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  Prologue


  Eden


  June 1999


  “Today marks a whole new chapter in our lives,” Marcie Vernon, our valedictorian, announced as she was wrapping up her speech. I glanced around at the numerous people that I’d come to know quite well over the past twelve years and couldn’t believe this would be the last time that I would see many of them. With my hand poised on the golden yellow tassel, I leaned forward to look down the aisle at my best friend Baylor as he did the same. His lips curved up as he flashed me his heavenly smile, the one that always seemed to make my knees wobble, and then quickly refocused on Marcie just as she said the words that we were all waiting to hear.


  “Please take your tassel and move it from the right side over to the left. Congratulations, fellow graduates of 1999. Make the next chapter in your lives count!”


  Massive cheers erupted amongst the one hundred sixty-eight of my peers in my High School gym as we tossed our royal blue caps in the air.


  A pair of arms encircled my waist from behind, “We’re free, Edie,” Baylor whispered in my ear as I released a deep sigh of contentment. He was the only person allowed to call me Edie, to everyone else it was Eden.


  Did I mention that Baylor wasn’t only my best friend but also the guy who inhabited my thoughts ninety-nine point five percent of the time? He didn’t know the extent of my crush on him, he couldn’t know; it would ruin everything we had between the two of us.


  Up until about a month before graduation he was in a relationship with an awful, vile creature, whose given name was Kristina. She was beautiful and popular, everything I wasn’t. The biggest difference was that she was one hundred percent certified bitch and tried everything in her power to keep Baylor away from me. What her logic was for trying to keep us apart I didn’t know. Like I said there was no comparison between the two of us so it wasn’t like she was jealous. I had drab brown hair to her luscious blonde locks; my eyes were again a dull brown compared to her crystal blue irises. Hell, she had boobs, for crying out loud; me on the other hand, not so much. I was basically one of the guys, which was why Baylor and I got along so well in the first place.


  When he and Dean, our other best friend, needed another player for touch football, I was your girl. Growing up we climbed trees together, rode bikes until dark and the streetlights came on; I didn’t even mind to get dirty every now and again. I had the greatest childhood with my two best friends-- the three musketeers, my mother would call us.


  I didn’t really know the reasoning behind the breakup between Baylor and Kristina, but the small shallow part of me wanted it to be because of me. Because he was finally fed up with her nagging and ultimatums regarding our friendship.


  But I definitely wasn’t going to complain; over this past month we’d grown even closer, if that was possible. It was just going to be a sad day when we would each have to go our separate ways for college. He’d stay in Oregon and go to school in Eugene for Architecture while I went to University of Kentucky in Lexington for Radio Broadcasting. Might as well be across the world for as far apart as we would be, but it had always been my dream to go to UK and my nana lived in Lexington so my housing would be covered, which would help out my parents.


  “Earth to Eden,” Dean Parker’s voice made me jump, as he waved a hand in front of my face, breaking into my thoughts. That boy’s voice always had the ability to startle me; his deep, authoritative tone did me in.


  “I’m here!” I replied quickly, trying to shake off my melancholy mood. A depressed feeling always shadowed over me whenever I thought of what would happen at the end of summer. I needed to focus my attention on that moment, and the fact that I was officially a High School graduate! “Guys,” I flicked my eyes from Dean to Baylor and back again, “we GRADUATED!” A small group hug ensued between us musketeers and I would never forget the feeling of being surrounded by my two favorite guys.


  After I tore off my robe and shoved it at my mom, the three of us headed for Baylor’s car. He drove a 1985 maroon Chevy Camaro, and even though it was almost fifteen years old, it purred like a kitten. I loved that car. Dean and I always argued about who would get to ride shotgun and of course I won every time. Dean said that he always “let” me win, but it was just in his nature to always let ladies go first. At least Dean saw me as a woman; Baylor on the other hand may forever have me engrained as one of the guys.


  “Eden, I forgot to tell you how great you look tonight,” Dean complimented me while eyeing my teal knee-length dress. He opened the passenger door for me and bent down to whisper in my ear, “I think Baylor likes it too, he can’t keep his eyes off of you.” Dean was about the only person who knew my feelings for Baylor and even with him the information hadn’t come without heavy coercion.


