battles with my still-naked body over the words that will exit my mouth. It turns out to not be much of a fight, however, as sparks from his heated flesh permeate my entire nervous system.
“We still have so much to talk about,” he says. “Besides, I already texted your nanny to tell her you’d probably be out all night.”
I sit up. “You what? . . .When?”
“You fell asleep and you looked so beautiful and peaceful that I didn’t want to wake you,” he says. “I didn’t want you to go, so I texted Callie from your phone and told her not to expect you home.”
I want to be mad at his presumption. But my mind races back to when he did the very same thing in college when he texted my roommate so she wouldn’t worry about me. I can’t keep the grin off my face. After only a few hours, he’s already taking care of me. Just like he used to.
He holds me tight and says into my hair, “Sleeping next to you that week of spring break was the best week of my life.”
“Mine, too,” I admit. Then sadness washes over me. “How did we let it happen, Gavin? Why did we believe her lies?”
His hand traces the curve of my hip, over and over as he says, “I’ve thought about that a lot over the past few weeks. I remember being so pissed that you were spending more time with Chris than with me. You claimed you were studying with him.”
“I was studying with him,” I say. “I promise you, that’s all it ever was. Chris was a great study partner. I couldn’t concentrate around you. My mind went to mush every time you so much as looked at me. I’d let my grades slip those first two months we were together and I couldn’t risk tanking my GPA.”
“Well, I was jealous,” he says. “Maybe that’s why I believed her lies. I knew you were bogged down with school work, but that didn’t make it hurt any less when you missed more than a few of our runs.”
I nod. “I know. I was exhausted. I thought it was from all the studying, but now I know it was the pregnancy. I guess being hormonal didn’t help me make the best decisions, either. When they told me I was pregnant, the first thing that flashed through my head was our conversation on your couch during spring break. I had said something about how our kids would be attractive and you stiffened up like a freshly-starched shirt.”
He shakes his head in frustration. “I was twenty!” he says. “I needed a minute to wrap my head around the idea of kids. But before I could come to my senses and tell you that having kids with you was exactly what I saw in my future, you grabbed my dick.
“Then after everything went to shit and I showed up outside your dorm to see you in Chris’s arms, being kissed by him, I freaked. But what killed me was he just happened to be wearing a ‘Thing 1’ shirt that day, soon after you’d told me there wasn’t one.” He pinches the bridge of his nose.
“It wasn’t a lie,” I tell him. “When I bought that stupid shirt, I bought it alone. It wasn’t until after Chris and I started dating that he bought his as a joke.
“God, Gavin, even before Karen’s plot, things were working against us. We misinterpreted so much back then.”
“Of course we did. We were young.” He leans up on an elbow and I can barely make him out in the moonlight shining through the window behind me. “But, don’t misinterpret this—I want you.”
Then he backs up his words with actions as his lips crash down onto mine.
 

 
I wake up to the smell of coffee and breakfast. I pull a sheet up to cover myself when Gavin walks in the room with a tray of food. And purple orchids.
He smiles when he sees I’m awake. “I trust you’re not going to throw these back at me?” he teases.
“No.” I smile. “A lot of difference twenty-four hours can make, huh?”
In the light of day, as we eat eggs and pancakes, reality sets in. Not that I regret last night or anything. I just wonder if it was the right thing to do. Maddox is my priority. He’s everything to me. Before I can think of anything or anyone else, I have to ensure his wellbeing. Gavin seems genuine, but I can’t help worry, just a little, if this is about me, or about getting access to his son.
“Those must be some serious thoughts you’re havin’,” he says, with a sexy southern drawl that hasn’t completely disappeared, despite his move to the west coast.
I nod and put my food down, moving the tray off to the side. “I have to think about Maddox, Gavin. I have to do what’s best for him. And I can’t help but wonder if all of this”—I gesture to the bed we’re still sitting on— “is just a way to . . . to . . .”
“Hold on there,” he interrupts. “I know what you’re thinking and you can stop right now. I’m not doing this to get to Maddox. I’m not going to take him from you. Even if you say you don’t ever want to be with me, I still won’t take him from you. But let me make this clear—my intention is to have the both of you, for the rest of my life.” He takes my hand in his. “If I wasn’t sure before last night, I’m sure now. I’m still in love with you, Baylor.”
I gasp in disbelief. “You can’t love me, Gavin. You’ve known me for like ten minutes.”
“I know you, darlin’,” he says. “I know your every expression. I know your scent. I know what makes you squirm under me.” He points to my discarded breakfast tray. “I know how you like your eggs. I know you are a generous and kind person. And most of all, based on that incredible photo album, I know you’re a great mom to our kid.” He takes my other hand so that he’s now holding both. “I love you,” he repeats. “I think I’ve always loved you—even when I hated you.”
I frown and resist the chink he tries to put in my armor. “Gavin . . .” I sigh.
He drops one of my hands and puts a finger to my lips. “It’s okay, you don’t have to say it back,” he says. “I don’t want you to say it until you know you mean it. I can wait. I’m a patient man. It’ll happen, Baylor, that I know.”
“How can you be sure?” I ask, tears prickling my eyes.
He frees a flower from the bouquet and hands it to me. I can tell by the look in his eyes that he is thinking of the story I told him long ago about the purple orchids. His words from last night echo in my head. I remember everything, Bay.
“Because what we had, what we have, that doesn’t happen all the time. You’d be married by now if it did,” he says. “We weren’t finished. We’re not even close to being finished. There has only ever been one woman for me. I was your first, darlin’, and you can bet I’m going to do my damndest to make sure I’m your last.”
My chin quivers and I swallow hard. “You have to give me time, Gavin,” I beg through my tears. “Who knows how Maddox will react to all of this. He’s my priority. I hope you can understand that.”
“I wouldn’t expect otherwise,” he says. “I’ll take it slow, Bay. I want you to be able to trust me. I want Maddox to trust me. But, please don’t ask me to wait long. I’ve missed seven years of his life already.”
 

 
On the drive home, I think about the terms we agreed upon. Gavin has to fly back to L.A. for business. He does own a company and I don’t expect him to abandon that for us. He said he plans to come back this weekend.
That gives me four days. Four days to prepare Maddox to meet the father he never knew about. I’m terrified that he’ll hate him. I’m terrified that he’ll love him. I’m terrified that Maddox will bond with him and then Gavin will rip his heart out by leaving.
How can he claim to love me? He doesn’t know me anymore. He doesn’t understand that I gave up the capability of loving a man eight years ago. He said he’s sure I will love him back, but when he finds out I can’t; when he finds out that piece of me died when I was eighteen, will he want me then?



chapter thirty-two
 
 
 
 
 
 
Maddox stares at me in disbelief. In curiosity. In . . . excitement? He looks between me and Callie, who is here for moral support. Over the past thirty minutes, I’ve tried my best to explain everything to him in terms a child would comprehend. I decided to tell him right away. Give him time to absorb the news about Gavin before the big meeting. So as soon as he came home from school today, I sat him down.
“Do you understand everything I’ve told you?” I ask him, thinking how completely overwhelming this must be for a seven-year-old.
“Yeah,” he says. “That man at the swimming pool at the hotel is my dad. But he didn’t know he was my dad until he saw me.” He frowns. “But then why didn’t he tell me he was my dad?”
I look guiltily at Callie and then back at Maddox. “Well, there was a big misunderstanding a long time ago, before you were born. And because of that misunderstanding, I thought that your dad might not want to meet you, so I asked Callie to get you out of the pool before he could tell you he was your dad. Then we left the hotel and it took him a few weeks to find me and tell me that he really does want to meet you and do some fun things with you, if that’s okay.”
He looks at Callie. I may be his mom, but she’s more like his best friend than his nanny. He runs everything past her. Last week when I wanted to trim his hair because I thought it was getting a little too unruly and Gavin-like, he insisted on waiting until Callie got home to see what she thought about the idea.
She nods her head at him in reassurance.
Maddox narrows his eyes and looks back at me. “You promise I won’t have to leave you and Callie to go live with him?”
“I promise,” I say, hoping to God the words are true.
“I guess it’s okay then,” he says, with an unmistakable McBride grin.
“Alright then, it’s settled. He will come to the house on Saturday.” It’s not lost on me that we keep referring to Gavin as ‘he’ or ‘him.’ At this point, I’m not yet comfortable calling him Maddox’s dad in front of Maddox. Understandably, Maddox feels the same way. Maybe in time.
“But I have a game Saturday,” Maddox whines.
I almost roll my eyes at how important soccer has become to him. Gavin will be over the moon.
“Well, then he’ll simply have to come watch you play. He was once pretty good at soccer himself, you know. He was the starting something-or-other on our college soccer team.”
Maddox’s eyes grow wide. “He would come to my game?”
I’m pretty good at reading him, but those words, I’m just not sure if he spoke them in terror or excitement. “Sure he would,” I say. “Why don’t I invite him to the house first, so you can talk and get acquainted, and then we’ll all go to your game.”
“Can I go play now?” he asks, getting all fidgety. I’m sure he must be nervous about the enormity of the situation.
“Of course you can, buddy.” I ruffle his hair and plant a kiss on the top of his head.
Callie and I watch him take off out the back door and run to the end of our large yard that boasts a soccer goal in the corner. He lines up six soccer balls and takes shots into the net.
Callie smiles. “That’s adorable. He wants to impress Gavin at the game.”
I raise my eyebrows at her.
“What?” she says. “Since when has Max ever run out to play before snack time?”
I watch my son through the large picture window in the living room. My heart skips a few beats at the thought of him meeting Gavin.
As if on cue, my phone pings.
 
Gavin: Have you told him yet?
 
Me: Just now, as a matter of fact.
 
Gavin: You’re killin’ me, woman. How did it go?
 
Me: He ran outside to practice soccer. Callie thinks it’s because he wants to impress you. BTW-he has a game Saturday afternoon if you can come.
 
He doesn’t immediately text back and I get nervous. Maybe he really doesn’t want to be here for the day-to-day stuff. Maybe he wants to be a dad in name only. I try to remind myself of everything he told me last night and this morning, about how he wants me, wants Maddox.
Was that just all talk?
 
Gavin: Darlin’, going to a soccer game with you to watch our son play would be like a dream come true. Tell me when to be there and I’m yours.
 
I breathe an unexpected sigh of relief and then I re-read the last few words of his text. I’m yours. My heart flutters for a second. But only for a second. Only until my brain regains focus on my priorities.
 
Me: Why don’t you come to the house at 2 so you can meet and talk for a while before we have to leave for the game.
 
Gavin: 2 on Saturday? Do I have to wait that long to see you?
 
Me: See
me?
 
Gavin: Yes, you, Baylor. I haven’t stopped thinking about you since you left the hotel this morning. It was torture not being able to text or call you from my flight. I wanted to make sure you knew what a great time I had last night. My flight arrives at 10 PM your time Friday night, can I see you at the hotel right after?
 
My pulse quickens and my insides get all gooey, spreading dampness between my thighs just thinking about what he might do to me if I see him Friday night. What I know he will do, because he did it all to me last night. And this morning. Over and over.
No. I should wait until Maddox and Gavin meet. What if they don’t get along? What if Gavin decides having a kid is not like he thought it would be? What if Maddox is uncomfortable with him?
What if Gavin is lying to me to get to him?
 
Gavin: Bay?
 
Me: I have plans Friday.
 
Gavin: I thought you weren’t seeing anyone.
 
Me: I’m not. I’m going out with the girls.
 
Gavin: Unless I can change your mind.
 
Me: Not likely.
 
Gavin: You underestimate my charm, Baylor.
 
Me: But not your ego, apparently.
 
Gavin: Ouch! That hurt, Mitchell.
 
Me: See you Saturday, McBride.
 
Gavin: Not if I see you first.
 
I laugh at the same phrase he used on me back in college.
 

 
Maddox was unusually quiet during dinner and I tried to give him time to get used to this and come to terms with it on his own. He exhausted himself with soccer, falling asleep even before I could read him the next installment of his favorite series: Harry Potter.
I stand in the doorway, watching my perfect little boy sleep in the soft glow of the nightlight by his bed. He’s tucked under a comforter adorned with black-and-white soccer balls. I can’t help but wonder if what is about to happen to him will be the best thing in his life or the worst. I’ve seen kids put in the middle of a divorcing couple. It happened to Chris and his little sister. It was awful. The arguing over who gets to spend what holidays and birthdays and summer vacations with them. Forcing the kids to pick sides when parents can’t come to terms. Is that the life I’m inflicting on Maddox? Because, let’s face it, even if Gavin and I end up together, it will be a long-distance relationship at best. He owns a production company in California. Everything I have and everyone I love is here. In Maple Creek. Three thousand miles away.
I tried to explain to Maddox that Gavin wouldn’t be here all of the time; most of the time, in fact. I don’t want Maddox getting too attached too quickly. I don’t want him thinking we’re going to become one big happy family. Because it’s not going to happen.
Even so, a part of me hopes that maybe we can find some kind of middle ground. A way to make things work for Maddox. For us. But those kinds of happy-endings only happen in books. I should know. I write them.
 

 
I’ve often heard that relationship problems are the backbone of the music industry. If you listen to the words of the majority of songs, they are about one of two things: falling in love or getting dumped. Apparently, when a musician is experiencing either one of those, writing songs comes easily to them. Not so for writers. Or at least for this writer. I haven’t been able to put two sentences together for weeks. Not that I’m experiencing love or loss, but admittedly, I’m on an emotional roller coaster right now. Scenes should be flowing out of me. Love scenes. Fight scenes. They should be coming to me without much thought at all. But whenever I sit down to write, it’s pure crap. I can’t concentrate. Every love scene morphs into a re-creation of the night I lost my virginity. Every fight scene reminds me of why Gavin and I once fought—Karen.
There is a knock on my front door, offering me a welcome break from my writer’s block. I open the door to a large bouquet of my favorite flowers being held by the same kid who delivered them to me just two days ago. Has it really only been two days?
The kid winces when he hands over the flowers. “Still in trouble, is he?”
I laugh, putting the beautiful arrangement next to the others that haven’t even begun to wilt. I reach into my purse on the entry table and pull out a tip for him. “No, he’s not. He’s just trying to stay on my good side now.”
“Oh. Good,” he says. “Thanks for the tip. Have a nice day.”
“Yeah, you too.” I close the door and stare at my entry way that now looks like a flower shop before the prom.
I pull out the attached note and read it.
 
Bay,
 
These flowers got nothin’ on you, darlin’. Your face is more beautiful than I remembered. I could stare at it forever. I took a picture of it while you slept and you look just like an angel. Utterly divine.
 
Love,
Gavin
 
I feel a pinch in my chest and I wonder if a tiny piece of the armor surrounding my heart has broken away. I shake the thought from my head as I re-read the note, amused by the way he writes exactly as he speaks—with a southern drawl. I take the new bouquet into the kitchen. I top the vase off with water and place it in the center of the table.
Smiling, I head back to my home office, wondering if this romantic gesture will spark my creativity. But before I get the chance to find out, my laptop dings, alerting me to an incoming e-mail.
It’s from Mrs. Chandler, Maddox’s second-grade teacher. I read through the e-mail that says she thought I should see the journal entry Maddox wrote this morning during their writing time. I open the attachment she scanned in and recognize the messy handwriting of my seven-year-old.
 
The first thing I want to do with my dad when I meet him is that I would want to get to know him like I would want to know what his job is and how old he is and when is his birthday. My mom said he played soccer. I play soccer to. I would like to know if he likes other sports like football and what is his favorite team. Then I would ask why I did not meet him until now. I would say why did it take so long for me to meet you. I saw him at that hotel. He said I was a good swimmer. So maybe he likes me. So I can’t wait till I meet my dad on Saturday.
 
I close my eyes.
Please let this be good for him.



chapter thirty-three
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unable to get any work done, I check my watch again. It’s just past noon. Five minutes after the last time I looked. Ten hours. That’s when Gavin will be in Maple Creek again. Ten hours for me to decide how tonight will play out.
I look around my office then crane my neck to see out into the living room. Flowers are everywhere. Twice a day he’s sent them. That scene from ‘The Wizard of Oz’—the one where Dorothy is in the field of flowers—that’s my flippin’ house right now.
Each magnificent arrangement was delivered by the same kid who I now know to be Chad. If I’d known there were going to be so many, I may not have tipped him so well the first time, because, come on—all I did was set a precedent.
Every delivery was accompanied by a note and each note told me how well he knows me by describing something about me, usually a body part.
Gavin has called me every day. I’ve tried to convince myself it’s no big deal, but then I almost slipped and broke my neck in the shower last night, trying to scramble out of it to get the ringing cell phone on my vanity. My eyes roll up thinking of it.
“You know you want to go, Baylor,” Callie says, startling me when she comes around the corner to place yet another flower bouquet on the credenza.
I ignore the flowers and give her a hard stare.
“Oh, come on,” she says, petulantly. “You can’t tell me that’s not exactly what you were sitting here thinking about right now.”
Without a single word of acknowledgment, I spin my swivel chair around so my back is to her and I continue answering some fan mail that Jenna forwarded to me.
“Live in denial all you want,” Callie says, walking out of my office. Then from down the hall she mutters something about her not having plans tonight except to play with Maddox and that certain people need to take advantage of her awesome babysitting skills.
I ignore her obvious attempt at manipulation as I read through the mail. Jenna made a comment on one of the e-mails she forwarded to me. She said the sender was getting a bit stalkerish, making demands for me to accept personal meetings and pose for photos with her.
Every once in a while, one of my books will set a reader off. Usually because it hits home with them, and not in a good way. Some have sent me hate mail if they didn’t like it when a character died or got their heart broken. Fans sometimes forget my characters aren’t real. They identify with them. Love them. Hate them.
Become vengeful for them.
And since I don’t write under a pseudonym, I’m not hard to locate, given I’ve lived in the same town and in the same house my entire life.
Callie usually collects any fan mail and gives it to Jenna to deal with. I did it all myself until a few years ago, after my sixth book had come out, when things started to really take off for me. But now, I can get dozens of letters in a day and it’s become too much to deal with that and keep up with my writing.
I’ve gotten a few threatening letters over the years and it did really bother me at first. Then I quickly came to realize that people were just venting about something I wrote that made them feel. Writers don’t get stalked. We don’t get harassed like musicians and movie stars. And unless you are someone like Stephen King, you usually go about completely unrecognized. It’s an anonymous kind of fame and it suits me perfectly fine.
I make a mental note of ‘Kylee M.’ as Jenna has added her correspondence to our watch list. I wonder if it’s a coincidence that a heroine in one of my books has the name Kylee Manning. I also don’t miss that she has the same exact initials as Gavin’s wife. So by default, I already dislike her.
Gavin’s wife. Ugh. I shake my head at the absurdity of what she did to us. Then suddenly, I’m left wondering if he interacts with her. They are still married, after all. I’m sure they own a home together. Oh, God, does he still live with her?
My curiosity overtakes my resolve, and before I can think better of it, I’m initiating a text to him. Something I haven’t done before this very minute.
 
Me: So, when you’re in L.A., where do you stay?
 
It takes him at least twenty minutes to respond. The whole time, two very different scenarios are playing out in my head. One is from the movie ‘War of the Roses,’ where Kathleen Turner and Michael Douglas almost killed each other trying to live together during a divorce. The other thought I have is that maybe, being the elaborate schemer that Karen is, she could be trying to get him to go back to her somehow. I mean, she did it once before.
My phone finally pings.
 
Gavin: Is that your way of asking if I see Karen?
 
Me: Well, I was just wondering where you stay when you’re there. You know, in case I have to send you something or whatever.
 
My head falls forward onto the desk in front of me. Nice one, Bay.
 
Gavin: Sure you were, darlin’. The answer is, I’m renting a condo near my offices at the film studio. I’ve been avoiding her since the day I came back from Chicago. I will continue to avoid her. I direct all her correspondence to my lawyer. Is that the answer you were looking for?
 
Me: Jerk.
 
Me: And, yeah, maybe.
 
Gavin: Haha. Baylor, you don’t have to worry about that. I’m done with her. Everything I do from here on out is about you and Maddox. I can’t wait to meet him. To see you. Did you get the key?
 
Me: What key?
 
Gavin: Check the latest delivery.
 
I get up and walk around my desk, over to the credenza where Callie deposited the most recent bouquet when I was, as she put it, ‘living in denial.’ I open the small envelope. Inside is an Oak Leaf Hotel key card. My heart races. I sit down and stare at the card—turning it over and over in my hand. It’s too much. It’s too soon.
It’s too tempting.
 