  I could feel my cheeks getting heated as I swatted at his arm. He folded his six foot three inch frame into the backseat with some difficulty, proving again what a gentleman he was for letting me sit up front. “Dean, would you hush, I’m sure you’re obviously mistaken,” I said, pushing the passenger seat back into place before I climbed in the front seat and closed the door.


  Baylor turned the key in the ignition to start his car and revved the engine before he glanced at me and asked, “Mistaken about what?”


  “Oh about,” Dean started to reply before I turned around and shot daggers at him portraying the look of death. You know that look your momma could give you that if you didn’t shut your trap you would be in for one hell of a rude awakening? Evidently I had gotten that look down pat. “Nothing, it was just something silly.”


  Baylor craned his neck to look back at Dean then back to me with a raised brow, “Right. So do we agree to stop by Marcie’s graduation party for a bit?”


  “I’m in,” I quickly replied. Marcie was one of the few girl friends that I had. While I wouldn’t call us close, we had been known to go shopping a few times. Getting Baylor and Dean to go shopping was like trying to lure a deer into the lion’s den, it just didn’t happen.


  We pulled up to the two story brown brick house on the Vernon’s property. If Dean getting into the backseat of the Camaro was comical, him trying to get out was just downright hilarious. “You know Dean, I really should be nice and let you sit up front. You’re so much taller than me, it’d be easier for me to get in and out of the backseat.”


  He came up beside me and hooked his arm around my neck, “Now you know that I wouldn’t allow that, so don’t even suggest it. Besides, my momma would tan my hide if she knew I wasn’t treating a lady properly.”


  “What lady?” Baylor asked, “Oh you mean Edie.” That earned Mr. Jenkins a punch to the stomach, which made a bolt of electricity ricochet throughout my body. That had never happened before while touching him.


  That was why I had never displayed my true feelings towards Baylor; I was just one of the guys to him. And to an extent I suppose that it was my fault and wrongdoing. Even though my boobs weren’t big enough to make him notice me, there were other things I could have done, like wearing makeup or making an effort to style my hair in the mornings instead of just throwing it up into a ponytail, but then I wouldn’t have been true to myself. I was still a tomboy at heart.


  The party was taking place in a barn on the outer edge of Marcie’s property, so we had to trudge through freshly cut grass for what seemed like a mile before we came upon it. “I really should’ve worn different shoes,” I whined as I attempted to concentrate on making the last few steps without falling on my face. I was a definite fan of sneakers but my mom made me wear a sandal with a slight heel for graduation, which further warranted my cause for whining.


  Dean slid the barn door open enough for us to go in. The party seemed to be in full swing as a small speaker was filling the air with “1999,” by Prince. How original. Yes, talks of the menacing Y2K had already begun to fill everyone’s head and it was only June. A table filled with various snack foods, chips, dip, and the like sat off to the side and as we walked deeper into the barn we learned that Marcie’s parents actually sprung for a keg. I was eighteen, after all, and not naïve to the fact that several high school kids drank, but for a parent to actually condone it? They must not have known Bette and Richard Richardt.


  Stop right there, I know my dad is one of those people whose first name is almost identical to their last. William Williamson, Phillip Phillips, the list can go on and on. My dad doesn’t like it any more than the next person but his dad was Richard, and his dad, and so on. So it’s a family name that some wackado distant relation used when they clearly couldn’t use their imagination on selecting a name different from their last.


  My parents were law abiding citizens through and through. If my mother had even the slightest inkling that there would be alcohol at this party, I would’ve have been allowed in the direct vicinity of Marcie’s house.


  Baylor walked up to me holding a red solo cup filled with beer and I brought it up to my nose to take a whiff and a small drink to taste, “Gross, I think mine’s spoiled,” I stammered while I was trying to rid myself of the awful bitter flavor.


  “Relax Eden, that’s how it’s supposed to taste,” Dean chuckled as he took a generous gulp from his identical cup.


  Who in their right mind would want to purposely drink something that tasted so vile? Blech!