Me: You haven’t even checked in yet. How’d you get a key?
 
Gavin: I booked the suite for an entire month. I figured if I was going to be there two or three nights a week, I might as well be able to leave some of my shit there. That is, unless you have a better place I can leave my shit.
 
Two or three nights a week? That’s how much time he plans to spend here? Wait, leave his shit where, here?
Definitely too much.
 
Me: I’m sorry, Gavin. I told you. I have plans. I’ll just see you tomorrow at 2, okay?
 
Gavin: As stubborn and independent as ever, aren’t you . . . ‘Thing 2’?
 
If I’m so damn stubborn then I don’t need to reply to his stupid text, now do I? I put my phone down on the desk and walk towards the kitchen when I hear it ping again. I scurry a little too fast back into the office to check the text. Dammit.
 
Gavin: Sorry, darlin’. I’m pushing you, aren’t I?
 
Me: Maybe a little.
 
Gavin: Okay, 2 o’clock tomorrow. I’ll just have to stare at your gorgeous picture until then.
 
The day drags on. I contemplate texting him back, more than a few times, to say I’ll meet him. I get one last bouquet of flowers that has a note complimenting my eyes. He always said how much he loved my eyes.
After reading to Maddox for over an hour, I turn in early. He’s excited about tomorrow. He’s nervous about tomorrow.
I’m terrified about tomorrow.
Lying in bed, trying to fall asleep for the past two hours, I hear a text come in and reach for my phone on the nightstand.
 
Gavin: Just wanted to let you know I arrived. You don’t have to text me back, I know you’re out with friends. I can’t wait to meet Maddox. I can’t wait to see you. Until then, sweet dreams, darlin’.
 
Oh, why didn’t you go? my body screams at me. He’s probably sitting there looking all gorgeous, drinking his whisky and wondering how tomorrow will play out. I could end a lot of needless tension if I get up right now and drive over there. My fingers hover over my phone, aching to text him back. Aching to tell him I’ll be there in mere minutes.
I know exactly what my heroines would do if this were one of my books.
Suddenly, I jump out of bed and quickly shuffle to my office in thick socks that muffle my footsteps on the hardwood floor. I flip on the soft light over my desk that only illuminates my laptop, leaving the rest of the room in shadows. I push aside my current work-in-progress, gathering up numerous notes and outlines and shoving them haphazardly into a folder. I open the lid to my laptop and start typing.
 
 
W.I.P. – Untitled Book #15
 
He was a sophomore. Me—a freshman. And from the very second he looked down on me sprawled out at his feet, I knew he was my destiny . . .



chapter thirty-four
 
 
 
 
 
 
The doorbell rings at 1:57 p.m. My heart races. Maddox’s eyes light up. Callie smiles.
Callie hangs back in the living room while Maddox accompanies me to the door. He has grabbed my hand and is holding it tightly. He never holds my hand anymore. Claims he’s too old for that now. He’s scared. Or nervous. Or both. I’m about to throw up myself, so I completely understand. Our lives are about to change forever as soon as I open this door.
I take a deep breath and give my son a reassuring smile. Then I open it.
Gavin stands on the other side of the threshold, mirroring my apprehensive expression. He’s holding a couple of gift bags in one hand and a bouquet of flowers in the other. For a second, Gavin looks about as sick as I feel. Then he closes his eyes and quickly takes a breath, shaking whatever feeling he had away. He gives me a confident smile and a wink before looking down at Maddox.
He puts down the bags and holds a hand out to him saying, “It’s really nice to meet you, partner,” in that alluring southern drawl of his.
Maddox looks up at me for approval before reaching out to shake Gavin’s hand. “You, too,” he says quietly.
“Hi, Gavin,” I say.
“Baylor,” he replies, holding my eyes. I can tell he wants to say more, but we both know this meeting is not about us.
I step back and say, “Come inside. I’ll get us all something to drink.”
Callie comes around the corner. “I’ll do that. You guys go sit.”
I introduce Gavin to Callie before she scurries off to the kitchen. The three of us walk over and take a seat in the living room. The uncomfortable tension that ensues is disheartening and I hope it isn’t setting the tone for the entire afternoon. What am I supposed to say to facilitate conversation between Gavin and his long-lost son?
Luckily, Gavin must have taken a page out of the what-to-do-when-meeting-the-son-you-never-knew-you-had manual, and he puts the two gift bags in front of Maddox. “I brought a few things for you. Do you want to open them?”
Maddox again looks at me for permission. “Go ahead, buddy,” I say.
He reaches into the first bag, carefully removing some tissue paper. He pulls out a cowboy hat. He turns to me and states the obvious, “It’s a cowboy hat.” He looks over at Gavin. “How come you got me a cowboy hat?”
I give Maddox a punishing stare as I chide him. “Maddox!”
“No, no, it’s okay,” Gavin says to me. Then he addresses our son, “In case you haven’t noticed from the way I talk, I’m from Texas. And everyone in Texas wears cowboy hats.” Gavin shoots me a brief seductive look and I just know he’s remembering that day I wore one in his room. Naked.
“Oh, yeah. Is that why you talk funny?” Maddox asks, as I try to hold in my giggle. “But my mom said you were from California.”
Gavin nods at him. “Yes, I am. California is where I live now, but I grew up in Texas and I’ll always consider it my home. Just like how you’ve grown up here and no matter where you go, Maple Creek will always be where you are from.”
Maddox studies the hat. “Did you ever ride a horse?” he asks.
“I sure did, partner,” Gavin says. “In fact, when I was your age, we had horse stables out back at the house where I lived.”
“You had horses in your back yard? Cool,” Maddox says.
“It was pretty cool,” Gavin tells him. “And maybe someday, if it’s okay with your mom, we could go riding. I’m sure we could find a place around here. But you’d have to wear the hat, of course.”
Maddox immediately puts the cowboy hat on his head and Gavin leans over to adjust it.
“Thanks,” Maddox says. “Can I open the other one now?”
“Sure.” Gavin moves the empty bag out of the way.
Maddox rips through the packaging, more excited about this second gift, now that the ice has been broken. A smile stretches from ear to ear when he pulls out a brand new soccer ball adorned with autographs. “Wow!” he exclaims. “Who signed it?”
“The L.A. Galaxy soccer team,” Gavin says.
“Really?” Maddox looks at him with wide eyes. “The whole team?”
“All twenty-five of them,” Gavin says. “When I told them I was coming out here to meet you for the first time, they insisted I bring this. They also said that if you ever come out to L.A., they’ll get us V.I.P. tickets to a game.”
“Mommy,” he turns to me, “did you hear that?” His eyes are about to pop out of their sockets.
Score one for Gavin. I crane my head around Maddox and Gavin gives me a wink. “Wow, that sounds incredible,” I say.
Gavin and Maddox spend the next few minutes discussing the players that signed the ball and I’m surprised that Maddox knows so much about them. I raise my brow at Callie who has come back in the room.
“Hey, we watch a lot of soccer when you write, so sue me,” she says, depositing a tray full of glasses filled with lemonade on the table.
When they are done discussing the ball, Gavin gets all serious. He looks Maddox directly in the eyes. “Your mom said she explained everything to you about who I am and why I’m here?”
“Yes,” Maddox says. “She said that it was a mistake a long time ago was why you didn’t know about me.”
“That’s right,” Gavin says. “Did you ever have two friends tell you something totally different and maybe you believed the wrong one?”
Maddox thinks on it. “Like when the time Drew said he saw Brody take my football, but then Brody said Drew took it?” Maddox says. “I thought Drew took it ‘cause he was the last one I saw with it, but it was really Brody that took it. Then Drew was mad at me for a long time.”
“Yes, exactly like that,” Gavin says. “Your mom and I both believed something that wasn’t true, and because we did, I didn’t know about you and your mom didn’t know I wanted to be your dad.”
“What did you believe?” a curious Maddox asks.
Gavin and I share a look before I say, “Maddox, it’s not important. It was a long time ago and we just need to forget it and try to make the most of the way things are now.”
Gavin puts a hand on Maddox’s shoulder. “I want you to know that I would have been here for everything if I had known about you.”
Maddox looks at the floor. “That’s okay,” he says. “Uncle Chris is here. He does stuff with me when dads are supposed to be there.”
“I’m so glad that he has been here for you,” Gavin says. “He’s a good man. But now that I’m here, I hope you’ll let me do some of those dad things with you.”
Maddox looks up at him, surprised. “My mom said that you might not be here so much and that Uncle Chris would still do stuff with me.”
“Well, yes, I’m sure your Uncle Chris will still want to hang out with you, but I want you to know that I’m going to be around, too,” Gavin assures him. “I know I have to be far away in California sometimes, but I’m only a plane ride away. And you can always call or text me whenever you need to.”
Maddox’s eyes go wide. “Text?” He looks at me and I shrug.
“Sure, why not,” Gavin says. “I want you to be able to reach me anytime day or night if I’m not here. But I plan to be here as much as I can, okay? We have a lot of time to make up for.”
Maddox nods. “Do you want to see my room?”
Gavin sighs. “Yes, I’d love to see your room, partner.”
I let the two boys go off by themselves. I sit stunned on the couch. It’s actually going pretty well.
“Well, what did you expect?” Callie whispers behind me, making me jump in my seat.
“I don’t know,” I say quietly. “I guess I thought we’d all sit around and stare at each other uncomfortably.”
“Breathe, Baylor,” she says. “Maddox is excited. I can tell. This is a good thing.”
I try to hear what’s going on down the hall. They stay in his room for a good ten minutes. When they emerge, Maddox takes Gavin out back to show him where he practices soccer. Gavin starts dribbling the ball with him and soon they are both laughing and smiling.
Me—I’m crying.
Callie wraps her arms around me. “Well looky there,” she says, staring out the window over my shoulder. “And just like that our Mad Max has a daddy.”
 

 
Watching father and son at the soccer game was surreal. Gavin was beaming and couldn’t have been prouder of Maddox. I think I even saw his eyes tear up a few times. And Maddox was constantly looking up to see if Gavin was watching him.
Apparently, I’m now chopped liver.
After the game, which was a shutout, Gavin suggested we celebrate by going out to dinner at Maddox’s favorite restaurant.
So here we sit. A family after all these years. In the middle of a steakhouse in Maple Creek, Connecticut. I couldn’t wipe the smile off Gavin’s face with a mop.
When our drinks arrive, a large basket of fries come with them. I look over at Gavin, who shrugs innocently at me.
“Awesome, fries!” Maddox says, reaching for some.
Gavin says, “Uh uh.” He waves a finger in front of the fries and Maddox retreats sheepishly.
I smile. I know what’s coming.
“Want to play a game?” Gavin asks Maddox.
“A game?” Maddox asks, confused.
“Yes. It’s a question game,” Gavin explains. “Your mom and I used to play it when we were young. Every time you answer a question, you get some fries.”
“Okay,” Maddox says, eyeing the humungous pile. “Do I get to ask you any questions?”
“If you want to,” Gavin says.
“Okay,” Maddox says.
“Do you want to ask first, or answer first?” Gavin asks.
“I’m kinda hungry after the game,” Maddox says. Gavin and I laugh.
“Well, okay then, partner.” Gavin narrows his eyes at Maddox and works a hand over the stubble on his face as if trying really hard to come up with a question. “What’s your favorite color?” he asks.
“That’s easy,” Maddox says, rolling his eyes. “Blue.”
Gavin holds the basket out to him and Maddox grabs a few fries. He shoves them in his mouth and asks, “What’s yours?”
“Mine?” Gavin says. “I’m not sure mine has a name, but it’s brown with little bits of blue and green mixed in.” I’m reminded of the same answer he once gave me. He looks over and gives me a wink as he grabs a french fry and pops it in his mouth.
“What’s your favorite holiday?” Gavin asks.
“Christmas,” Maddox replies, reaching for another.
“Um . . .” Maddox thinks hard. “Who is your favorite guy on SpongeBob Squarepants?”
Gavin rolls his eyes at Maddox. “Isn’t Patrick everybody’s favorite?” Gavin asks, grabbing a fry and dipping it in ketchup.
“Who is your favorite soccer player?” Gavin asks.
“Beckham,” Maddox says. “Duh.” He grabs a fry. “Is he yours, too?”
“Duh,” Gavin says, reaching for another bite.
The game continues long after we order. I sit in amazement as I watch father and son get to know each other
“Do you have a girlfriend?” Gavin asks.
Maddox blushes and chews on the inside of his cheek, prompting Gavin and I to share a look.
“Well, there is this girl that I like in my class, so I guess so,” Maddox answers shyly.
Oh? This is news. I want to stop this silly game and grill Maddox about the girl. Who is she, what’s her name, who are her parents? Is she nice to him? But I keep my mouth shut. This game isn’t about me.
Gavin reassuringly pats my leg under the table. He knows it’s killing me to stay quiet.
“What about you,” Maddox asks. “Do you like someone?”
Gavin nods and his eyes briefly flash to mine. “Yes,” he says. “I love someone.”
“Who is she?” Maddox asks.
I catch the tiny smirk on Gavin’s face before he says, like a petulant child, “Hey, no fair. That was two questions in a row. I get to ask you another one.”
“Oh, sorry,” Maddox says.
“Okay, we’re almost out of fries and I have one very important question to ask you,” Gavin says, getting all serious. Maddox’s eyes go wide as he anticipates the question. “What do you want me to call you, Max or Maddox?”
Maddox cocks his head to the side and thinks it through. He looks down at his soccer shorts and picks at them before he answers. “Well, only my family calls me Maddox.” He looks over at me and I shrug my shoulders letting him know it’s entirely up to him. “So, I guess if you want, you can, too.” Then he softly adds, “Or you can use that other name.”
“Other name?” Gavin asks, then it dawns on him and he smiles. “Oh, you mean, partner?”
Maddox nods shyly and grabs a fry.
“You got it, partner,” Gavin says proudly. “So, Maddox, there’s only one fry left. Do you want me to ask you another question so you can have the last one?”
Maddox eyes the french fry then says. “No, it’s okay, I’ll ask you one.” Then he pauses and gets fidgety. He looks around the restaurant at the other families before looking back at Gavin. He’s nervous.
“Uh . . . is it okay, um, would it be okay if I, um, call you Daddy?”
Gavin grabs my hand under the table and I turn away so that Maddox doesn’t see the tear rolling down my face. I hear Gavin say, “I would like that more than anything in the world.” He drops my hand and gets up from the table. He goes around to where Maddox is sitting and pulls him into a hug.
“Ooof,” Maddox says. “You’re squeezing me too hard . . . Daddy.”
I catch Gavin’s smile. I think it’s about the brightest smile I’ve ever seen on a man’s face. His eyes glisten when he chokes out, “Sorry, partner. I’ve missed a lot of hugs. I’m trying to make up for that, I guess.”
I finally get to re-join the conversation and we talk and laugh and joke around until we are all sufficiently stuffed. I’m pretty sure this was the best dinner of Maddox’s life.
And I wonder, just maybe, if it wasn’t the best dinner of mine.



chapter thirty-five
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Our kid is a genius,” Gavin says, coming out of Maddox’s bedroom after Maddox insisted he read to him before bed.
I giggle. “All parents think that.”
“No, he really is,” he insists. “He’s only seven, but he knows every damn thing about every single Harry Potter character.”
I nod my head. “Well, he should. I’ve been reading him the series for two years now. When we finished the very last book, he immediately wanted to start it all over again.”
“It’s too advanced for him to read himself?” he asks.
“Oh, no, he can usually muddle through it,” I say. “He simply chooses not to. One thing you’ll learn about being a parent, is that there’s nothing kids want more than your undivided attention.”
Walking down the hallway, he pulls me back by my arm and shoves me up against the wall. He captures me, putting both of his arms next to my head, surrounding me with his muscular power. He leans close. So close that our breath mingles and I can smell the fruity wine we shared after coming home.
His eyes trace the outline of my lips as his tongue flits out to run across his bottom one. Suddenly, I’m jealous. I’m absurdly jealous of his tongue. He hasn’t kissed me. He isn’t even touching me, but liquid heat pools within me and my breathing quickens along with my pulse.
“Now that you have my undivided attention,” he whispers, “what are you going to do with me?”
Despite my building desire, my instinct is to run. Protect my heart. It remembers how he made me feel earlier this week. It remembers how I ached for him, how I cried with him, and how seemingly perfect we fit together.  I duck my head under his arm and walk back out to the living room.
“Baylor?” he says, following me out.
I walk to the front door and open it. “Today has been really great, Gavin. I’m happy you and Maddox are getting along so well.”
He looks like he’s been slapped in the face. “You’re kicking me out?”
“Let’s just take this one step at a time. One day at a time,” I say. “Please?”
He sighs and walks across the threshold. Then he spins around, pulling me into his arms. “I’ll go, but not before I do this, darlin’.” His lips flutter against mine, tasting and teasing. Daring me to kiss him back. When his tongue pushes into my mouth, I accept it willingly and offer mine in return. We stand on my porch, making out like a couple of teenagers. He puts his arms around me, pressing his body into me. I can feel how turned on he is. My fingers find his hair as I moan into his mouth and he sucks on my tongue. Sparks ignite inside me, traveling through me to each finger and toe.
Then suddenly, he pulls away. He kisses my forehead and says, “See you guys tomorrow.”
He walks away. I watch him saunter down the steps, crunching gravel under his Doc Martens as he strides down the walk to his car. He smiles at me as he backs it out of my driveway. I haven’t moved. I haven’t breathed. He’s left me a hot mess of hormones standing right here in the open doorway.
“You are seriously not going to fuck that gorgeous body tonight—are you mad?” Callie shouts from the kitchen.
I regain control of my body and shut the door. I join Callie in the kitchen for a second glass of wine before retiring to my office.
Two hours later, after pouring myself into writing a scene about being in Gavin’s truck and experiencing my first orgasm with a man, I find myself knocking on the door of Suite 309.
Gavin opens the door wearing sweat pants. And nothing else. My eyes hungrily peruse every ridge and ripple of his chest. Then they lower further to see the growing erection that is starting to tent his pants.
“You can use the key, you know.” He smirks.
I ignore the statement and make one of my own. “This doesn’t mean anything, McBride,” I declare. “Except that I’m horny.”
He laughs and grabs my hand, pulling me inside.
 

 
Morning light streams through the windows of the suite, illuminating our naked bodies. I’m draped in Gavin, his leg over my thigh, his arm around my belly.
“Mornin’,” he whispers into my ear, turning us so that he’s spooning me. I suddenly feel vulnerable at the idea of him having watched me as he was waiting for me to wake up.
I lean my head so he can see me. “Morning,” I say.
“You stayed,” he says.
I frown. I probably shouldn’t have. It’ll give him the wrong idea.
He misinterprets my frown. “Will Maddox be worried?”
“No. On my way out, Callie said she’d tell him I went for doughnuts if I didn’t make it home before he woke up.”
He nods. He props up on an elbow. I’m lying on my back when he starts tracing my ribs with his finger. It’s not an enticement as much as it feels like an exploration. He trails a path from hipbone to hipbone, then he doubles back and traces a couple of my silvery stretch marks. Bashfully, I try to pull the sheet up to cover them.
“No, don’t,” he says. “I like them. It means a part of me was inside you.” He locks eyes with me. “Will you tell me about it? Your pregnancy?”
I sigh.
“I want to know everything, Baylor,” he says, pleading with me. “The good and the bad. I didn’t get to be a part of it. I should have been a part of it.”
“You can’t get mad, Gavin. If I tell you, you can’t get mad. And you can’t keep saying you’re sorry. It wasn’t your fault.”
“I don’t care whose fault it was, Bay. I’ll be sorry until the day I die that I wasn’t there for you. For him.”
“Me, too,” I whisper under my breath.
“So tell me,” he says. “Start right after everything went to shit.”
I take a deep breath and settle into his shoulder. He wraps an arm around me and runs his hand soothingly down my back.
“It was never a choice for me. I never considered not having Maddox. Not even for a second. When I went home from UNC, I took everything, knowing I wouldn’t return in the fall. I told my parents right away. They were supportive of me, but my dad wanted to get on a plane and hunt you down. I’d never seen him so mad in all my life. Chris had to physically restrain him while I begged him not to contact you. Not to ever contact you. I made him promise.”
Gavin stiffens. “Shit. If only he would have.”
I nod in agreement. “I had an easy pregnancy. I even started classes at the community college in the fall. I didn’t want to compromise my education. Being pregnant was surreal. It was wonderful. Every time he kicked or moved inside me, I knew keeping him was right.
“My sisters and my mom were great. They threw me a baby shower, inviting all my friends from high school. Not many came of course, because most were away at college. The few who came looked at me like they felt sorry for me. I had little contact with them after that. Skylar and Piper were always willing to babysit so I could attend classes at night or in the summers. I had my family and I had Chris.” I stretch my head up and say, “He asked me to marry him, you know. Can you believe that?”
Gavin nods. “He told me. Chris is a good man.”
“Yes, he is. He helped me get through it. He still helps me. He rented a car and drove home from UNC as soon as my water broke. Maddox was a week early. He was due on the 15th but born on the 7th. When the doctor dated my pregnancy he said that I probably got pregnant around February 21st—the second time we had sex.”
Gavin stays quiet, hanging on my every word, letting me know his emotions by touching me, squeezing me or just sighing into my hair.
“My water broke while I was waitressing at the restaurant. My parents said I didn’t need to work, but I was adamant about paying my own way. And I was lucky I could work and go to school right up until the day Maddox was born. I was in labor for sixteen hours. Labor was hard—the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my entire life. But at the same time, it was also the very best day of my life.”
I don’t look up at Gavin because I think he might be crying. I feel his chest heave next to me. “Being a mom came naturally to me, even at nineteen. Probably because I had such a great mom myself.  And as Maddox got older and I got further into my education, I realized I didn’t ever want to be apart from him at some nine-to-five job. So, one night when he was two, I was reading to him, and when the book was done and he still wasn’t asleep, he asked me to tell him a story. It was like when I used to visit the kids at the children’s hospital. I remembered what you had told me about how I should write books. It all started falling into place after that, and I published my first book six months later.”
He holds me tight. “You are the strongest person I know, Baylor. I couldn’t ask for a better mom for our son.”
I pull away from him and get out of bed, leaving him frowning. “I’d better go. He’ll be waiting.”
“Can I see him today?” he asks.
“Actually, I arranged for Sunday brunch with my family to be here at Mitchell’s. I thought you might like to join us.”
“You’re not taking me to the firing squad, are you darlin’?”
I give him a weak smile. “No. They’ve all been told of the circumstances and I think you’ll find it’s quite the opposite.”
“Okay then. What time?”
“Ten o’clock?” I quickly pull on my clothes from last night, not even staying long enough to shower. Gavin watches my every move, confused by my hasty exit.
“Ten o’clock,” he says, as I walk out of the bedroom. “Don’t forget to pick up doughnuts on your way home!” he shouts after me from the bed.
I can’t get out of the hotel fast enough. Talking about my pregnancy stirred up too many emotional memories. I almost didn’t hold it together in front of him. When I make it to my car, with my hair still messy and my shirt untucked, I finally break down.
I cry for all the Maddox moments I celebrated by myself. I cry for the little boy who didn’t have a daddy. I cry for the heart within me that is begging to feel something but can’t.



chapter thirty-six
 
 
 
 
 
 
The past few weeks have gone by quickly, with Gavin continuing his pattern of flying in on Friday and out late Sunday. Maddox is over the moon. The first weekend they met, Gavin gave him his very own cell phone before flying back to L.A. Maddox texts him each day before and after school, and they talk every night before bed. It’s a bit strange not being privy to those conversations. It’s completely wonderful that Maddox feels so wanted. It’s utterly terrifying having to share my son with the one person who could obliterate us both.
The flowers have continued to arrive, thankfully, only on a weekly basis now. The attached notes still touch me as Gavin is trying so hard to make us a couple again.
We haven’t had sex since the weekend he met Maddox. Three whole weeks. Three weekends of seeing Gavin. Smelling Gavin. Hearing him talk with that sexy southern drawl that Maddox loves to imitate. Three weekends of soccer games, Sunday brunches and outings. Three weekends and Gavin hasn’t touched me purposefully.
Not. One. Time.
I know what he’s doing. Because, although he’s not touching me, he’s giving me looks . . . glances . . . stares. He’s brushing against me as he walks by. He’s helping out around the house. He’s smelling so flippin’ good. The sexual tension that radiates between us could power a small village.
But his being here every weekend is not without consequences. All the traveling is taking a toll on Gavin. He’s tired a lot of the time and he’s cramming a five day work week into four days. It makes me wonder exactly when he will say it’s all too much. Then he’ll cut his visits down to twice a month, then once. Then after that he’ll only show up for holidays and special occasions.
I’m trying to prepare Maddox. Help him understand that it won’t always be like this. But, he’s seven and he just got the father he’s always wanted, so it falls on deaf ears.
My phone rings, pulling me from my thoughts as I sit in my office staring blindly out the window. I answer the unfamiliar number.
“Ms. Mitchell?” a man asks.
“Yes. This is she.”
“This is Mr. Pruett, the principal over here at Maple Creek Elementary.”
“Yes, hello, Mr. Pruett,” I say. “What can I do for you?”
“I don’t want to alarm you, but there’s been a situation here at school that you should be aware of.”
My heart pounds and my mouth goes dry. “Is Maddox okay?”
“Yes. He’s perfectly fine,” he says. “He is talking with the police right now.”
“The police?” I shriek into the phone, already rounding the corner of my desk to grab my coat and purse.
“Ms. Mitchell, everything is okay,” he repeats.
“Then why is my son with the police?” I shout at him.
He sighs heavily into the phone. “There was a woman on school grounds a little while ago who was talking to Maddox during his recess.”
“What do you mean? Who was she?” I ask, slamming the door to the house before getting in my car.
“Well, we don’t know,” he says hesitantly, his voice now coming through my car speakers. “His teacher, Mrs. Chandler, was tending to another child’s minor injury and when she looked around the playground afterwards, she saw Maddox talking with a strange woman.”
“Strange woman?” I repeat. “Like someone’s mom?”
“No, we don’t think so,” he says. “As soon as Mrs. Chandler called to Maddox and started walking towards him, the woman fled.”
“Fled?” I gasp.
“Yes. She ran across the grounds and parking lot, jumped into a car and sped away.”
“Oh, my God!” I almost run off the road. “I’ll be there in two minutes.” I hang up before I hear his response.
I shout a command at my car to “Call Gavin.”
He picks up on the first ring. “Baylor,” he practically sings my name.
“Gavin!” Everything about the way I say his name alerts him to my frantic state.
“What’s wrong?” he asks. I hear wood scrape against wood as I imagine he’s pushing a chair away from a table and leaving a meeting perhaps.
“There was a woman at Maddox’s school. She talked to him at recess. Nobody knows who she is. She ran away. The police are there.” My words come out quickly and garbled and I’m not sure he understood them.
“Slow down, Bay,” he says in a calm voice. “Explain to me exactly what happened.” Then I hear a muffled, “Tell them I need to reschedule.”
“I can’t, I’m almost at the school. I don’t know any more than what I told you. Oh, God . . . do you think someone tried to kidnap him?” Tears blur my vision as I make the turn onto the road that will take me to the school.
“Calm down, Baylor. You’ll get into an accident and that won’t make things any better. Did you ever put my name down on the parent list at school? Will they talk to me if I call?”
“Yes, yes, I did it last week right after you asked me to,” I say.
“Okay, good. You get Maddox. I’ll call and get all the details. Call me when you get him back home and we’ll figure this out. Can you do that, darlin’?” he asks calmly.
“Yes. I’m pulling in now. Oh, God, there are three police cars here!”
“They said she was gone and he’s okay, right?” he asks.
“Yes, he said Maddox was safe.”
“Okay. Go get our son and call me when you get home.”

 
Two hours later, after meeting with the police, school officials and my agent, an investigation has been opened to look into any of my over-zealous fans.
Based on Maddox’s seven-year-old description, which was more-or-less backed up by Mrs. Chandler’s brief look at the woman, she was ‘older than Mommy but with black hair and kinda fat.’
My first fleeting thought was relief that he didn’t describe someone who looked like Barbie . . . or Karen McBride, as it may be. He said that the lady was very nice and showed him a picture of her hugging me and that’s why he felt it was okay to talk to her. She said she was a friend of mine and knew a lot of details about me so he had no reason to distrust her. She said that maybe the three of us could get together. She said she had a nice dog that Maddox would like and a big trampoline in her back yard. She also said her name was Kylee.
Jenna and I gave the police access to our computer files and e-mail accounts in hopes that they will find the psycho-bitch who thought she could get to me through my son. Unfortunately, nobody saw the car she drove off in, as Mrs. Chandler was understandably working to get all the kids back inside after the incident.
My call to Gavin goes to voicemail and I wonder if he’s jumped on a plane to come out here. Would he do that? Would I want him to do that? Here I am struggling with the horrible thing that happened today, yet butterflies take up residence in my belly when I think of seeing him again.
No. He can’t simply hop on a plane anytime something happens. I’m sure he’s already compromising his business to be here as it is.
Finally, right before dinner, he calls.
“You’re not on your way to JFK, are you?” I ask.
“No. But don’t think the thought hasn’t crossed my mind,” he says. “Two men are going to be coming to the house within the hour. Collin and Jake. They will handle things when I’m not there to protect you.”
“Handle things? What things?” I ask. “Who are Collin and Jake?”
“Personal protection,” he says. “You know, bodyguards.”
“Gavin, I—”
“Listen Baylor,” he asserts, like a father scolding a child. “I talked to the school. I talked to the police. It’s obvious we’re dealing with a stalker. Both of you could be in danger and I’m not taking any chances. You are to be with Collin or Jake at all times when I’m not there. One of them will go to school with Maddox. You’ll let me do this, Baylor. It’s not up for debate.”
“Are you done now?” I sulk at him. “Can I talk?”
He sighs. “Go ahead.”
“I’m not going to argue with you, Gavin. The police told me that stalkers can be pretty screwed up in the head. I’ll do anything to protect Maddox.”
“Good. And I’ll do anything to protect you. Both of you,” he says. “Anything.”



chapter thirty-seven
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s strange, yet oddly comforting, to have a bodyguard standing on the sidelines at Maddox’s Thursday night soccer game. I’m actually surprised Callie didn’t join me for the game. She’s completely smitten with Collin. I can’t really blame her. He looks like he could be a body double for a young Arnold Schwarzenegger. And poor Callie, he barely gives her the time of day, focusing all his attention on protecting Maddox and me.
Last night, Chris and my family came to the house to meet our new protectors and get a rundown of the situation. My dad feels guilty. Says everything is his fault. He thinks that if he would have done the right thing eight years ago and broken his promise to me to track down Gavin, that none of this would be happening.
My big strong father has begged for my forgiveness. He has asked the same of Gavin. I swear he treats him just as he does Chris, like the son he never had.
My breath hitches when I spot him walking towards the bleachers. Gavin. He’s a day early. The huge smile that overtakes my face isn’t nearly as surprising as the tingles coursing through my entire body. He locks eyes with me and in this moment we share something. Lust . . . longing . . . hope?
He breaks eye contact with me to look around the sidelines. He walks up to Collin, saying something to him as they shake hands. Do they know each other?
From the middle of the soccer field, Maddox spots Gavin and yells a greeting, prompting many parents, especially the women, to turn their heads in Gavin’s direction. They know who he is by now. Maddox has made sure of that. The women sit up a little straighter and fix their hair. Men roll their eyes at them. A few of the single moms have even had the gall to ask me if he’s available. Yes, Gavin’s gorgeous. He’s built. He doesn’t even look small standing next to Collin, like all the other dads do. But it’s not the other women Gavin is looking at as he talks to Collin. It's like he doesn’t even know anyone else is here. His eyes burn into mine and his intense stare heats me to my very core.
By the time he makes his way over to the bleachers, my panties are shamefully damp. Damn him.
I make room for him to sit next to me and he leans down to kiss my cheek before he takes the seat. It’s the first skin-to-skin contact we’ve had in a month. My flesh burns where his lips claimed me and I struggle to keep my hand from reaching up to touch my cheek.
I have to remind myself that he’s only here a day early because of the circumstances surrounding Maddox. Not for me. “You’re early,” I say. “Maddox will be thrilled you got to see his game, even though it’s only because of the whole debacle.”
“What?” He breaks his concentration on the game to look at me. “I didn’t come early because of that.” He nods at Collin. “I trust the guys to watch out for you,” he says. “I already had my ticket before it even happened. I just can’t stay away.”
He looks back at the game, following Maddox’s every move with his ice-blue eyes.
“Well, he’s pretty easy to love,” I say. “That kid grows on everyone.”
Gavin knocks against my shoulder with his. “Not just him, darlin’,” he says.
What does that even mean? Not just him. Not just him who grows on everyone? Not just him who’s easy to love?
He hasn’t said it. Gavin hasn’t said he loves me even one time since that first night at the hotel. He says a lot of other things. Nice things. Romantic things. But not that one thing.
Maybe he’s changed his mind. Maybe it finally occurred to him what I knew all along—we are different people now.
I don’t even realize I’m not watching the game until the bleachers shake and everyone around me jumps to their feet, cheering.
“That’s my kid!” Gavin shouts, pointing at Maddox proudly, earning him pats on the back from some of the women sitting around us.
Maddox sports a face-splitting smile as he glances up at Gavin while he and his team exchange high-fives when they run off the field after his game-winning goal.
Gavin takes us to dinner after the game and then drops Maddox and me off at the house without ever getting out of the car. “Hey, partner,” he says to Maddox, “do you think Mommy would mind if I bring over a movie and pizza tomorrow night?”
Maddox looks up at me with excitement and I shrug. “The new Spiderman movie?” he asks Gavin.
Gavin nods at him. “If that’s the one you want, you got it.” He looks over at me. “Six o’clock okay with you?”
“It’s fine.” I try not to sound disappointed that he doesn’t want to spend the day with me while Maddox is at school.
“Bye, Daddy,” Maddox says, leaning in to give Gavin a hug and then trotting up the front steps.
I start walking away but then spin around when I remember something. “How did you know it was Collin at the soccer game? Do you know him?”
“No.” He quiets his voice so Maddox can’t hear. “I told the agency I needed the biggest, baddest motherfuckers they had to protect those I love.” Then he winks at me and backs out of the driveway.
 

 
Around noon, frustration sets in. What’s he doing? Why isn’t he texting me or calling me? Why is he even here a day early if he doesn’t want to see me?
I call Skylar at the restaurant in the city. “Hey.”
“What’s the matter?” she asks.
“Why does anything have to be the matter for me to call you?” I ask. “I just called to see if you’ve heard anything from Piper lately.”
“You’re full of shit, big sister,” she says. “I know you are sitting at your house right now sulking over the fact that Gavin is in town but not pining over you.”
I sit up straight in my office chair. “How do you know Gavin is in town?”
“Because I’m looking at his gorgeous-ass face right now. He and Dad are having lunch together out front.”
“He’s what?” I yell into the phone.
She laughs. “Yup,” she says. “I can see them laughing. Maybe they’re talking about you. You’re pretty funny looking.”
“Skylar!” I chide her. “Why is he even there?”
“God, Baylor. You are so dense,” she says. “For someone who writes about love and shit for a living, you’re pretty fucking clueless. The guy obviously has it bad for you. All he talks about is you and Maddox.”
I don’t even know how to respond, so I don’t.
“He talks to Dad a lot, you know,” she says. “Calls him from L.A. I guess they’re friends now or something.”
“You’re kidding!” I say.
“Chris told me he calls him, too,” she says. “The man is seriously trying to immerse himself in your lives, Baylor. He’s making a huge effort while you sit there with your thumb up your ass until you can figure out if he’s worth it.”
“Ugh!” I gasp.
“All I’m saying is that if you don’t hurry up and throw him a bone—and by bone, I mean, get on top of his—he’s gonna bail. Not on Maddox, he adores him, but Jesus, Baylor, do something. Put the man out of his misery. Hasn’t he suffered enough? Haven’t you?”
I spend the rest of the afternoon thinking about that phone call and staring at the delivery that came to the house earlier. It’s a bouquet, but not of flowers. It’s a bouquet of DVDs. Every single DVD that we watched together for our film studies class. The bouquet is threaded with my favorite kinds of candy. And of course there was a note.
 
Baylor,
 
Some of my best memories are of our movie nights. I can’t wait to have another one with you tonight.

 
Gavin
 

 
Maddox is so engrossed in the movie that he has no idea what’s happening around him. He sits right in between Gavin and me on the couch, holding a gigantic bowl of popcorn with his eyes glued to the T.V.
Every time I reach for some popcorn, Gavin reaches out at the same time, brushing my hand with his, sending electricity shooting through my fingers up to the rest of my body. He has his other arm on the couch behind Maddox and his fingers play with a lock of my hair, twisting it so that my hair tickles the back of my neck, sending shivers down my spine.
My feet are perched on the coffee table in front of me and he stretches out a leg and runs it along my calf before putting his feet up next to mine. Other than the kiss on my cheek yesterday, these are the only purposeful touches he’s given me in a month. Every miniscule movement he makes has my body humming. Every small gesture has my insides quivering with desire.
I am aware of his every move. His quickening breath. His smoldering stare. I finally turn to look at him over Maddox’s head and his eyes capture mine. They tell me all the things his words can’t say with our son between us. I don’t mean for it to happen, but my eyes betray me and reveal how much I want him. We stare into each other, disclosing all our secrets, oblivious to the outside world.
He breaks our trance and nonchalantly places a pillow over his lap as I try to hold in my giggle.
The movie can’t end fast enough. He’s won. I can’t resist anymore. I want him. My need for him consumes every fiber of my being.
The second the credits are scrolling down the screen, Gavin picks up a sleepy Maddox and carries him back to his room. A minute later, he does the exact same thing with me, carrying me back to my bedroom, his powerful biceps rippling under me. He locks the door behind us and places me on the bed.
“I will die right-fucking-now if you don’t let me make love to you,” he says, with an achy rasp that burns through me like a thick wave of heat.
I pull him towards me and his mouth devours me with a rush of frantic kisses.
I don’t know if it’s the month we spent not touching, or the years we spent apart, but we both put so much emotion and passion into our lovemaking that I almost cry the first time he makes me come with his skillful tongue. I have to muffle my screams with a pillow the second time. And the third time, when he is inside me and our orgasms synchronize perfectly, we stare into each other and make declarations with our eyes. Then Gavin makes his with words as he empties himself into me. “God, I love you, Baylor. I love you so much,” he says, sighing breathlessly into my shoulder.
Tears escape my eyes at his proclamation.
Tears escape my eyes at the absence of mine.
He rolls off me and we lay still for several minutes, catching our breath until we can speak.
“Tell me about them,” he says out of nowhere as he removes the condom, discarding it.
“About who?” I ask.
“About the ‘few’ you’ve been with.”
I raise my eyebrow. “You really want to hear about other men while we’re lying in bed together?”
“Yes.” He sits up and leans back against my headboard, gathering me up in front of him and wrapping his strong arms around me. “As long as I’m the one in your bed, I want to hear about all the others who aren’t.”
I lean my head back onto his shoulder and gather my thoughts. “David was the first,” I say. “Maddox was two years old. He had recently started a pre-school program and David was a single dad I met in the parent pick-up line.”
“There was a place there to pick up other single parents?” he asks, incredulously.
I laugh, shaking against him. “No, silly. After school, we would pull our cars in the loop to wait our turn to pick up our kids. Sometimes we would get out and talk if they were running behind.”
“Oh,” he says. “I guess that makes more sense. So what happened with him?”
“We dated for a couple of months. Then we just grew apart, I guess. He wanted more. I didn’t. I think he ended up marrying one of the other moms from the same preschool a couple of years later.”
He brushes my hair away from my head and places a kiss on the back of my neck. “And the next guy?”
“Tony,” I say. “He was a friend of Chris’s. Chris set us up on a blind date about three years ago. He was a free spirit and we were more like friends with benefits than boyfriend/girlfriend.”
“Chris’s friend, huh?” he asks. “He still around?”
I grin at his jealousy. “No, he took a job in Virginia or somewhere, and when I wouldn’t follow him there, it ended.”
“Hmmm,” he mumbles. I can almost hear the cogs in his brain spinning as he tries to analyze me.
“And then there was Roger.” I shake my head thinking back to what was my most significant relationship.
Gavin’s arms tighten possessively around me. “Roger?”
“It was over two years ago,” I tell him. “Roger works with my publishing group. We met when he came out to go over some new promotional ideas with Jenna and me. We hit it off pretty well, so he asked me out.”
“You liked him a lot, huh?”
I nod.
“You . . . loved him?” he asks wearily.
“No, I didn’t,” I say. “But he wanted me to.”
“How did it end?” he asks.
“We were together almost a year. He wanted me and Maddox to move in with him in the city. I didn’t want to, so he broke up with me.”
Gavin sighs into my hair. “You can’t trust anyone, can you? Because of me.”
“What? No,” I say.
“God, I’m so sorry,” he says, kissing my hair.
“Quit saying that. It’s not your fault and I’m fine,” I lie.
I wiggle out of his hold and sit on the edge of the bed, grabbing my silk robe off the back of the chair next to me. Putting it around me, I say, “You should go. Sometimes Maddox wakes up to use the bathroom. He’ll be scared if my door is locked.”
Gavin huffs and quickly puts his clothes on. “Are you ever going to let me back in, Baylor?”
“What? You’re here now aren’t you?” I say.
He walks around the bed and stands directly in front of me. “I’m not talking about your bed, Bay.” He puts his hand on my chest, over my heart. He stares at me for a minute and then he unlocks the bedroom door and leaves.
His words echo through my head. Are you ever going to let me back in?
Good. Fucking. Question.