  Marcie finally spotted us and stood from her seat against a stray bale of hay. Her father was a landscaper, and all his lawn mowers and lawn equipment had been pushed to the side of the barn to make room for the party.


  “Since a lot of us are here, why don’t we play a game?”


  My first reaction was to decline but Dean and Baylor were already finding a seat amongst the crowd, so it looked like I was in.


  “Ok this game is called Never Have I Ever,” Marcie started explaining after she took another sip of beer, “we will all go around in a circle and state something that you have never done and anyone who has, has to take a drink. Dean beside me will start, then me, and we will continue around the circle.”


  “Hm, let me think,” he said as he tapped his chin for effect, “Oh ok, I’ve got one. Never have I ever played this game before.”


  Several people from around the circle took a drink including Baylor, this was news to me. Must’ve been when he went to parties with Kristina.


  “Good one Dean, now it’s my turn. Ok I’ve got a good one. Never have I ever kissed a guy in High School.” Everyone knew that Marcie dated a college freshman for most of the school year and they didn’t get together until he had already graduated.


  Every single girl within the circle took a drink except for Marcie and me. I didn’t know what to think being singled out like that. Marcie knew that I had never been kissed and this just basically put that fact on display for everyone to see.


  Sure I could’ve taken a drink with the rest of them but it was my hesitation that made me stick out like a sore thumb. Several audible gasps came from a few of the girls as well as guys within the circle, and I felt like running out the door. This wasn’t how I saw this night panning out.


  The next girl thought it would be humorous to add insult to injury with her turn, “Never have I ever kissed a guy from within this circle.” Even then she took a drink along with every other girl once again.


  I raised my brow at Marcie, who shrugged and stated, “I kissed Wes earlier tonight, and he’s no longer in high school.”


  BITCH!


  Being under everyone’s scrutiny made me feel about two feet tall instead of my five foot three inch stature. I sat my still-full solo cup on the floor and rose from where I was seated. I was done with this party and if I had to I would sit in Baylor’s car for the rest of the night until they were ready to leave.


  Once I hit the grass the sky was completely dark and the clouds were looking quite ominous. Rain for Oregon was a common occasion, about as common as breathing, but this looked like it would be one doozy of a storm. The wind picked up as I was walking towards the car causing me to hustle my speed and wrap my arms around my body. My hair was flying every which way especially in my face and made it even harder to clearly see which path I was taking. With my vision impaired, I missed a hole in the yard and fell, landing on my hands and knees. Pain radiated through my ankle as hands wrapped around my waist and pulled me upright again. “Are you ok, Edie?” Baylor asked, searching my eyes for any sign of distress. I wanted to break down in front of him, but I would save it for when I got home and was in the privacy of my own bedroom.


  But when he asked that question I allowed one single, solitary stray tear to escape before I willed the rest of them to stay put and keep from doing the same.


  “Let’s get you home.” He fused my hand with his, interlocking our fingers and together we finished walking to his car.


  “Wait for me!” Dean yelled as he ran from the middle of the field in our direction. Once he was finally upon us he bent over and braced his hands on his knees to quickly catch his breath before he finagled himself into the backseat for the second time in almost an hour.


  Baylor pulled off towards the direction of my house and I felt horrible that they left because of me. “You guys didn’t have to leave the party yet, I would’ve been fine sitting in the car or calling my dad for a ride. I didn’t mean to spoil your night.”


  “Eden, don’t be silly, you were clearly upset. We’re your friends, we aren’t going to let you suffer in silence,” Baylor said as he looked over to me. He called me Eden, he almost never called me that. He must’ve been mad that he had to leave the party early.


  “Well, then you guys can always go back after you drop me off at home.”


  “You don’t want to do something else? It is graduation night after all,” Dean spoke up from the backseat.


  “No, I think I’ve had all of the fun I can stand for the night.”


  “So what was that about anyways?” Dean spoke up again, clearly not thinking about what he was saying, “I thought you kissed Jeff that night you went to the movies with him, at least that’s what he’s told everyone.”


  “What?!” I screamed, hitting my hand against the car door, not being able to contain my anger. “That sleaze ball actually had the balls to say that?! Why didn’t you guys ever tell me?”