chapter thirty-eight
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s been two weeks since the incident at Maddox’s school. And although the woman hasn’t shown up in person, she has sent a few more e-mails and a letter to the house. But sadly, the police car pulled out of my driveway yesterday leaving me disheartened. There is no new information, no leads, nothing to go on. They were able to trace the e-mails back to the computers that sent them, but they were all public terminals. The library. The community college. An airport kiosk. This is not comforting news. It means that she knows what she’s doing is wrong and she’s trying to cover her tracks.
I try to remain positive for Maddox. We’re all attempting to let him live as normally as possible. Well, as normal as it can be for the only kid at school with a bodyguard stationed outside the playground.
I haven’t seen much of Gavin in the past few weeks. Last weekend he and Maddox went camping with my dad, along with Chris and his boys.
I have, however, made progress on my book. I’ve shed a lot of tears, but I’ve also had some good laughs. It’s actually been quite therapeutic. The problem is, I’m constantly horny. We sure did have a lot of sex those first few months, especially during spring break. No wonder I got knocked up, even with a condom. And being horny is not particularly convenient when the only guy I want to sleep with is three thousand miles away. Or camping with my dad.
Today, after Maddox’s morning soccer game, Gavin took us horseback riding. Maddox wore his cowboy hat as promised, the two of them looking absolutely adorable together. Then Gavin said he was heading back to the hotel to ‘rest up’ for tonight. I know he meant it as a joke, but I can see the truth behind his words. It’s wearing him down. All the traveling. The late nights. The early mornings. He’s had a couple of colds and a bout of strep throat in the past two months. He claims it’s from the germs on the plane, but I think he’s just exhausted from his bi-coastal living.
Tonight I have a date with Gavin McBride. I never thought I’d be saying those words again, but here I am, taking a few deep breaths after getting a text from him letting me know he’s on his way over. For our date. Alone. Hell yes, I’m nervous. Dates come with expectations. Expectations I’m not sure I’m ready to meet. Sex, yes . . . but everything else he wants? That’s where the problem lies. Sometimes I forget that he is still married. Married! As in took vows before God and all that. He’s committing adultery with me. Oh, God, does that make me his adulteress?
When I finish getting dressed, I walk out to the kitchen. Callie watches me as I pour, and then down, a shot of whiskey. Then I go back to my bathroom and brush my teeth.
“It’s not like you haven’t done this before, Baylor,” she says, through the door to my bathroom. “You have. With him. You’ve had sex with him. You have a kid with him. But going on a date with him—that has you freaking out?”
I crack the door open only enough to glare at her. “I’m not freaking out.” I shut the door.
“So why the whiskey then?” she asks.
I study myself in the mirror, pondering her question. But before I come up with an answer, the doorbell rings. I hear small feet padding down the hallway and then, “Daddy!”
I come out of the bathroom to Callie’s prying eyes. “What?” I snap at her on my way by.
I emerge into the living room to see an excited Maddox. He runs over to me. “Look what Daddy brought me.” He hands me a pair of tickets. “It’s for a Red Bulls game!” he shouts.
I look at Gavin. “You couldn’t have gotten him Yankees tickets? Red Bull Arena is in Jersey.”
Gavin grabs his chest in abhorrence. “Baseball? Hell no, this kid’s gonna be a soccer star one day.” He winks at Maddox and ruffles his hair. “We’ll make a whole day of it, partner. Just the two of us.” He turns to me, studying my appearance. I’ve chosen a simple blue blouse with a pair of dressy white jeans and wedges. As I watch him watch me, it occurs to me that my blouse is the same color as his eyes. “You look beautiful, Baylor,” he says.
“Thank you.” I look down and read the tickets closely to see that the game is next Sunday. “You’ll get back awfully late,” I say.
“So, I’ll take the redeye.”
I shoot him a scolding look.
“Don’t worry about it, darlin’.” He takes my jacket out of my arms then helps me into it. He opens the door for me, giving Maddox a high-five as we head out. He nods at Jake, who is sitting at the bar in the kitchen watching us leave.
Before the door closes behind me, Callie asks, “Doughnuts tomorrow, Baylor?”
Maddox squeals, “Yes, Mommy. Please?”
I roll my eyes at Callie as Gavin quietly laughs behind me. “We’ll see, buddy. Maybe,” I say, shutting the door.
I thought Gavin might try to impress me by taking me to some swanky place in the city. But instead, we drive over to the next town and he pulls up to my favorite burger place.
When my eyes question him, he says, “I might have asked around.”
I smile, shaking my head at him.
“Is it as good as Joe’s?” he asks.
“You remember Joe’s?”
“Of course. I was the one who took you there if you recall,” he says.
“Right,” I say. “Well, since you’ve had a few more years at Joe’s than I did, you can tell me if it’s as good.”
Before he gets out of the car, he retrieves a bag from the back seat. “I never went back there after you left.”
I sit stunned, watching him walk around the car to my door. When he opens it, I joke, “How did you survive without UNC’s best burger for two whole years?”
Holding a hand out to help me from the car, he flatly states, “I survived without a lot more than Joe’s.”
We walk into the restaurant and Gavin nods at the hostess who takes us to a booth in the back corner—a small one that wraps around so we can sit next to each other but still kind of face one another. He hangs my jacket on a hook as I settle in.
The waitress comes by, batting her eyelashes at my hunky date while he orders drinks. “She’ll have the house Merlot. Wheat beer for me, whatever’s on tap will be fine.”
She walks away and he looks at me to find me staring. “What?” he asks, “Didn’t you want wine?”
I laugh. “Have you no idea the effect you have on women?”
He scoots into the booth and inches close to me. “Darlin’, the only woman I care about having an effect on is you.”
While we enjoy our drinks, Gavin tells me his version of the camping trip they took last weekend. I tell him about Piper’s latest quest to go on a ‘walkabout’ in Australia. We talk about Maddox’s soccer and school, and the ‘girlfriend’ named Amber who he’s now passing love notes to. Conspicuously, neither of us mentions the stalker, presumably as to not set a sour tone for the date.
I’m confused when our waitress arrives with a tray full of food before we’ve even ordered. “Wait!” Gavin exclaims, when the young lady tries to put one of the plates down. He removes the ketchup bottle along with the salt and pepper shakers from the table and reaches into the bag he brought from the car. He pulls out a black-and-red-checkered tablecloth, spreading it over the table before he nods to the waitress to deposit the food.
She puts the food in front of us as I transform into the eighteen-year-old co-ed sitting across from the star soccer player. I look at the tablecloth and the plates before us to see that he has re-created everything from our first date. Right down to the chocolate milkshake.
“What’s all this?” I ask.
“First off, that’s a question, so if I answer, I’m taking one of your fries.” He winks at me. Then he explains, “I want a do-over, Bay. I wish I could take away all the pain of these last years, but I can’t. All I can do is move forward and try to be the best man I can be for you and the best father I can be for Maddox.”
My eyes mist up as I hold my fries out to him. “I think that answer deserves the whole lot.”
He laughs and grabs one, popping it into his mouth. I study him as he chews. I trace his face with my eyes and try to see the differences between the man in front of me and the twenty-year-old college student I once knew. The angles of his face are harsher, more defined, and the beginnings of faint laugh lines threaten the edge of his eyes. But he’s still just as gorgeous, maybe even more so, because now his face has character. It dawns on me that he’s grown his hair out since Chicago. I wonder if he did it on purpose, to make himself look more like he did back then. I like it. Maybe I like it a little too much.
As we eat dinner, we reminisce about that first date we had so long ago. I purposefully don’t touch my fries, a fact that doesn’t go unnoticed.
Gavin nods at them. “Up for a game, are you?”
“Sure.” I shrug as if it wasn’t my very intention.
“Okay, shoot. I’m still hungry,” he says.
“How’s the divorce coming along?” I ask.
He winces. “Shit, Baylor. Going right for the jugular, aren’t you?”
I don’t laugh at his joke. His face gets all serious before he says, “It takes time. Even uncontested divorces can take six months.”
“Is she contesting?” I ask, rolling the stem of my wine glass between my fingers.
“I don’t think so,” he says. “But I don’t know for sure yet. Her lawyer hasn’t filed a response. I think he has a few more weeks before the deadline. But it would be pointless for her to contest. I hate her. There’s no chance for reconciliation. Plus, we’ve got an iron-clad pre-nup, so there’s nothing to worry about.”
He grabs a few of my fries. “Next question.”
I soften my face. “How were you after your dad died?” I ask. “I’m so sorry, by the way. I know you weren’t close, but still, it’s awful when a parent dies.”
“Thank you,” he says. “I was okay. He was always an asshole to me, but I did feel bad for my mom. She obviously loved the guy. She remarried last year and is happier than I’ve ever seen her. And she’s more than a little excited that she has a grandson. It’s all I can do to keep her away.”
I gasp. “Gavin, you don’t have to keep her away. She’s his grandmother. She has every right to see him.”
He shrugs and grabs a fry, twirling it between his fingers. “I didn’t want to push it. I’m trying my best here not to suffocate you, Bay. I feel like one wrong word, one false move and you’d run away from me for good.”
I furrow my brow at him. “Is that what you really think?” I ask, incredulously.
“Well . .  . yes,” he says. “You literally run out the door every time we have sex, or even a meaningful conversation. Just when I think I’m getting somewhere with you, you pull back.” He picks up my plate of fries and holds them out to me. “Why won’t you let me in, Baylor? What are you afraid of?”
I feel it. The walls around my heart—they are shaking. They want to crumble but I won’t let them, I put up reinforcements as a tear runs down my face. I whisper, “Everything.” It’s as honest as I’ve ever been with him.
He puts the fries down and pulls me close, wrapping me in his arms as best as he can in the small booth. “Oh, darlin’,” he says. “You’ve got nothing to be scared of. I promise.”
I try to keep my lip from quivering. “But you’re exhausted, Gavin. You can’t keep this up. You’re wearing yourself too thin. Flying out here to be with us every weekend is not going to last forever. It’ll kill you eventually.”
“I’m not doing anything I don’t want to do,” he says, rubbing my thigh under the table. “Do you think I’m coming here every week out of obligation? This is the best part of my week, Baylor—the best part of my life. You and Maddox are my life now. I will come here every weekend forever, if that’s what it takes.” He pulls my chin up so he can see my face and the tears rolling down it. He sighs. “This is not exactly how I planned this date. I was going more for fun and flirty, not deep and philosophical.”
I laugh through the lump in my throat. “I know, I’m sorry,” I say, wiping the last of my tears. “What do you want to talk about then?”
He cocks his head to the side, thinking. Then he says, “I want to hear about the time you went skinny-dipping in middle school.”
“Ugh! That dirty traitor,” I say. “Chris swore he’d never tell anyone about that.”
“Well, he didn’t give me details, he just happened to let it slip after he was all liquored up last weekend,” he says, smiling. “He told me I’d have to ask you about it if I wanted the full story.”
“Well, you can keep your fries,” I say. “That story will die with me.”
He laughs. “I’ll get you to spill one day, Mitchell. But for now, why don’t you tell me about your next book?”
I stiffen. Could he know? “I never talk about my books until my manuscript is done. Not with Callie, not with my agent. And certainly not with you, McBride.”
He pulls the plate of fries out of my reach. “You’re not very good at this game.”
“Ask better questions, then,” I say, challenging him.
The hand he has on my thigh is burning through my jeans as his pinky finger slowly caresses circles by the inseam. He narrows his eyes at me. “I finished your book, you know,” he says. “Who knew my kid’s mom would be a hard-core porn novelist.”
I huff. “It is not porn!” I defend myself, smacking him in the arm. “There’s a difference between porn and a good love scene,” I explain. “Porn—or erotica as it’s called in books—is when the book is centered around sex. So much so that the book would have no real story if you took the sex out of it. My books have plots, deep meaningful stories to go along with the sex.” I roll my eyes. “Plus, the one you read is by far my sexiest. I still can’t believe you picked that one out of all of them.”
“It’s the only one I could find at the airport gift shop the first day I flew out here,” he says.
My chin all but hits the table. “They sell ‘Never Better’ at the airport?”
He laughs. “Yes, they do. I had to ask the flight attendant for a damn blanket to cover up my hard on.”
Suddenly, the thought of Gavin with a hard on causes my insides to flutter. He’s still touching my thigh, running his fingers seductively over my jeans. But now he’s staring at me with the obvious knowledge that he knows I’m thinking of his erection. I feel the intimate probe of his eyes. He removes his hand from my leg and grabs my hand, placing it on his lap to feel what our heated stares are doing to him.
“One more question,” he says, with bedroom eyes and a roguish smile. “I would give anything to do what’s on page ninety-seven. Will you let me do those things with you?”
I swallow. I’m not exactly sure what’s on page ninety-seven, but given my knowledge of the book, it’s probably something that will have me screaming. “I don’t remember everything I write, Gavin,” I say in a voice that comes out way too sultry.
“Well, it’s a good thing that I do, then,” he whispers. “I remember every damn word. I know every single place I’m supposed to touch you and kiss you. I know every position to move you in to make you come while you shout out my name.”
I tremble, feeling his breath against my neck. I struggle to speak the words, “I have a question now.”
“What is it darlin’?”
“Can we get the check?”
He motions for the waitress. He laughs. I smile. We leave.



chapter thirty-nine
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is the longest twenty-minute car ride of my life. I’m driving myself crazy trying to think of what’s on page ninety-seven. I wrote the book more than three years ago. I’ve written thirteen novels, I don’t remember every word of them. And I certainly don’t remember the page numbers. I can narrow it down a bit since I know which book, and the mere fact that it’s that book only heightens my already humming libido.
Gavin isn’t helping any. He keeps reaching over and touching me in different ways. A grip on my knee. A hand on the nape of my neck. A finger down my arm. By the time we get to the hotel, I’m about ready to climb on his lap like I did eight years ago. It won’t take me long. I only need a few minutes, I’m sure.
He parks the car and reaches over to free my lower lip from my teeth. He leans close and his hot breath washes over me when he says, “If I could be inside your head right now.”
Oh, God.
He leaves me in this state of intense arousal when he exits the car and hurries around the front of it to help me out. “Looks like someone needs to get in there. And fast.” He winks at me.
I roll my eyes at him.
“What?” he says, walking me through the front doors of the hotel. “Are you going to try and tell me your panties aren’t drenched with the anticipation of what I’m about to do to you?”
I look around to make sure nobody heard. Then I quicken my steps, leaving him chuckling behind me.
In the elevator, as soon as the doors close, he quickly pushes me to the back, holding me at arm’s length so we are staring at each other. I turn my head and can see us from every angle, thanks to the mirrored walls. I can see how desperate I look for him. I can see how he is devouring me with his eyes. I can see the erection pressing against his fly. In. Every. Single. Direction.
He watches me looking at us in each mirror. He captures me with his arms, forcefully joining our bodies as he leans down to say, “I’m glad to see you like mirrors.”
Holy God. I know what’s on page ninety-seven. I can’t decide if the ride to the third floor is the longest or shortest ride in history, knowing what he wants to do. Wants me to do.
He drags me through the door, fully aware that I now know what he knows. I expect him to take me directly into the bathroom, but he doesn’t. Without so much as a word, he stops at the liquor cabinet and pours me a glass of wine. I had two at dinner, but he correctly assumes that I’m a little . . . hesitant . . . to do what he asks. I down it in three gulps. Then I realize that I did so not only to loosen me up a bit, but because at this moment, I can’t wait another minute for him to take me. The torture of wanting him overwhelms me. If he touches me, I’ll detonate. If he doesn’t, I’ll die.
“Good girl,” he says, laughing when I hand him my empty wine glass only seconds after he gave it to me. “Now let’s get started.” He picks me up and I wrap my legs around him as he puts his mouth to mine for a kiss that’s as raw and unmerciful as it is seductive. He carries me through the main room of the suite, through the bedroom and finally into the bathroom. He puts me down on the large granite countertop, right in between the twin sinks. He has yet to break our kiss. His tongue is working itself in and out of my mouth, mimicking what he plans to do to other parts of my body, with other parts of his. I grab his tongue with my lips and suck on it, showing him in turn what I can do for him, even if I would be deviating from the script.
He unbuttons my blouse and pushes it off my shoulders. I can’t help reaching for his shirt. He brushes my hands away. “Huh uh.” He smiles as my hands retreat to the countertop. He undoes the top of my jeans and I lift my behind so that he can pull them down. His eyes go wide and dilate when he sees my soaked panties. “You want this, darlin’,” he says, running a finger across my clitoris over the small silk triangle. I shiver and almost come from his light touch. “You are so wet.” He moves the fabric aside and inserts a finger easily, pulling it out immediately and putting it in his mouth to suck on it.
Oh, my God, I wrote this. What was I thinking? My body is humming with anticipation. I know what comes next. I know what comes after what comes next. And the thought of it makes my juices flow even more.
He lowers the cups of my bra and licks, sucks and pinches each nipple until I’m begging for his tongue elsewhere. “God, Gavin . . . do it already!” I scream, writhing on the countertop beneath him.
I can feel him smile on my breast. I can see him smile. Because that is what I have to do. Watch him. I have to watch him make me come under the bright lights of the bathroom. And I know he’s going to look up at me when he does it. Of course he is. That’s the way I wrote it.
He rips the string of my panties with his hands until they snap. The counter beneath me is now slick with my want for him. He’s still fully clothed when he lowers himself to his knees. I want to put my hands in his hair. I want to pull his tongue hard against me. I want to grip onto his shoulders. But I don’t. I didn’t write it that way.
He spreads my legs wide open, bending my knees and placing my feet on either side of me on the countertop. “Fuck, that’s beautiful,” he says.
I don’t care how much Merlot I’ve had, I’m positive I’m the exact shade of it at this very moment.
He looks up and locks eyes with me the moment his tongue makes contact. I cry out. I shiver. I firmly grab the countertop beside me. But the one thing I don’t do is shift my eyes away from his. He puts his tongue deep inside me before replacing it with his fingers. Then he licks and laves me, holding my legs apart with his shoulders so that I can’t tighten my thighs. This heightens my arousal and brings me to the quickest, fiercest and most powerful orgasm I’ve ever had in my twenty-six years. My eyes briefly close of their own volition while shudders work their way through me. I open them again to see him drawing every last pulse out of me as he stares up at me with triumphant eyes.
I collapse limply against the mirror behind me. Gavin wipes his mouth with a nearby hand towel. “Jesus Christ, that was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, darlin’.”
I flush bright red, of course. Over what he’s done to me. Over what we’re still about to do.
He gives me a knowing look and a large smile. When I gain the use of my limbs again, I reach forward and help him remove his clothing. I can do this. It’s allowed. I push his shirt up until I can’t anymore and then he reaches behind him and pulls it over his head. I grab every piece of flesh that’s within my reach, running my fingers over his taut abs, his strong pecs and his broad shoulders. I look down to see that he is so turned on that his erection is peeking out of the top of his khakis. I run my finger over the tip of it and capture the bit of pre-come that flows out. I unbutton his pants and lower his fly. Then I pull his boxers and pants down, letting them drop carelessly to the floor. He works his feet around to step out of them as I run my fist up and down his length.
“Eyes,” he commands.
I had momentarily forgotten. This is an exercise of will. To keep watching each other as we explore every inch of one another’s bodies—as we explore our own as well. He reaches down and replaces my hand with his. Although I can’t look directly, I can see his hand working slowly on himself.
“Now you,” he says. “Exactly like the book, Baylor.”
“Exactly?” I ask, breathlessly.
He nods his head seductively. I know what’s coming. I want to do it. But I don’t. I’m embarrassed. But I’m so incredibly turned on by it.
I breathe out a deep sigh and momentarily lower my eyes to see him handling his own erection. It’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen. It gives me the courage to do what he wants. His hand comes up under my chin, raising my head back to his. I slowly lower my hand down and over my soft mound of brown curls. I run a finger through my folds and feel how slick I am. How slick he’s made me.
He moans when I touch myself and my head involuntarily falls back. When I remember to make eye contact, I look at him only to see him entranced with how I’m moving my fingers against myself. I don’t point out that he’s breaking the rules. I don’t point it out because watching him watch me touch myself is the second most erotic thing I’ve ever seen.
“Shit,” he mutters. “I have to be inside you now. Get up.”
It’s a demand I expected and one I fully intend to follow. I’m past the point of no return. Past the point of being embarrassed. Past the point of caring about anything or anyone except the two of us right here and right now.
I slip off the counter and turn around. I see his smile in the mirror. I hold his gaze in the reflection. Because that is what I have to do. That is exactly how I wrote it. That is how I imagined it. But in a million years, I never dreamed of being the woman in the mirror with Gavin being the man behind me.
I lean forward and lift my hips as he enters me. We both gasp at the onset of pleasure when he hits the end of me. He reaches around to take hold of my breasts, which are still trussed up by the lowered cups of my bra. He fondles them, squeezes them and rolls my nipples between his fingers. I’m building up quickly watching him do this to me. His eyes start to glaze over in the mirror. He says, “Do it, Baylor, come with me.”
We both watch my scripted movement as I reach a hand down and feel where we are joined together. I feel him pushing in and pulling out as we watch the same in the mirror. I put a finger on my clitoris as he begins to stiffen inside me. I work it around as we both watch my ministrations in the mirror. “Oh, yes, darlin’,” he breathes into my hair. “Now. Now!” he commands.
We both fall into waves of spasms and pulses as we watch each other completely fall apart, baring ourselves to each other in the rawest way possible.
Gavin collapses onto my back and we both heave as we try to recover from what I can only describe as the most surreal sexual experience I’ve ever had.
“Holy shit,” he says, breathing heavily into my hair. Our bodies make all kinds of noises from the sheen of sweat between us, to the sound of him pulling out of me. “That was—” He stiffens. “Oh, fuck. I didn’t wear a condom, Bay.”
I’m still bent over the countertop under him when I turn my head around and say, “Well, neither did the guy in my book, so I guess we’re good.”
He sighs. “You’re not pissed?”
I make eye contact with him in the mirror and shake my head. “You said I could trust you, Gavin.”
“I did. You can,” he says quickly. “It’s fine. We’re fine.” He collapses down on me one last time before we stand up. It hurts slightly when I stretch out my body after being bent and contorted for so long. Gavin makes sure I’m steady on my feet before he goes to turn on the shower.
He pulls me into the spa-like shower with its rain showerhead in the ceiling and multiple streams shooting at us from three walls. I melt under the warm, comforting water. Gavin puts some body wash in his hands and then makes sure not to miss a single spot on me. He cleans and massages me, head to toe. It isn’t sexual per se, it’s more like a gesture to simply take care of me. It’s heavenly when he washes my hair, working the shampoo from my scalp down to the very tips. I’m quickly learning that a shower with Gavin is better than any pricey spa day.
He rinses the shampoo from my hair, working his fingers through every strand. I turn around and reach up to return the favor, working my hands through the hair that I’ve dreamed about for so many years. When I have him rinsed out, he puts his hand under the conditioner dispenser on the shower wall and gives it a few pumps. But the nozzle must be gummed up, because conditioner shoots out the side and ends up all over my chest.
Gavin blinks as he stares intently at the globs running down my breasts. “Darlin’, it looks like I just jizzed all over your boobs—that’s so damn hot.” I don’t miss his growing erection despite the fact that we had sex less than ten minutes ago.
He wipes the conditioner off my chest, spins me around and rubs it seductively into my hair as his hard length presses into my backside. All the while I’m making mental notes for my book, because you just can’t make this shit up.
 

 
Once again, I’m awakened by the smell of breakfast as Gavin brings a tray of my favorite foods and flowers into the bedroom.
“You realize you’re setting the bar pretty high, right?” I say. “I mean, now I’m going to always expect this. Maybe more. Maybe you’ll need to start serenading me, too.”
Gavin cocks his head to the side to study me.
“What?” I ask, matting down my hair to make sure it’s not sticking up.
“Nothing.” He puts the tray down. “I guess you seem different this morning. Like maybe you won’t run away this time.”
I look nervously at the clock on the table. “Well, I will have to get going after breakfast.”
“Aaaaaand, there she is,” he says, laughing.
I take a deep breath and blow it out. “Maybe I wouldn’t have to run away if you stayed at my house when you come to town.”
He puts down his fork, shoves his plate aside and stares at me. “I don’t think so, Baylor.”
I look at the ground in defeat. Then, pushing my eggs around with my toast, I ask, “But, isn’t that exactly what you’ve been wanting this whole time?”
“No,” he says. “It’s not.” He leans back against the headboard and runs a hand through his hair. “I mean, yes, I want nothing more than to live with you when I’m in town. But I won’t do that to Maddox. It wouldn’t be fair to him to see us as a family if that’s not what we’re really going to be. I can’t do that to him if there’s a chance you’ll decide this isn’t what you want.”
I close my eyes. Why can’t he see I’m making an effort here? Shouldn’t he be willing to compromise? “I’m trying here, Gavin. I really am.”
He nods. “I know. And I appreciate that,” he says. “It’s a step in the right direction, Bay.” He gets out of bed and pulls on a pair of sweats and a shirt. “But there will come a time when baby steps aren’t enough.”
He grabs his cell phone and walks out into the living room.



chapter forty
 
 
 
 
 
 
I almost cancelled a scheduled appearance yesterday. A book signing at a major retailer in the city. Gavin assured me everything would be fine as he hired extra security. Even so, I was more than a little jumpy. Every dark-haired woman who approached my table had me shaking. My autographs and book personalizations were written with a trembling hand.
But now, as I stare at the letter I dropped onto the kitchen counter, I realize I had every right to be scared. She was there. She was there but didn’t approach me because of all the security.
I take a deep breath and read it again right before I call the police.
 
You have it all now, don’t you? A kid. A man. A perfect life. Why do you deserve it more than I do? All I’ve ever wanted was to be your friend. Why do you have to make it so difficult?
 

 
 
Two days later, Collin answers the door and brings me this week’s fresh bouquet of purple orchids. The note makes me blush as Gavin wrote of how he can’t think of anything else but what we did last Saturday night. In a playful mood, I text him.
 
Me: You’ll just have to read more of my books. Maybe you’ll get inspired again ;-)
 
Gavin: Ah, see, you made me hard right here in my office. Speaking of your books, Angie has read six of them already. She thinks we should buy the film rights. She said they are really great, Bay. She wants us to run them by some screenwriters.
 
Me: I’m flattered. But can we take this one step at a time? We’re dealing with enough as it is, Gavin.
 
Gavin: Sure, darlin’. Need to get back to my meeting now. See you tonight. I love you. Never forget that.
 
I want to text him back, but I don’t. What he wants me to say, I can’t.
I walk out into the living room right as Jake walks through the door with Callie and Maddox. “Why the long face?” Callie asks.
I shake my head at her letting her know now is not the time.
We all head into the kitchen and I put out some cookies and fruit for a snack. Callie, Maddox and I sit at the bar talking about his day at school. Just like we do every afternoon when he gets home.
He tells us about the science test I helped him study for last night. He talks about Amber and even shows us the adorable note she left in his cubby.
Then he frowns.
“What is it, buddy?” I ask.
“Tommy Parker told me today that he’s getting a new dad. He said his old dad took his clothes and left and he hopes his new dad is better.”
“Oh.” I peek at Callie and we share a look of concern, both wondering what’s coming next.
Maddox pushes his cookie around on the countertop. He blows out a long breath, causing his napkin to flutter. “Am I gonna get a new dad, too? If Daddy goes away?”
I can’t help the tears that well up in my eyes. I look to see that Callie is having the exact same reaction. She raises a judgmental brow and shakes her head at me disapprovingly. Then she pats Maddox on the head and leaves the room.
“No, Maddox,” I say. “He will always be your daddy. Forever. No matter where he is.”
He gives me a small nod. Then he gets up and walks out the back door to play soccer. He’s left me, along with his uneaten cookie, sitting speechless at the bar.
“You’re only confusing him, you know.” Callie appears from around the corner. “You’re confusing him and hurting Gavin.”
My eyes fall to the beautiful orchids in the center of the table. “What am I supposed to do, Callie—lie to everyone? I don’t know what I want. I don’t know what’s best for Maddox and me.”
“That’s bullshit!” she yells, walking over to me. “You’re supposed to do something, anything. It’s been two months, Baylor. You can’t keep stringing him along like this.”
“Ugh! I—”
“No!” she shouts, holding up a hand to shush me. “You’re going to sit your skinny ass down and listen to me. If nobody else has the balls to tell you this shit, fine. But you are going to hear me out.”
She looks pissed. More pissed than I’ve ever seen her. I stay silent. I’m pretty sure she would bitch-slap me if I didn’t.
“You have trust issues. I get it. We all get it. But Gavin never cheated on you. He never walked away from you. He never left you that god-awful note. He never did anything but love and take care of you. Then and now.
“All of your relationships since him ended simply because you couldn’t trust a man enough to let them in. I mean, come on, Bay, Roger was a catch. He worshipped you, he loved Maddox, and let’s face it, he was pretty damn easy on the eyes. But you pulled back so far, you put yourself out of his reach.
“Every time you get close to a man, it’s the same thing. But Gavin didn’t break you. Karen did. And you are letting her win again if you don’t let him in. She’s getting exactly what she wants, Baylor.
“Gavin loves you. He adores Maddox. You have a son together. You could be the perfect fucking family if you would just get your stubborn-ass head out of the ground and let it happen. For crying out loud, Baylor, you love him!” she shouts. “I know you love him. Everyone knows you love him. The only people that don’t know you love Gavin are you and Gavin.”
Tears soak my sleeve as I wipe them from my face. Everything she’s said is true. Karen wins if I don’t let myself love Gavin. She doesn’t deserve the satisfaction of taking away one more second of my happiness. My hand comes up to cover my heart. The heart that has now been ripped free and pulled away from the walls surrounding it. My tears turn from those of sadness to ones of realization that I can’t spend another day without Gavin. Without the man I love. Without the only man I’ve ever loved. I run past Callie down the hall to my bedroom and retrieve the shoebox from my closet. When I open it, I let my heart out. I let Gavin’s heart out. I grab the plastic Dave & Buster’s ring and place it in my pocket. Then I search around for the key card to suite 309.
I grab my purse as Jake and Collin stand up, one of them always ready to follow me. Callie, who has been silently witnessing my epiphany, finally asks, “Where do you think you’re going?”
“I’m going to get all his stuff from the hotel and bring it here. Where it belongs,” I say.
She smiles at me with glistening eyes. “It’s about fucking time!” she cries, striding across the kitchen to pull me into a hug.
When I walk towards the garage, calmness washes over me. It’s a feeling I’ve never experienced. Everything I had bottled up inside and pushed down to protect myself is bubbling up and cascading out of me. Suddenly, it all becomes clear. I turn back to Callie with a smile. “Want to move to L.A. with me?”
The last thing I see before walking through to the garage is Callie’s jaw hitting the floor.
 

 
I’m sitting on the couch when I hear the key turn in the front door. I’m excited. I’m nervous. I’m . . . happy.
Collin goes to the door to make sure it’s just Gavin, and then, as instructed, he walks through to leave for the night. “’Night, Mr. McBride,” he says on his way out.
Gavin nods at Collin, locks the door behind him and then puts his duffle bag on the floor of the entryway. He walks around the couch and sits on the coffee table so that he’s directly in front of me. He tries not to smile as he stares into my eyes. He’s waiting. He’s waiting for me to say it. And I know he won’t speak until I do.
When he got to the hotel tonight, he was given an envelope and told his bill had been paid and that he was all checked out. Inside the envelope was a key to my house and the Dave & Buster’s ring.
I’ve never been any good at staring contests. I lose every time. This time is no different. I break his stare, roll my eyes and say, “Fine! I love you, okay? I love you so much that it hurts my heart when you aren’t around. I love the way you love Maddox. I love the way you take care of us. I love our stupid little french fry game. I love the fact that you kept my keychain after all these years. I love that I kept the silly ring. I love that you have never complained about flying across the country every week for the past two months. I love the way you said you’d do it forever. I love all of that,” I say through my tears as I stare at his glistening eyes.
“Sorry,” he says in a husky voice. “Can you say it again, I didn’t quite get that.”
We laugh through our tears as he cups my face in his hands.
“I love you, you big cowboy.”
His eyes close briefly as he absorbs my words. “I love you, too, darlin’,” he whispers into my mouth as his lips softly take mine.
I let his lips possess me until I can no longer breathe. I break the kiss and tell him, “There’s more.”
“More?” he asks, distracted by his mouth going down to tease my neck with his tongue.
“I moved you out of the hotel,” I say.
“I know. They told me.” He smiles as he feathers kisses across my skin.
“But I’m not unpacking your stuff here,” I say.
He stops kissing me and looks up, confused.
I tell him, “You’re taking it all back to L.A.”
His eyebrows furrow and a frown overtakes his smile. But before he can get a word out, I explain, “Along with all of our stuff.”
His confusion turns to shock. “What?”
I smile and take his hand in mine. “That is, if you want Maddox and me to come with you.”
“You’re coming to L.A.?” he asks, incredulously.
“We’re not just coming there, we’re moving there,” I say. “I can write anywhere, Gavin. It makes perfect sense. Callie is from L.A., so she’s over the moon. We can make it work there. We’ll come back a lot to visit everyone,” I ramble. “What do you think?”
“I think I fucking love you, Baylor Christine Mitchell,” he says, picking me up to carry me back to my bedroom.
Uh . . . our bedroom.



chapter forty-one
 
 
 
 
 
 
I gaze out the window onto the pillowy clouds below and think of how the past few weeks have gone by in a whirlwind. Turns out, it’s pretty easy for us to up and move on a moment’s notice. My agent and publisher are both based in the city, but it’s not unusual for writers to live far away from their support team. We can easily communicate with all the technology available to us.
Gavin and I decided to keep the house. We will visit often, so we wanted a place to call home when we do. Plus, it’s the house I grew up in and maybe my parents will want to retire there someday.
After talking extensively with my family, our security team and the police, we decided to not make it known that I’m moving. Officially, if anyone asks, I’m on an extended vacation. Because of this, we said goodbye to Collin and Jake, deeming private security unnecessary being three thousand miles away from my stalker.
I look around the private jet Gavin chartered to fly us all out. He didn’t want to ship our belongings, so we loaded up our suitcases along with twenty or so boxes, into the cargo hold of the small but luxurious plane. I left my furniture and many of our things at the house in Maple Creek. Gavin assured me that he’d taken care of everything, breaking his lease on the bachelor pad he secured only a few months ago to sign a new one on a four bedroom condo by the ocean.
Callie came with us, of course, as she grew up near L.A. and after three years away was happy to be going back. She’s agreed to stay on as Maddox’s nanny, but she won’t be living with us anymore. She’ll stay at her parent’s house until she finds a place of her own.
As I watch Gavin and Maddox play a game of scrabble to pass the time, I can’t help but worry about how all of this is affecting our son. He was more than excited to find out we were moving to California to live with Gavin full time.  But I wonder after the newness wears off, if he will become homesick for his friends. For Grammy and Papa. For Aunt Skylar and Uncle Chris.
And for that matter, will I?
 

 
Gavin wasn’t lying when he said he took care of everything. Walking into our new home, a tenth-story condo overlooking the waves breaking on towering rocks below, I’m impressed at what he’s pulled off in a mere two weeks.
Maddox comes running out of a bedroom down the hall. “Mommy, Mommy, come look!” he yells.
I raise my eyebrows at Gavin who simply shrugs at me as we walk towards what must be Maddox’s new room. I stand in the doorway, letting my eyes fall on every single part of the first chapter of my son’s new life. There are framed and signed posters of professional soccer players adorning one wall. There is a collection of trophies, presumably Gavin’s, along another. A mural has been painted on the largest wall, depicting a man and a boy dribbling a ball on a large soccer field. And in the far corner stands what I can only imagine is every seven-year-old’s dream—a stairway that leads up to a large bunk covered in soccer-themed bedding, under which appears to be some kind of ‘kid cave’ with all sorts of game consoles and a flat-screen T.V.
I turn to Gavin, fully prepared to scold him. He holds up a hand and whispers in my ear, “I told you. I told you I was going to spoil the shit out of him.”
All I can do is laugh. He’s making up for seven years and it’s the least I can do to let him. I turn to walk out of the room and tour the rest of the condo, scared of what other over-the-top extravagancies might await me.
 

 
As morning light streaks through a crack in the heavy drapes on our bedroom window, I lean over and place a kiss on Gavin’s cheek when he starts to stir. “I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for us.”
“There’s nothin’ I wouldn’t do for you, darlin’,” he says, kissing my eyelids.
“You didn’t have to give me the best room for my office,” I say. “You should have taken it for yourself, for your own study.”
“Not a chance,” he says. “You’re an artist. You need inspiration. And what could be more inspiring than the view from your office window.”
It’s true. The view is breathtaking. Especially at night when the sun is setting and the rocky beach is being illuminated in its bright colors. Gavin purchased me a huge corner desk with the most comfortable chair I’ve ever sat in. Along one wall, he had a carpenter build floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and he even had Jenna express deliver hundreds of my books to fill them with. Under the large picture window is a sitting bench, padded with numerous cushions and a throw blanket. Next to it are two conversation chairs to round out the room. He nailed it perfectly. If I had designed it myself, it wouldn’t have been nearly as nice. He even special-ordered the chairs and cushions because the catalog didn’t offer them in orchid-purple.
“I don’t think I’ll have trouble writing in that room,” I say. “I don’t think I’d have trouble writing in any room these days. The words are just flowing out of me like a dam has been broken.”
He raises up a hand to cover my heart. “It has.”
I revel in the feeling of lying in Gavin’s arms, knowing this is exactly where I belong and that nothing or no one is going to stand in our way. Then I remember the one road-block to our ultimate happiness. “Have you heard anything from her lawyer?” I ask. “Did they file the required paperwork?”
He shakes his head, not needing me to qualify who her is, then he kisses the top of mine. “No. In fact, her lawyer filed a four-week extension.” My body stiffens. “I’m sure it’s only the typical red tape. She doesn’t have a leg to stand on. She can’t dispute her lies, darlin’.” 
“Well, it can’t happen soon enough for me,” I tell him. “I just want it over and done.”
He runs a hand along my arm, down to my fingers. He holds them up. “Me too,” he says. “I can’t wait to put more than a piece of shit plastic ring on this beautiful hand of yours.”
I laugh, thinking about the silly ring that has somehow earned itself a place of pride on the bookshelves in our bedroom.
He turns serious and says, “I was thinking . . . hoping, actually, that you’d let me go ahead and change Maddox’s last name right away.” He bites his lip and raises his eyebrows at me like he’s just asked his mommy for another cookie. “And for that matter, I’d like to persuade you into taking it, too. When we get married, I mean. I know you have to write your books under the name Mitchell. But I’d really love it if, officially, you became a McBride.”
Baylor McBride. It’s a name I dreamed of having so long ago. I remember sitting in class, doodling all over my notebooks with different renditions of my name. Baylor Christine McBride. Baylor Mitchell McBride. Baylor Christine Mitchell McBride. It was a dream that died long ago. But now it’s really happening, and I’m only too happy to give him what he wants.
“Maddox and I would be honored to take your name,” I say. “Your name is already listed on his birth certificate so it shouldn’t be that hard to request the change.”
He pulls me into him, spooning me tightly against his hard body. “Thank you,” he says. “Thank you for making me the happiest man alive.”
“Right backatcha,” I say.
Then he puts his hands on my breasts, causing heated sparks to shoot through me. “You are definitely not a man, Mitchell.”
I giggle.
Over the next hour, he shows me exactly how different from a man I truly am.
 

 
Yesterday afternoon had Gavin giving Maddox and me a tour of Los Angeles in the new SUV he bought for me. I’d been here several times before and had already seen some of the city, but nothing like what I saw yesterday. Late in the day, we ended the tour at Bay Watch Productions’ studios. Gavin showed me around while a stage hand kept Maddox busy having fun with the green screen. By the time we left, Maddox had a DVD of himself walking on the moon, flying with Superman, and climbing Mt. Everest.
Then last night, after we got an excited Maddox into bed, Chris called to tell me that a woman had come to the restaurant earlier in the day, asking about Maddox and me. He followed her to the parking lot and wrote down her license plate number, giving it to the police. I immediately placed a phone call to the Connecticut State Police, who had a detective call me back with information that a Francis Laraby, of nearby Westport, was questioned and warned to stay away from me and my family. They started a file on her and will be keeping tabs on her, but there was insufficient evidence to make an arrest. The detective suggested that I seek a restraining order the next time I return for a visit. I told him he could bet on it.
Today, being Monday, reality had Gavin going off to work this morning, and I’m now walking Maddox into his new elementary school to get him registered. We make our way along the sidewalk as I look around at all the women dropping off their kids. I’m struck by the fact that apparently, in L.A., one is supposed to dress up to take their children to school.
Women are clad in vintage Versace or Dolce & Gabanna, looking like they came right from a day at the spa. I look down at my feet sporting flip flops, and then at my yoga pants and t-shirt I’m sure I bought  somewhere like Dillard’s. It doesn’t take them long to notice me as dozens of eyes follow me when I walk up to the building. I wonder if they are staring at me because they know I’m new here, or because of my glaring deviation of the school-drop-off dress code.
I provide all the necessary paperwork to get Maddox enrolled and they quickly assign him to Mrs. Worthington’s second grade class. There are only two months left in the school year and I hope that he will settle right in and begin to make friends. They call a student from his class up to the office to show Maddox the way.
Like the big boy he always claims to be, Maddox simply says goodbye and waves back at me as they walk off.  But not before I hear the boy say to him, “Why do you have such a stupid accent?”
Back in my car, my phone rings and I hit the answer button on my steering wheel. “Hello?”
“Baylor? This is Angie Wilson.”
“Oh, yes,” I say. “Hi, Angie. How are you?”
“I’m good, thank you. How are you settling in?”
“Pretty well, so far,” I say with a sigh. “L.A. is a different world for us. It’s going to take some getting used to.”
Her delightful laugh comes through my speakers. “That it is,” she says. “I was wondering, if you’re free, would you like to meet for lunch today? I know it must be hard to make friends in a new place and I want you to know that I’m totally here for you. Whatever you need.”
It takes a minute for me to wrap my brain around Karen’s BFF welcoming me and wanting to make friends. She must take my silence as a rejection. She says, “Listen, if you’re busy, it’s all good. We can do it another day.”
“No, it’s not that,” I say. “I’m definitely not busy. I know three people here, Gavin, Callie and Maddox. It’s just that . . .”
“I know, I know,” she says. “I was tight with Karen. But, Baylor, that was in the past. She’s still living in the past while the rest of us have grown up into adults. I’m done with her. I was basically done with her long before Gavin saw you in Chicago. I just didn’t make it official until then.”
“I guess I could do lunch,” I say.
She practically squeals into her phone and then proceeds to give me the address so that I can put it into my GPS. “See you there at twelve-thirty,” she says. “I can tell we’re going to be good friends, Baylor.”
 

 
Our second week in L.A., when I’m dropping Maddox off at school, I get pulled aside by a stunning woman who looks like she came straight from a Fashion Week catwalk. “You’re Maddox’s mom, right?” she asks.
“Yes,” I reply.
“Oh, good. Your son is in the same class as my Gage,” she tells me. “Apparently, they’ve become friends, and Gage would like to include Maddox in his birthday party this weekend. That is, if you’re both free.”
“Both?” I ask.
“Of course,” she says, as if she’s stated the obvious. She hands me a thick invitation. “Saturday. Three o’clock. The address is in there.” She points her boney manicured French-tipped finger at the envelope in my hand. “I hope you’ll be able to make it.”
“Thank you, that would be great,” I say, happy at the thought of Maddox making new friends.
“Fabulous,” she says, spinning on her five-inch heels to walk back to her car. I pad away in my ballet flats thinking how things are looking up every day.
After reading the invitation that would rival any celebrity wedding invite, I spend the drive home wondering exactly what ‘Margaritas for Moms’ at an eight-year-old’s birthday party entails.
I get excited about the prospect of meeting more women my age. Well, to be perfectly honest, most of them are older. Maybe that’s why they look at me funny when I drop Maddox off, because I’m so much younger than they are. Well, that or the yoga pants.
Gavin has been wonderful about trying to get me involved with his life here. But the person he spends the most time with, outside of Maddox and me, is his partner and best friend, Scott, who is a certified bachelor. Thank God for Angie. We’ve had lunch twice in the past few weeks and we hit it off instantly. We avoided all things Karen, and mostly stuck to talking about the production company and my writing. By the end of our second lunch, she had even convinced me to allow her to get some screenwriters to take a look at a few of my books.
So between my new friendship with Angie and the party invitation, I’m practically bouncing into the lobby of my building. Until I come to a dead stop when I see who is sitting in the reception area.
Karen McBride.



chapter forty-two
 
 
 
 
 
 
Karen stands up and walks over to me the second I come through the door. This is no coincidence. She’s here for me. I hold up my hand to stop her approach. “You are the last person on earth I want to see. I’d rather have a run-in with my stalker.”
I keep walking towards the elevators, hoping she’ll go away if I ignore her. I press the call button and cross my arms in front of me as I wait impatiently for a car. When the elevator doors open, I step in only to hear Karen shout out behind me, “I’m pregnant with Gavin’s baby!”
Rage, that starts at my feet and is working itself up through my body, takes over as I put my hand out to stop the doors from closing. I walk out, take a hold of Karen’s elbow and gently but forcefully drag her past the bank of mailboxes, where people are staring at us after her very public declaration. I pull her out the side door, onto a patio that overlooks the water. I stare at her harshly, my eyes blazing with anger. “What are you trying to pull now?” I ask.
She smirks. “He didn’t tell you, did he?”
Didn’t tell me? Gavin knows?
She’s really pregnant? A nauseating wave rolls through my stomach and I’m sure my face has lost all color as she continues talking. “It’s true,” she says. “We were trying to get pregnant for almost a year before you showed up and ruined everything.”
“That’s not how I hear it,” I say, trying to remain calm, even though my insides are shaking so much I feel I could vomit on the bitch’s shoes at any second.
“I suppose not.” She goes to take a seat on a wrought-iron bench, making a big production of sitting down as if it’s hard for her, even though I can’t see any evidence of a protruding baby bump through her tailored clothing. She crosses her tanned, willowy legs. “But you should know by now not to believe everything that you hear,” she says with another smirk.
“You’re really going to say that,” I spit out. “After all the lies you’ve told—you really have the gall to tell me not to believe Gavin?”
She shrugs. “Frankly, I don’t care who you believe,” she says. “The fact is, I’m four months pregnant. And even if he leaves me, he won’t leave his child. Think about it, Baylor. He complained about missing seven years with your kid. Do you really think he’d miss one minute of this little baby’s life? He’ll come back to me when he sees what it’s like to hold his newborn baby. When we watch it take those first steps together, when it calls him ‘Daddy.’ When he feels what it’s like to bond with a child from birth—then he’ll know where he really belongs.”
She reaches into her purse and pulls out a black-and-white ultrasound picture. “Here.” She shoves it at me. “You can give this to Gavin to put on his refrigerator. The first picture of his precious baby.” She gets up to walk away, leaving me unable to move as I stare at the picture of Gavin’s child. His other child. The baby he will get to know from birth. The child that may very well rip him from Maddox and me.
 

 
Gavin finds me sitting on the edge of our bed with my cell phone next to me. I haven’t moved since I sent him the text telling him Karen came by. He didn’t ask why. He didn’t try to call. He simply said he’d leave right then, confirming Karen’s allegations that he already knew.
I’m still holding the ultrasound picture. “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask, in a voice that’s broken and hoarse from crying.
He takes the picture from me and looks at it, shaking his head sternly. “I was hoping to get concrete proof for you before bringing it up.”
“Concrete proof of what? You sticking your dick in her as soon as you returned from Chicago?” I yell.
“What? No!” He falls to his knees in front of me. “It’s not my baby,” he says. “I don’t even know if it’s anyone’s baby. She’s probably lying about the whole thing.”
“But you said she wanted a baby. You told me that months ago. And she said you had been trying.” I don’t even care that I wipe my nose on my sleeve.
He grabs my hands, still on the floor before me. “No, Bay. We weren’t trying. We weren’t even together that way those last few months. Whatever she said is total bullshit.”
I rip my hands away from his. “You lied to me. I trusted you and you lied.”
His face pales. “No . . . no, I didn’t lie, darlin’. I was simply trying to get the facts before coming to you. With everything that you’ve been through, I didn’t want you worrying about this.”
“So you thought you’d keep it from me. This huge piece of information that could change our lives.”
He runs a frustrated hand through his hair. “It won’t change anything. It can’t. It’s not my baby, Baylor. If she were pregnant with my kid, which she couldn’t be because I told you, we used condoms every time—but if she were, she’d have to be huge by now, six or seven months probably.”
“How long have you known?” I ask.
He sighs and looks at the floor. “About a month,” he whispers. “She must have found out you were moving here. I’m sure that’s why she picked then to tell me.”
“A month?” I yell. “You’ve known for a month? I packed up my life, Maddox’s life, and moved here for you and all along you’ve been keeping this enormous thing from me?” I get up and walk out of the bedroom.
“You still don’t trust me, do you, Bay?” he asks, following along behind me.
I stop when I reach the living room. I turn to look at him but remain silent.
“You realize this is exactly what Karen wants, right?” he says. “She wants to break us up. Why do you think she only told me after she got wind of you moving here?” He gently pulls me over to sit on the couch next to him. “Why now, Baylor? If she’s really pregnant with my kid, wouldn’t she have told me as soon as she got the divorce papers?”
I close my eyes, causing tears to spill out and run down my already wet cheeks.
“You have to trust me,” he begs. “You know me. I love you. I’ve loved you since I was twenty. I would never hurt you. I have never hurt you. And if you believe her, if you let her lies rip us apart again, she fucking wins.” He pulls me close, kissing my hair. “I’m so sorry I withheld this information, but I’m one-hundred-percent sure I didn’t get Karen pregnant. There is only one woman I want to carry my child. There is only one woman I’ve ever wanted that with.”
I slump into Gavin’s arms. I breathe in and out slowly as he comforts me. “I believe you, Gavin. Of course I believe you. Just promise me you’ll never keep anything from me ever again. Even if you think it’s insignificant. If I had been prepared today when she confronted me, if I had known, I wouldn’t have stood there like the broken woman she wanted me to be.”
He pulls me onto his lap, enveloping me in his arms. “I promise,” he says. “I swear to you, Baylor. Never again. Never again will I let her hurt you. Hurt us.”
I nuzzle into the crook of his neck. “I’m sorry I accused you of sleeping with her after Chicago,” I say. “It was a knee-jerk reaction. Everything she said about you missing Maddox’s first years and how you’d never do that to another baby—I knew it was true. I knew that even if she’d tricked you into getting pregnant that you would never leave a baby you’d created. I had visions of that woman being bonded to you forever and it crushed me.”
“It’s not going to happen, darlin’. I promise,” he says. “She’ll be out of our lives very soon. I’ve got a team of lawyers and a private investigator working to disprove her claim. But medical records are private. Even though she says I’m the father; that still doesn’t give me the right to access them without her permission. And she hasn’t given me permission. What does that tell you?”
“You’re right,” I say. “I know she’s using this as a last ditch effort to break us up. But, God, Gavin, if she really does have a baby? All I can say is that I’m glad she’s rich and can afford the best nannies, because that poor kid will need someone with an actual moral compass to raise it.”
He laughs. Then he asks, “Are you okay? Are we okay?”
I nod. “Yes, we’re okay.”
He raises a seductive eyebrow. “Then how about we take advantage of this unexpected quiet time together?”
I giggle. “Is there any page in particular that you want to try?”
He laughs. “Every page,” he says, picking me up to carry me back to our bedroom. “I want to act out every love scene in every book you’ve ever written. I don’t care if it takes our entire lives to do it.”



chapter forty-three
 
 
 
 
 
 
Maddox gives me a look from the side of the swimming pool where he sits alone. Occasionally, a kid will talk to him or include him in a game. Just as, occasionally, the mothers will ask me a question and then pretend to be interested in my answer. I smile at him sweetly and then make a silly face so he giggles before he jumps back in the deep end.
Apparently, ‘Margaritas for Moms’ is code for ‘let’s get together and see who has the best life.’ And right now I’d say Monica, the birthday boy’s mom, is well in the running. Especially if you ask her. Everyone is making such a big production of how extravagant their child’s gift to Gage was. I glance over at the gift we brought, a year’s worth of weekly Red Box rentals, and wonder how soon after we leave it will get discarded in the trash.
I’m not even sure uncomfortable is what I feel. Embarrassed is more like it—for them. How can these women sit around and do nothing more than one-up each other? Oh, your husband writes songs for a living, well my husband sings them. Your kid made the honor roll, well my kid got an inquiry letter from Harvard. Yada yada yada. I can’t believe I was actually looking forward to this day.
One woman, I don’t know her name, because I stopped trying to remember them all ten minutes into the party, actually laughed and said, “Maple Creek? Is that even on the map?”
After that, I sat back and smiled politely while praying to God to speed up time, or to at least give me food poisoning from the catered spread under the large white tent next to where we sit.
The redhead, whose son keeps thwacking Maddox with a towel, sits down next to me. She asks, “What’s your name again? You look so familiar.”
“It’s Baylor. Baylor Mitchell.” I brace myself for what I’m afraid comes next.
She stares at me for a few seconds and then her mouth falls open. “Oh, my God, not the Baylor Mitchell, as in the author of ‘Never Better’?”
“Guilty,” I say.
“Holy shit!” the woman shrieks, earning giggles from a few nearby kids. “Monica, did you know there was a celebrity at your party?” She pulls me up from where I’m sitting and drags me over to a grouping of ladies. “Taylor, this is the author of the book I told you about last week. This is Baylor Mitchell.”
I hear another woman whisper to her friend, “The dud from Maple Nowhere is a famous author? In what world is that fair?”
The woman I now know as Taylor, squeals, “Oh, my God! I just read your book. As in, it is like literally still sitting on my pool lounger at home. I can’t believe it.” She narrows her eyes at me and lowers her voice. “Do you do all the stuff in your books?” she asks.
I inwardly roll my eyes. “I have a big imagination.”
Several women spend the next thirty minutes fawning over me and shoving their phone numbers at me as if they are all suddenly my best friends. I’ve quickly become the center of attention, much to Monica’s dismay, as she stands back and puckers her lips while eyeing me with her frigid stare. I guess I won’t count on being invited to her next barbeque.
Thankfully, the caterer appears, announcing that it’s time for cake. He then proceeds to cut into a cake that’s almost as big as the table it’s been placed upon. It’s in the shape of Thor’s hammer, as apparently the superhero is Gage’s favorite. I’m no cake connoisseur, but if I had to guess, I’d say Monica spent about as much on this cake as I did on my first car.
On the drive home, Maddox asks, “Mommy, do we have to invite all those kids to my birthday party? Dylan kept spitting on me and Jordan always laughs at the way I talk. Do you think I talk funny?”
“No, buddy, you don’t talk funny at all,” I say. “You talk exactly like a kid who grew up in Connecticut. There is nothing wrong with that. And you can invite whomever you want to your birthday party.”
“What if I want to invite Ryan and Cole?” he asks, referring to Chris’s boys. “And Brody, Drew and Amber from my old school? What if I want to have them at my birthday party?”
I sigh. “Well, maybe we should plan a weekend back home and have your party then,” I say.
Maddox smiles excitedly, but I just shake my head thinking how I referred to Maple Creek as ‘home.’
 

 
Two weeks after Karen came to me with her accusations, a man has come forward claiming to be her baby’s father. The man, who looks strikingly similar to Gavin, said Karen paid him for his ‘stud’ services. At the time, he didn’t know who she was. But with all the asking around that Gavin’s lawyers and private investigator had done, he somehow found out she comes from a wealthy family, and he now plans to sue for custody—and boatloads of child support. It’s sad, really. The kid will either have a pretentious narcissist for a mom or a gold-digging loser for a dad.
“No shit, really?” Callie says, after I explain to her in detail what the private investigator uncovered.
“Really,” I say. “She went out and got herself knocked up right after Gavin dumped her. She was going to try and pass it off as Gavin’s kid.”
“That bitch!” Callie yells, drawing stares from the tables nearest to us.
I look around the upscale restaurant at our fellow patrons. I see women with their bangled wrists and surgically enhanced chests. Men in their Armani suits are sipping scotch at one o’clock in the afternoon. I wonder how many of these people are for real—how many don’t have to pretend to be something or someone else. I think about the keychain that my mom gave me when I was fourteen. I wonder how much of myself I’m losing by trying to fit into a place that is so completely not me.
I take a long sip of my wine. “Callie, do you ever think that there’s just too much drama here?”
She throws her head back and bellows out a throaty laugh. “Of course there’s too much drama here. I think people thrive on it. Why do you think they make so many movies in L.A.?”
She sees I’m not amused. Her hand slides across the table to take mine. “What’s wrong, Baylor?” she asks. “You haven’t been yourself lately.”
“That’s the problem,” I say. “I feel like being here is chipping away at who I am. I mean, Gavin has been wonderful. You’ve been wonderful. But Maddox and I don’t fit in here. We don’t belong here, Cal.” I look around again at the women in the room. “Do you remember the slumber parties with Jenna and Skylar? Just us girls with a few bottles of wine and a deck of cards. Who does that here?”
“We could,” she says, pointing between the two of us. “It’s only been a month, you know. Maybe you just need to give it a little more time.”
I shake my head and tears threaten to spill over. “I think I made a mistake by coming here. Maddox and I have so much back east. Friends, family, a sense of belonging. We have so many reasons to be there and only one to be here. I know Maddox would fit in eventually. I know I would make new friends. But here’s the thing—I don’t want new friends. The ones I already have are perfect. My life in Maple Creek was perfect. Plus, Karen is here. She’ll always be around, lurking, and I’ll never be able to relax. Not completely.”
When I come up for a breath, Callie says, “What are you saying? You’re considering moving back home?”
“See, that’s what I mean. Even you still call Maple Creek home and you’re not even from there.” I trace the circular top of my wine glass with my fingers. “It could work,” I tell her. “Gavin could visit there like he did before, and Maddox and I could come here. He wouldn’t have to do so much traveling this time. We could even come back here for long vacations. You know, summers and holidays.”
Callie cocks her head to the side, studying me. “It sounds like you’ve already made up your mind.” She takes a drink of wine, never breaking eye contact. “Well, have you?”
I close my eyes and nod my head. “I hate it here, Callie. Maddox hates it here. He won’t come right out and say it, but he does. He’s changed. He doesn’t have long talks with me like he used to.”
“I can see it, too,” she says. “I think he’s a little depressed. I guess I just thought it would pass.”
“This will probably kill Gavin. He’s done so much for us. He’s tried so hard to make everything perfect. But I have to do what I feel is right for Maddox and me.”
“Okay then,” she says. “I guess we’re moving back home.”
“What?” I snap my eyes up to her. “You’d come back with us? But your family is here.”
“You’re my family, too. You and Maddox,” she says. “Plus, either L.A. has changed in the past three years, or I have. It’s nothing like I remembered. So, yeah . . . I’ll go back to Maple Creek with you if you want me to.”
I almost topple over the table getting up to give her a hug.
“Anyway,” she says into my shoulder, “Collin has been texting me. Quite a lot, as a matter of fact. He said now that he isn’t working for you, he could ask me out.  He said I should look him up whenever I go for a visit.” She pushes me away and holds me at arm’s length. “Oh, shit—if you go back, he’ll have to protect you again.”
“No,” I say. “We’ll hire someone else. I want you to get your man.”
I sit back down, feeling that a weight has been lifted. Feeling like I can breathe for the first time in a month. I pull out my phone to text Gavin. I have to tell him today. Now.
 
Me: We have to talk.
 
Gavin: Are you pregnant? ;-)
 
Me: What?
 
Gavin: The last time you sent me a text with those four words, you were pregnant and then everything went to shit.
 
Me: No, not pregnant.
 
Gavin: But something else big.
 
Me: Can I drop Callie off and swing by your office?
 
Gavin: Of course, darlin’. I’ll be here. Just promise me that whatever it is, you won’t talk to Karen along the way.
 
I smile at his ever-loving wit as I motion for the waiter to bring the check. Then my heart stops when I see a woman staring at me from a table in the back of the restaurant. A heavy-set woman with black hair who averts her eyes and shifts uncomfortably in her chair when I see her.
I get a bad feeling in my gut. “Let’s get out of here,” I tell Callie, digging in my purse and throwing a fifty on the table.
“What’s wrong? You look like you’re gonna be sick,” she says.
I pull her quickly out the door only to see the black-haired woman get up from her table and head toward us at the front of the restaurant. “I’m not sure, but I think my stalker could be here.”
We walk fast over to my car. “No way, Baylor. Do you really think she came all the way across the country to follow you around L.A.? How would she even know you’re here? You haven’t done any appearances and you didn’t tell anyone you were moving.”
“You’re probably right,” I say. “I just got spooked, I guess.” I look at our surroundings and don’t see the woman. I take a few calming breaths before we get in my car.
A few miles down the road, I could swear I see a car following me as I weave through traffic. “Callie, turn around and look at the driver of that blue car. Tell me if she has black hair.”
Callie gives me a look like she thinks I’m being entirely too paranoid. Then she turns to watch the cars behind us. I turn down a side street and the car follows. Then I make three more left turns, bringing us back onto the same street we started on. The car hangs back, but it still follows us.
“Believe me now?” I ask.
“Shit, Baylor,” she says. “Don’t freak out or anything, but the woman driving that blue car does have black hair. Do you want me to call the police?” She gets out her cell phone.
“I’m getting on the interstate to see if we can lose her in traffic. If she’s still following us in a minute, make the call.”
“Be careful, Baylor. Don’t go too fast,” she says.
We share a quick look of concern as I accelerate onto the highway. I speed up and merge into the heavy lunch-hour traffic, the little blue car falling farther and farther behind. I breathe a sigh of relief when I can no longer see it in my rearview mirror.
I smile over at Callie.
Then I hear a tremendous boom and all of a sudden my world is spinning out of control. Nothing makes sense as I hear the sickening thud and crush of metal. I hear glass crunch and buckle, horns blaring and someone—quite possibly me—screaming.
Something hits my head. Hard. Pain radiates through my chest. My hair is flying around and whipping in my face. Then, just as quickly as it started, everything goes still.
“Baylor, Baylor . . .” someone cries out. I try to open my eyes and when I do, I see Callie—upside down and reaching for me.
Terror sharpens my senses. I smell asphalt and the rancid odor of gasoline. A violent metallic taste floods my mouth as my ears beg for relief from the piercing rings ripping through them. God, my head hurts. Something is terribly wrong. I attempt to look around, but every movement is like a knife slicing through my temple. Why is the world upside down? What’s happening? I see feet crunching broken glass by my head. People are yelling. Sirens become louder. My eyes try to focus on Callie, but blurry pools of red cloud my vision so I shut them.
“Baylor! Stay with me,” Callie’s throaty voice implores.
But all I can see is red.
And then . . .
Blackness.
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“Where do you think Mommy would want the flowers today?” Maddox asks.
“I’m sure she would be happy with wherever you want to put them, partner.”
He nods and proceeds to clear a spot on the headstone for today’s bouquet of purple orchids. Almost every other bouquet at the gravesite is still fresh—all nine of them. The caretakers are obviously doing a good job here. I look around at the other headstones, and while none are adorned with the magnitude of flowers such as hers is, they are all beautifully kept. I glance at a few people strolling along a path who smile sadly when they see Maddox arranging the flowers. I gaze up at the crystal-clear morning sky that is dotted with airplane trails making it appear, in one place, as if there is a distant meteor shower.
I keep my eyes averted so that I don’t come apart as Maddox places the flowers down and then sits cross-legged on the fresh mound of sod like he’s done every day for the past ten days. He follows the same routine every single time. He tells her what he’s been doing each day in explicit detail. He talks about everything from what he had for breakfast, to what he watched on television, to what book was read to him at bedtime.
I’m trying to be strong for him, but it wrecks me to see him so sad. However, I can tell that being here and talking to her is therapeutic, so we’ll keep coming as long as he needs to. Each day he cries a little less. Each day, he opens up to me a little more. Each day, we bond over the tragedy that now directs our lives.
When Maddox runs out of things to say to her, I try to comfort him. “She loved you so much, Maddox. And she still does, only now she’s your guardian angel in heaven. She’ll always watch over you. Every minute of every day. You can’t see her, but she’s here.” I offer my hand to him and he takes it, pulling himself up and saying goodbye to her before we walk away.
Leaving the cemetery, we run into Baylor’s parents and Skylar. They, too, have visited every day. We share hugs with them as we pass. “See you later at the hospital?” Skylar asks.
I give her a weak smile. “There’s nowhere else I’d be.”
 

 
“We visited Callie’s grave again,” I tell Baylor, as I hold her limp hand in mine. “Maddox still insists on taking purple orchids every day. He said it’s like having you there with us. He’s with my mom now, getting lunch down in the cafeteria. She’s sad about the circumstances, but she’s so happy that she’s finally getting to know her only grandchild. That kid sure does have a lot of people who care about him.” I run my fingers along the edge of her face, being careful not to touch the healing wound on her chin. “He’s really torn up over losing Callie. I am too, but I also feel incredibly fucking guilty because I’m so relieved it wasn’t you.”
I pull out the keychain and rub my finger over the inscription. “This stupid little keychain changed my life. You changed my life. And now that I have you back, I’m not about to let you go. You are the missing piece of me, my other half. And we’re not finished. You’re not finished, do you hear me?”
“You know, if my sister could talk to you right now, she’d tell you what a pussy you are,” Skylar says behind me, having quietly come into the room.
My lips curve up ever so slightly at Baylor’s optimistic sister. Skylar hasn’t for one second accepted the fact that Baylor might not wake up. She comes in every day and reads to her from a tabloid or trashy magazine. She puts un-needed makeup on Baylor’s face. She plays games with Maddox. She kicks my ass when she sees me getting disheartened about Baylor’s progress. Or lack-there-of. She’s even helped me make decisions and plans about a future that I’m not even sure exists anymore.
“She’s gonna wake up, you know,” she says, walking around to the other side of the bed. “Probably even today. You know that the doctors said it was a good possibility, now that they’ve weaned her off the drugs they used to keep her asleep.”
“I know what they said, Skylar,” I bite at her. “Every goddamn word they say plays over and over in my head.”
She holds up her hands in surrender. “Geez, big brother. It sounds like someone needs a good night’s sleep.”
I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “Sorry,” I say, watching her fawn over her unresponsive sister.
It occurs to me that I love the way she calls me ‘big brother.’ Skylar and her family have taken me under their wings. They flew out here the day of the accident and have been here the entire two weeks since. All except Bay’s sister, Piper, who was only contacted yesterday, having been unreachable in the vast wilderness of the Australian Outback.
The accident. I shudder remembering the pictures the police showed me of the mangled-up SUV. I’m amazed Baylor survived at all. We buried Callie three days after. The doctors said she had too much internal bleeding and despite their every effort, they couldn’t stop it. She died shortly after being brought to the hospital. However, they said she was awake at the scene and it brings me solace to think that she and Baylor might have been there for each other in the terrifying moments after it happened.
It was horrible, that day. I waited and waited for her to come to my office after that cryptic text she sent. I knew something was wrong. Flashbacks to college riddled my thoughts and I was sure Karen was behind Baylor’s tardiness. But when the school called me to say no one had picked up Maddox, I knew it was far worse than I feared.
“Hey, Maxi-pad!” Skylar says when Maddox and my mom walk in the room.
“Hi, Aunt Skylar,” he says, getting pulled into a bear hug.
“Hey, baby, how are you doing?” my mom asks, coming over to put a hand on my shoulder.
“I’m fine, Mom.”
It’s a lie. My life—my whole fucking life—is lying here in this hospital bed. I’ll never be fine if Baylor leaves us. I’ll go through all the motions. I’ll wake up every day and go to work and give Maddox the best childhood I can. But I’ll never be fine.
“Why don’t you take a break and let me stay with her for a while,” Mom says.
I look over at Maddox to make sure it’s alright with him. “It’s okay,” he says. “Grandma and I can play poker and Aunt Skylar can read to Mommy.”
“Poker?” I ask my mother with an accusing stare.
“I may have taught him yesterday,” she says with a shrug. “It’s boring here.” She turns to touch Baylor’s hand, adding, “No offense, dear.” Then she tells me, “If you’re gonna be from Texas, you right well need to know how to—”
“—ride a horse, play poker and treat a lady right,” I finish. It’s practically her mantra. She always tried to get me to live by it, some parts proving more difficult than others where Karen has been concerned.
Maddox frowns. “But I’m not from Texas.”
Mom laughs and ruffles his hair. “Sure you are,” she says. “Generations of McBrides have grown up in Texas, so you have Texas blood flowin’ through your veins.”
He smiles at her, then asks me, “Do you think you and Mommy could take me there someday?”
“Sure, partner. As soon as Mommy feels up to it,” I say, sending out a silent prayer that it will happen.
Maddox walks over next to Baylor’s bed. “Did you hear that? We get to go to Texas when you get better! Maybe I can ride a real Texas horse and everything.”
“Okay, I have to take care of some business, but I’ll do it from the lounge. I’m not leaving the hospital. Call me if anything happens,” I say. “Anything.” I stare down my mother, who waves me off with a flick of her wrist.
I spend the next few hours on a teleconference call with Scott and Angie to go over some legalities and iron out some details on our latest venture. By the time I grab a bite to eat and return to Baylor’s room, Maddox is fast asleep on the couch and Bay’s parents have come and gone.
Skylar wakes him up enough so he can walk. She says, “Come on little cowboy, let’s get you home.”
She and my mom have been living at the condo, taking care of Maddox while I sleep here.
I never really cared about having money before. I always thought it was something I could do without if I ever had to. But now—being able to stay in this private hospital suite and get Baylor seen by the best doctors at the best hospital—I’m grateful to have so much of it at my disposal.
Her suite has a small kitchenette, a luxurious en suite bath, a seating area that will accommodate plenty of people, and a couch that pulls out into a bed. I wouldn’t dream of leaving her here alone. I wouldn’t leave the hospital at all if it weren’t for our daily trips to the cemetery.
She’s my life. As long as she’s here, I’m here.



chapter forty-five
 
 
 
 
 
 
I’m startled awake, knowing that it isn’t anywhere near morning, but hearing a lot of activity in the room. I quickly get my bearings and see that several nurses are working over Baylor. My heart stops. Did she code while I was asleep?
I throw the sheet off me and run over to her bed, not caring that I’m clad only in my boxer briefs. “What is it? Is she okay? What’s happening?”
The nurses turn to acknowledge me and I’m more than a little surprised by the smiles and laughter that ensue. It takes me a few seconds to realize that their smiles mean nobody’s dying. I look at Baylor, who stares up at me through those uniquely amazing eyes. She clears her throat while looking at me appraisingly. She says in a raspy, sarcastic voice, “Really?”
Relief flows through me as one of the nurses tries to explain through her adolescent giggles, “Her feed at the nurses’ station showed elevated vitals a little while ago, indicating she may have been waking up. We rushed in and here she is, all bright-eyed and looking back to normal. Well, except for some bumps and bruises. The doctor will be in . . .”
She keeps talking but her voice, along with all the other activity in the room, fades away as I walk to the head of the bed. I nudge one of the nurses aside and lean over to gather Baylor in my arms. I try not to squeeze too hard for fear of hurting her bruised ribs. But, damn, Baylor alive and talking is a miracle and I plan on holding her until they kick my ass plain out.
“Darlin’,” my husky voice breaks, “thank God you’re awake.” I kiss her face, her hair, her hands. I touch every part of her that I can without being inappropriate in front of an audience. “You were in an accident,” I tell her.
She nods her head gingerly, an indication to me that it still hurts. “I know,” she says in nothing more than a whisper.
I reach for the cup of water the nurses are offering and help put it to her lips.
“Bay, we missed you so much. Most everyone is here. Your parents. Skylar. My mom. Well, not here at the hospital,” I say. “My mom and Skylar are with Maddox, and your folks are at a hotel. Piper is in Australia trying to get a flight out. I should call them.”
I follow her gaze as she looks from me to the clock on the wall. 3:00 a.m. “No,” she whispers. “I just want you right now.”
“Okay, darlin’. Okay.” I lean down to kiss her again when a young doctor walks in.
“I’m Dr. Johansen, the on-call neurologist. Your regular doctor will be here in a few hours.” He takes a minute to read Baylor’s chart and ask her a few questions. Then he proceeds to do an exam, after which he says, “Everything looks very good. You’ll be taken for a few scans later this morning to make sure the swelling in your brain is improving. I’m told you have other minor injuries as well, but I don’t see any reason to believe you won’t make a full recovery.”
I release my breath along with the death-grip I have on Baylor’s hand. I replay his words in my head. Full recovery.
The nurses tinker around a while longer and then they leave the room, turning off all the lights except one in the corner that is just bright enough to illuminate Baylor’s tears.
“You’re going to be fine, Bay” I tell her, carefully crawling into the bed next to her.
“It’s not me,” she says. Her eyes close, squeezing out more tears. “Callie . . . Callie’s gone, isn’t she?”
My heart sinks. I nod. “Did the nurses tell you that before I woke up?”
She shakes her head gingerly. “No. I already knew. I’m not really sure how,” she says through her muffled sobs on my chest. “I remember hearing something about visiting her grave. I must have picked up bits of conversations you had. I feel like I’ve known for a while. I knew your mom was here, too. I heard her voice, I think.” She looks around the room. “How long have I been here?”
“Two weeks,” I tell her. “You had a pretty severe head injury and there was some swelling. You didn’t wake up after they brought you here in the ambulance and then they gave you drugs to keep you in a coma-like state so that your brain could heal. You also have some bruised ribs, a gash on your leg, scrapes along your left arm and side, and some cuts on your face that have already started to heal.”
“Cuts on my face?” She feels the tiny new scar right under her chin where they had already removed a few stitches. “That must be why I saw red in the car, right? Because I was cut and I was hanging upside down. The blood must have run into my eyes.”
I let my gorgeous girl fall apart in my arms as she relives the accident and comes to terms with the death of her friend. She cries herself to sleep and I simply hold her until the nurses pry me off her in the light of the morning.
I call everyone as the nurses tend to her. Skylar shrieks into the phone. Baylor’s mom sobs uncontrollably and tells me she’ll phone Piper so that she doesn’t get on a plane after all. Chris thanks me for calling with a husky voice that tells me tears aren’t far behind.
When I’m once again allowed back in her room, after they’ve removed her catheter and cleaned her up, she says, “I have something to tell you.”
I sit on the edge of her bed and rub her uninjured leg through the blanket. “I have something to tell you, too,” I say.
“Me first, okay?” she asks.
I nod at her.
“I was on my way to tell you that I can’t stay here in L.A.” She looks guiltily at the floor. “I love you, Gavin, but Maddox and I don’t belong here.”
I put my finger to her lips to stop any more words from escaping. “I know, darlin’.”
Her eyes go wide and then fill with tears. “Did Callie tell you before she died?”
“No,” I say, sadly. “I didn’t get to see her after they brought her in.”
“Then how?”
“Baylor, when are you going to get it through your thick and damaged skull that I know you? Sometimes I think I know you better than you know yourself.”
She quietly stares at me with glistening eyes.
“You don’t think I’ve been watching you over the past month? Watching Maddox? At first you were both so happy,” I say. “You were writing a lot and Maddox was excited about being in a new place. After those first few days, though, you changed. Maddox changed. I thought maybe you both needed time to adjust. But as the weeks went by, you stopped telling me how many words you’d written each day, and Maddox didn’t talk about school because he couldn’t find a single good thing to say about it. I know you’ve both made an effort to fit in, but it’s been written all over your faces. You hate it here.”
I see a mixture of guilt and relief wash over her. “Yes,” she admits. ‘I hate L.A., but I love you.” She takes a hold of my hand and grips it hard. “We can make it work, Gavin. You don’t have to do all the traveling this time. Maddox and I will visit. A lot. We’ll come so much you’ll get sick of us. And we can talk and text every day. And there’ll be summers and vacations and holidays—”
“Can you shut up for two seconds, Bay?”
She cocks her beautiful head to the side and a disobedient wave of tangled hair falls into her eyes as she silently questions me.
I reach out and tuck her hair behind her ear. “While you’ve been out of it for two weeks, I’ve done a bit of . . . reorganizing,” I tell her.
“Reorganizing?” she asks.
“My life is with you and Maddox,” I say. “I won’t be away from you like that again. I want to come home to your bed every night. I want to have breakfast with Maddox every morning.”
“What are you saying, Gavin?”
“I’m saying, fuck L.A., we’re moving to Connecticut. We’re moving you back home, darlin’.”
I’m not quite sure she heard me. She does have a head injury, after all. She blankly stares at me with an adorable wrinkle in her brow. “Uh . . . what?” she asks, incredulously.
I lean down close to her lips, making each word a staccato between my gentle kisses. “We. Are. Moving. Back. Home.”
“I can hear, you stupid cowboy,” she says, playfully slapping my arm. “But how can you run your business from back east without traveling so much?”
“I won’t be running my current business from back east,” I say, leaning over to pick up a folder off the table next to the bed. “I’ll be running a new one.”
“What?”
“Scott will run Bay Watch Productions from here. I’m going to run our new sister company from New York City.”
She gasps. “You started a new company. While I was sleeping?”
I place the folder on her lap for her to peruse. “It will take a while to get it up and running, but yes. It’s an idea I tossed around before you decided to move here. I just didn’t run with it until now. Until I realized something.”
“Realized what?”
“That you are definitely not a California girl.”
Her jaw hangs open as she picks up the thick file folder. She pages through piles of contracts and legal papers. “What’s the name of the new company, Bay Watch Two?” she teases.
“No. I thought I’d go with something different this time.” I point to the name on the articles of incorporation.
“You called it ‘Mad Max Productions’?”
I nod. “And our first acquisition will be getting the film rights to your books.”
She smiles shyly. “I may have the perfect one for you,” she says.
“Which one is that?” I ask.
“The one I’m writing now. It’s about us. It’s our story,” she says. “Well, I changed the names, but as it turns out, our tumultuous lives make for a pretty interesting romance novel.”
I lean down to kiss her. “It better have a damn good happy ending, that’s all I can say.”
She smiles. But then she sighs, closing the folder. “What if I had died? You started this weeks ago. It would have all been for nothing.”
“Not for nothing, Bay. Maddox doesn’t belong here, either. I would have moved back there anyway. Maple Creek is where he needs to grow up.”
“But what if the same thing happens to you that happened to me? What if you hate it there?” she asks.
“Are you kidding?” I say. “Not only do I have you and Maddox, but your dad and I have become pretty good friends. And Chris, he’s not the asswipe I always took him to be. In fact, he’s actually pretty great. So, you see, I already have friends there. I have a business there. I have you there. What more could I need?”
“Asswipe?” she says, raising her eyebrows.
I shrug my shoulders. “It was my nickname for him in college.”
She laughs but then winces in pain.
“Careful, darlin’,” I remind her. I help arrange her so that she’s more comfortable.
She frowns. “Callie was going to move back there with me. Can you believe that?”
“Yes, I can,” I tell her. “You completely underestimate the pull you have on people. Most of us would follow you anywhere.”
She pales and her whole body stiffens. “Oh, my God, I totally forgot,” she says. “We were being followed, Gavin. At the restaurant there was a black-haired lady. And then she was behind us in a blue car. Oh, God, did she hit us with her car?”
“No,” I say, “But she did cause the accident.”
“How?”
“She punctured one of your tires when you were at lunch.”
“Oh, my God, really?” she asks in horror.
I nod. “Her plan was for you to get a flat tire and then she would stop to help you. But when you were on the freeway, your tire blew out, causing the car to flip.”
A tear rolls down her cheek as I imagine she’s reliving it once again. “So they caught her?” she asks.
“No. She turned up dead at a motel the next day,” I tell her. “She had pulled over to help after seeing the accident. You had stopped breathing for a short time and apparently she witnessed that, thinking you died, because she explained in her suicide note that she was sorry, that she never intended to kill you.”
Before we can talk about it further, the door flies open and an excited Maddox runs across the room followed by the rest of Baylor’s family.
“Watch her head and her ribs, partner,” I say quickly before he jumps up on her bed.
“Mommy!” he cries, embracing her in an emotional hug that can only be shared by mother and child as the rest of us silently watch with elated smiles.
 

 
Baylor spent the rest of yesterday sleeping and recovering while the rest of us attempted to return to our normal lives. Her parents decided they would head back east today as they’d left the restaurant unattended for far too long. Skylar is going to stay here while Baylor recovers. She will fly back with us as soon as Baylor feels up to it. Maddox even went back to school this morning, after our visit to the cemetery of course. He was ecstatic when we told him that we were all moving back to Maple Creek. However, he said that he would really miss his ‘kid cave.’ Little does he know I’ve already got people at the house working on it.
Baylor’s morning scans today continue to show improvement, and they tell us she will be released tomorrow, barring any unforeseen setbacks. I’m sitting on the couch in her room, catching up on e-mails, when she emerges from the bathroom. I stand up and quickly go over to help her.
“I’m not helpless, you know,” she says. “I can walk from the bathroom to my bed. I even managed a quick shower.”
I take in the fruity smell of her damp, freshly-shampooed hair as I escort her back to her bed. “I know you’re not helpless, Bay, but cut me some slack. I had to sit here for two weeks wondering if I’d ever be able to do anything for you again.”
She smiles at me as I get her into bed and pull the sheet up over her, tucking it gently around her. “I know. I’m sorry,” she says. “It must have been hell for you. Your mom told me you barely even left the hospital.”
I settle on the bed next to her and take her hand. “Listen, I need to talk to you about something.”
She sighs. “I don’t know if I like the sound of that.”
“I think Karen had something to do with your stalker showing up,” I say. “I can’t exactly prove it yet, and I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to, but I do have a private investigator looking into it. So far all he’s been able to find out is that a woman called the police station a week before your accident, trying to get information about your stalker. But nobody can figure out how Karen even knew you had a stalker.”
Baylor pales. “Oh, my God. This is all my fault.”
“How can this possibly be your fault?” I ask.
She shakes her head as tears well up in her eyes. “I’m the one that told Karen I had a stalker,” she says. “The day she came to the condo, I yelled something at her about how I would rather see my stalker than her.”
“Well, that’s explains it, then. And that only strengthens my suspicion that she’s behind it,” I say. “Think about it, Bay. No way was it a coincidence that your stalker showed up the same week Karen’s accusations about me being her baby’s father were disproved. She was trying to break us up again. Maybe scare you away or something. She’s a woman with means and we’ve both seen all too well how far she can go.”
“Can that woman rip apart our lives any more? How can she get away with all this, Gavin?”
“That’s what I want to talk to you about,” I explain. “We could take her to court. I doubt we could press criminal charges, but we might be able to build a civil case against her.”
“Take her to court?” she asks.
“If you want to, darlin’, yes. I will spend every last cent I have making her pay, if that’s what you want. But it might mean staying here, or at the very least, coming back for long periods of time. And even then, we may not be able to build a strong enough case, not unless my guys can come up with something.” I put down her hand and tip her chin up so her eyes meet mine. “It’s up to you, Baylor. I will do whatever you want. It’s your best friend who was killed. It’s your body that was damaged. Take some time to think about it.”
She nods silently as she cries herself to sleep in my arms once again.
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After burning the midnight oil, I sit in my office early this morning, going over the new corporation papers, when I see Skylar walking down the hallway through the glass walls of my office. I narrow my eyes at her and study her appearance. Her hair is matted down, and I could swear she’s wearing the same bright-green top that she wore at the hospital last night. I quickly go to my door and stare her down while leaning against the frame.
She has the decency to blush like her older sister when she spots me. “What?” she says innocently.
I raise my eyebrows. “Doing the walk of shame, are we?” I ask. “Did you just sleep with my partner . . . in his office . . . that has glass walls?”
She shrugs as she walks by me, ignoring my comments as she says, “See you at the hospital, big brother.”
I shake my head and go down the hall to Scott’s office to see him emerge from his bathroom. His office is in disarray. Couch pillows are on the floor. Papers have been scattered. “Did you really fuck my sister-in-law in your office?” I say, barging through the door.
“Future,” he says. “Future sister-in-law. She’s still fair game, my friend. And yes, but only after I fucked her in the hospital and then again in a bar bathroom.”
“Dammit, Scott, are you ever going to grow up?” I ask. “At the hospital, man, really?”
“Well, there were all those empty rooms with perfectly good beds, and when I ran into Skylar after I brought you those contracts yesterday . . .”
I look at my watch to see that it’s about time for Maddox to wake up. “I don’t have time for this shit,” I say. “I have to go eat breakfast with Maddox. Just leave Skylar alone. She doesn’t need another player in her life.”
“She came onto me, Gavin,” he says. “She’s twenty-four. I think she knows what she’s doing.”
I shake my head, thinking how I’m glad Baylor’s even younger look-alike sister, Piper, isn’t here for Scott to besiege. “Just zip it up around her. Please,” I say. “Baylor shouldn’t have to worry about her little sister sleeping around Los Angeles. She has enough to worry about these days.”
He bows his head to the ground. “Sorry, man,” he says. “It was a one-time thing anyway.” He smirks. “Well, it was five times, but, yeah, it won’t happen again.”
I turn around to leave his office when I see something that has me rolling my eyes. “And wipe the goddamn ass prints off the glass wall.”
 

 
“She’s a big girl, Gavin,” Baylor tells me, after I spilled the beans about Skylar’s indiscretions. “Not everyone finds their soul mate at eighteen, you know. She’s already slept with half of New York City, it only makes sense that she’d do the same here.”
“You’re not mad?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “I stopped being mad about her slutiness ages ago,” she says. “Skylar is a great sister and I’d do anything for her, but she’s a terrible girlfriend. She leads guys on and then dumps them as soon as they show any signs of attachment. It’s who she is. Nobody can change that.”
“Maybe we should give her the keychain,” I say. “That thing is fucking magical.”
She giggles and I realize it’s the first time I’ve heard that sound in almost a month.
I lean down to kiss her. “If you’re not pissed about it, I guess I won’t be either.”
“I have too many other things to be pissed about to worry about my sister’s mating habits.”
I nod my head, silently agreeing with her.
“They’re letting me out today,” she says, smiling.
“I know. I talked to your doctor earlier. He said you’re good to travel but that you should follow up with your doctor after we move back east. That is, if that’s where we’re going. Have you made any decisions?”
“I have,” she says, trying to sit up a little straighter. “I don’t want to be in the same city as that horrible woman a minute longer than I have to. I talked to Callie’s parents about it last night. They both agree that we probably don’t have much of a case, because even if Karen told the stalker where I was, she can’t be held responsible for her actions. They don’t want to drag this out, either. None of it will bring Callie back.”
I place a kiss on her temple. “Okay then, I’ll get the ball rolling for the move. Would a week be too soon for you?”
“Yesterday wouldn’t be too soon for me, Gavin,” she says. “But there are two things I want to do before I go back to Maple Creek.”
“Anything. You name it,” I say.
“I want to visit Callie’s grave. And I want to see Karen.”
 

 
“You don’t have any firearms, knives, or hand grenades that I don’t know about, do you?” I ask Baylor as we walk up to the ostentatious door of my former house.
She laughs. “No. But I can’t promise you I won’t use this.” She holds up her fist. My eyes widen, so she quickly adds, “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t hit a pregnant lady. Not even a bottom-dwelling scum-sucker like Karen. How did you get her to agree to this meeting anyway?”
“Well, she didn’t actually agree to a meeting with you per se. I told her you were moving away and that I wanted to meet with her.”
“Oh, my God, Gavin. Does she think you’re here to get back with her or something?”
“I don’t care what she thinks, darlin’. You wanted a meeting with her. I’m in a position to give you what you want.” I reach up and put my hand on the nape of her neck. “I’ll always give you what you want, Bay.”
The door opens and the smile on Karen’s face quickly falls, being replaced by a pucker on her mouth. She crosses her arms defensively and spits out with a venomous voice, “What is she doing here?”
“Baylor wants to talk with you before we move back east,” I say.
“We?” she pouts. “You’re moving with her?” Karen’s angry eyes move back and forth from Baylor to me. “I don’t want her at my house.” She goes to shut the door.
I jam my foot in the door before it can close. “Karen, might I remind you that this is still my house, too. A house that I have graciously decided to gift you as part of the divorce. Unless you want me to change my mind and force you to sell the place that you love, I’d let us in. I can promise you we won’t be here a minute longer than necessary.”
She chews on her lip as she debates her next move. She opens the door and reluctantly waves us in, smoothing her hands down the sides of her dress. “Don’t expect tea and biscuits,” she says, following us into the large sitting room off the grand foyer.
Nobody takes a seat, but I don’t miss the fact that Baylor stands in the doorway, presumably to keep Karen from stomping off if she doesn’t like what she has to say.
I have no idea what Baylor’s going to do. She didn’t tell me anything. But if the look on her face is any indication, she’s about to tear Karen a new asshole, and I’m only too eager to witness it. Karen has done everything in her power to break Baylor. I’m proud of her for wanting to confront Karen, especially in her vulnerable state, still recovering from her injuries. I back away from the two of them. This is Baylor’s show. But I stay close enough to avert a physical altercation. As much as I’d love to see Karen’s face rearranged, it would probably only lead to nothing more than subsequent delays in our divorce proceedings.
Baylor takes a deep breath and looks at me. I nod my head at her as if to say, you’re on.
“I’m here to offer you a deal,” Baylor says.
Karen huffs. “I hardly think you are in a position to offer me anything,” she says self-righteously.
“Oh, but you’re wrong,” Baylor says. “And the only reason that your bony pregnant ass isn’t in an orange jumpsuit right now, is because I don’t want to stay in this godforsaken city any longer than I have to.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking—”
“Shut up, Karen,” Baylor raises her voice in sheer anger. “You will shut the hell up and listen to me or I will ruin your life as you’ve tried to ruin mine.” I see Baylor’s hands trembling. “I know you are behind that woman coming out here to stalk me. Gavin’s had private investigators looking into it. We can have you brought up on any number of charges, not the least of which is aiding and abetting a criminal resulting in the death of Callie Spencer.
“So here’s the deal. We are leaving soon, moving back to Connecticut. If you contact me or my family in any way—if you so much as talk about me to your gossipy friends—if you contact Gavin personally and not through his lawyer—we will be on the first plane back here. And on our way to the district attorney’s office we will call your father, the press, and every media outlet that will listen. Your face will be plastered on TMZ, Entertainment Weekly and The Nightly News, and not because you’re running a charity auction at your garden-of-the-month club. Yours and your family’s precious reputation will be ruined. Do you understand me?”
Karen smirks. “If you had anything on me, you’d have gone to the police already. I didn’t do anything and you have no leg to stand on.” She tries to walk past Baylor, but Bay grabs her arm.
“I’m not done,” Baylor growls in Karen’s face, throwing her a sharp look that dares her to argue.
Holy shit! What happened to my sweet innocent blushing girlfriend? I stand in awe as my lady rips apart the woman who shattered her so long ago.
“I’m writing a book, you see. It’s the story of my life with Gavin. It’ll be published as fiction of course, but that can easily be changed. I can very well turn it into an autobiography. Every detail of every sick move you’ve ever made will be documented on those pages. And don’t think for a minute that I don’t have the clout to get people to listen.”
Baylor nods to me. “Your soon-to-be ex has this little thing called a film production business, and guess what? He’s going to make my book into a movie for everyone to see. Look around you Karen, your so-called buddy, Angie, is all too happy to corroborate. You don’t have as many friends as you think. I suppose you can crawl back to Daddy and hope that he will overlook your pitiful past. But your life as a Hollywood housewife will be over. Your reputation won’t be worth the paper that your surgically-altered face is printed on in the tabloids.”
Karen takes a few steps back as if she’d been pushed. She huffs at Baylor and looks over at me.
“Don’t look at me, Karen,” I say. “You dug your own grave.”
“So here’s what you’re going to do,” Baylor demands, taking a meaningful step forward. “These are non-negotiable.” She holds up her hand and counts off on her fingers. “One—you will release all your pregnancy records to Gavin to prove once and for all that you got knocked up after he filed for divorce. You will also state in writing that he is not the father and that you will submit to any paternity tests ordered. Two—you will refrain from contacting any of us in any way shape or form. Three—you will go back to your maiden name. I don’t plan on sharing anything with you, including the McBride name. Four—you will instruct your attorney to quit dragging his feet on the divorce.
“If you don’t do these things. If we don’t have official word from your lawyer that you’ve agreed to these terms within the week, you will not only lose your precious house, but you can bet your low-life existence that I will make good on every one of these goddamn threats.”
Her eyes blaze with anger as she gets in Karen’s face again. “Are. We. Clear?”
I try not to smile at my brave girl as I walk across the room and take her hand. I lead her to the front door and open it. On our way out, I turn and face Karen, who is standing frozen in place looking like her dog just died. I say, “Goodbye, Karen.” Then we walk through the door and I shut it once and for all on my former life.
We walk silently to the car. Once we’re inside, I grab Baylor’s shaking hand to calm her and say, “I don’t think I’ve ever been so fucking turned on in my life.”



chapter forty-seven
 
 
 
 
 
 
Boxes are packed ceiling-high in the condo. Unlike when Baylor and Maddox moved out here, I don’t have any desire to keep a home in L.A. Sure, I’ll have to come back for studio business from time to time, but I can crash at Scott’s or Angie’s place.
My mom left a few days ago, but Skylar has been here all week, staying to pack and help out with Maddox while Baylor takes it easy. The change in Baylor is immense. She has started writing again. Between the anticipation of our move, the reality of her friend dying, and her confrontation with Karen, her emotions have been all over the place which apparently has her creative juices flowing.
I can see a change in Maddox as well. Although he’s understandably upset about Callie’s passing, he never stops talking about his friends back home and how he can’t wait to show them the DVD he made that first day at the studio.
Baylor and Maddox have been to visit Callie’s grave twice this week. Maddox no longer asks to go every day. He’s seeing a counselor who has helped him deal with his feelings.
Writing is Baylor’s therapy and she’s vowed to write her next book about the great love affair that would have happened between Callie and Collin.
I get a call from the lobby that there is a courier down in reception that needs my signature for a delivery. I have him sent up and after I sign for the packet, I take it into Baylor’s office, that has been stripped down to just the furniture and her laptop.
I plop down in the bright-purple chair next to the window. She looks up at me and I hold up the packet. “From Karen’s lawyer,” I say.
She gasps. “What does it say?”
“I don’t know yet. I thought we could open it together.”
She gets up from her chair and sits down in my lap. I wrap my arms around her, careful to not touch her ribs as we open the large envelope. We read the cover page, smiles overtaking our faces as our eyes absorb the words.
“She’s agreed to all of it!” Baylor shrieks. “Look, she’s even going to change her name. I never thought I’d get that out of her.”
I laugh. “Are you kidding?” I say. “You had me scared, darlin’, and I was on your side.” I read further through the documents and point out, “It says here that by agreeing to our terms, she is in no way admitting any guilt or wrong doing, but that she simply wants to move on with the next chapter of her life.”
“It’s about fucking time!” Baylor says, blushing at her bluntness and giggling into my chest.
“I have one more thing for you to see,” I tell her. “I can’t believe it came on the same day.” I hand her a smaller envelope that I had previously opened.
She smiles at me, knowing what it is based on the official seal on it. She opens it and pulls out Maddox’s new birth certificate. She bounces in my lap as she recites, “Maddox Mitchell McBride.”
I smile proudly.
Baylor stares into my eyes. “Everything’s coming together, isn’t it? It’s almost perfect,” she says, turning to stare at her laptop that now boasts a screensaver picture of her and Callie at the beach.
All her squirming around on my lap is causing an unintentional reaction. “Uh, darlin’, I’ve tried to be mindful of your injuries, but if you keep movin’ around on top of me like this, I might well strip you naked and screw you right here on this chair.”
A smile spreads up her face as she checks her watch. “Maddox and Skylar aren’t due home for another hour,” she says, seductively running a fingertip across my bottom lip.
My dick instantly gets hard thinking of having sex with Baylor after almost three weeks without it. “Are you sure? I don’t want to hurt—”
Before I can finish speaking, she shoves the papers to the floor and turns around to straddle me. “You can’t hurt me if I’m on top.” Then she carefully pulls her shirt off with my help.
I take a moment to appreciate her amazing body. Her wounds have faded to faint scars that will most likely disappear in time. Her ribs are still tender so I remind myself not to grab her there. Her tits are fair game, however, so I lean forward and take one in my mouth as she thrusts them further into me when I suck the tips.
“Oh, God,” she moans. “I missed this.”
“Never again,” I say, pulling my mouth away from her hot flesh. “We’ll never be apart again, darlin’.”
She grasps at my shirt, practically ripping it from me in an attempt to get at my skin underneath. I happily oblige her and remove it completely as her hands roam every inch of my chest. I stand up with her, careful to hold her only by her ass. I start to walk out of the room but she stops me.
“Gavin, no. Let’s make love here, on this chair.”
I raise my eyebrows at her.
“If there is one thing I love about L.A., it’s this view,” she says, nodding her head to the window. I momentarily place her on the floor as we quickly wrestle the rest of our clothing from our bodies. Then I position the chair directly in front of the window so that when she’s riding me and screaming out my name, she can look out and see the waves crashing onto the rocks.
Hey, it’s good shit for her book, anyway.
 

 
Baylor, Maddox and Skylar all visited Callie’s grave one last time while I ran some last-minute errands before our flight. I had to hire a moving company to move my car and everything in the condo, but I wanted to do this right, so I chartered another private jet to fly us back to our permanent home.
Once we have reached our altitude, I wink at Maddox and he goes up to the front of the plane to the small kitchen where the flight attendant is waiting for him.
“Is he going to see the pilot again?” Baylor asks.
“Mmmm,” I mumble at her while Skylar smiles over at me.
A minute later, Maddox emerges from the kitchen with a mile-high plate of french fries. I clear my throat prompting Baylor to look up from her stare out the window.
“Good Lord!” She laughs at Maddox as he tries to balance the large plate without falling.
I pull the tray table out next to her and Maddox puts the heavy plate down. She looks up, surprised that they are for her. She smiles over at me. “Twenty questions?”
I’m shaking. I’ve never done this before. I want it to be absolutely perfect. “Not twenty questions,” I say. “Just one.”
I nod to Maddox and he sits down next to me, both of us directly across from Baylor. He says, “Daddy and me want you to be a McBride too, Mommy.” He points to the plate of food where on the very top sits a diamond and platinum ring surrounding several of the fries.
Her hand comes up to cover her mouth as she gasps. Tears stream down her cheek as I reach for the ring and remove the fries from inside it. I push the tray aside and get down on one knee as Skylar sniffs behind me. “Baylor, our story started over eight years ago. But it was left unfinished. The truth is, there is only one woman I’ve ever wanted to marry. There is only one woman I would ever ask to marry me. There is only one woman I want to spend every day of the rest of my life with.”
I reach into the bag Skylar brought on the plane. I pull out a small bouquet of purple orchids, handing them to Baylor. “I want to be the guy who makes you so happy that you cry. I want to be the guy who gives you that magical life you dreamed of when you were five years old. I want our love story to be the greatest of any book you ever write.”
I take her hand in mine and slip the ring onto her finger. “Darlin’, will you marry me and make these two McBrides the happiest men alive?”
She smiles through her tears as she nods her head. “Yes,” she cries. “Of course, yes.”
I pull her into a hug which Maddox joins immediately. Just as he should, making us once and for all—a family.



epilogue
 
Six months later . . .
 
 
 
 
“How long is it supposed to take?” I ask her, as she returns from the bathroom and climbs into bed next to me.
“Three minutes,” she says.
I set the timer on my phone.
“Soooo,” I say and we both laugh, not quite knowing what to say to pass the time until we find out if our lives are forever changing.
I reach over and play with her wedding rings, twirling them around her finger. “How’s our book coming along?” I ask.
She smiles. “I think it’s the best thing I’ve ever written. I’m almost done with it, as a matter of fact.”
“Really?” I say. “How’s it going to end?”
“I don’t know yet.” She gestures to the bathroom where the pregnancy test sits on the counter. “But we’re about to find out.”
On cue, the timer on my phone dings. Our eyes get wide and we stand up slowly, walking across the hardwood floor to the threshold of the bathroom. Baylor covers her eyes, looking like a little girl with her pajamas and her messy bed head.
I guide her in until we’re standing in front of the vanity. I hold her trembling hand. Or maybe it’s mine that’s shaking. I say, “Together on three?”
She nods her head, with her beautiful eyes still covered.
“Okay, here we go,” I say. “One . . . two . . . three.”
I look. She peeks. We smile.
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