  “I didn’t ever know that there was something to tell,” Baylor muttered.


  I punched a fist into my open hand, “We went to the movies and he tried to cop a feel so I dumped my popcorn in his lap and left. Man,” I bit out between clenched teeth, “now I wish I had poured piping hot butter down the front of his pants. That creep!”


  The rest of the ride was spent in absolute silence, which allowed me to replay the party over and over again in my mind. About halfway to my house the sky opened up and released the torrential downpour that I knew was bound to come at any time.


  Baylor turned his car into my driveway and I could feel my tears coming closer to releasing so I quickly muttered, “Happy graduation, you guys,” and let myself out of his car.


  The rain was coming down in buckets but I still walked as slowly as I could to my front porch. Maybe the rain would wash away any apparent sign of my emotional mess so my mom wouldn’t bombard me with a thousand inane questions.


  No sooner had my heeled sandal hit my front porch than I heard Baylor yell, “Edie!”
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  Baylor


  Eden just got out of my car and slammed the door shut. I didn’t like seeing her like that and I even more so didn’t like the fact that she wouldn’t talk to me about it. We talked about everything with each other, or almost everything. She was my best friend, even more so than Dean.


  Speaking of, Dean leaned forward in between the two front seats and spoke up, “Baylor, are you just going to let her leave like that? I mean, I don’t like seeing Eden hurt any more than you but you’ve been hiding your feelings about her and I’m frankly tired of the stalling. You both leave at the end of the summer but why should that stop you from having fun right now?”


  I hit my palm against my steering wheel, feeling the ridges dig into my flesh. Dean was right for once in his life. I squinted, looking back out to see Eden still slowly walking to her front porch and I made the decision that would change everything between the two of us. I hoped like hell it was the right one, but I was already out of my car and on my way to her, so it was too late to go back now.


  “Eden!” I yelled, making her stop in her tracks. The closer I came upon her the more I could see her shoulders shaking. Either she was cold, which with the rain wasn’t entirely unheard of, or she was crying. My guess was leaning more towards her crying and it was confirmed when I grabbed ahold of her shoulders to spin her around to face me.


  She pulled her lip in between her teeth which had me physically restraining myself from attacking her mouth right then. My hands were still perched upon her shoulders and I brushed a hand down the length of her arm until her hand was firmly secured in mine.


  “Don’t cry, my sweet Eden,” It wasn’t the best thing I could’ve come up with to say, but it was what came out of my mouth.


  Her hair was plastered to the sides of her face so I gently took my hands to push back the rain-soaked strands. The dress she wore was also stuck to her body but I was trying my best not to look down or my arousal would become extremely evident. It was hard enough to covertly look at Eden when she wasn’t paying attention. She looked absolutely beautiful tonight but no more than when she was decked out in her sneakers and ponytail.


  Eden was genuine and true to herself which was what I loved about her. Often times you heard about best friends becoming lovers and it didn’t always work out in the end. Did I think Eden and I were an exception to that? I supposed only time would tell.


  But first I had to seal the deal on our fate and by doing that I would be giving her, her first true kiss.


  She glanced at my lips and then back into my eyes while I repeated the same actions. I was going in for the kill. Darting my tongue out of my mouth and smoothing it across my lips I slowly moved my head closer to hers.


  I heard her breath hitch and it almost made me want to laugh out loud at how incredibly cute she was. Before my lips finally met with hers, she closed her eyes, and in that moment my heart was completely closed to anyone else. It was hers to do with what she willed; I just hoped that she felt the same.


  Now her shaking could only be construed as nerves, so I pulled her body close to mine, encircling her back with one hand and bringing my other up to cup her face. Once her tongue entered my mouth my knees almost buckled at the extreme delight of the moment. For someone who had never kissed before she was doing an exceptional job. I could feel the rain pelting on my back, never letting up once while our tongues danced the foreign dance with one another for what seemed like forever. And it wasn’t until Dean so rudely honked my horn that we pulled back.


  I let my eyes slowly drift open and I was met with Eden’s, made of pure chocolate, “Eden,” I whispered more so under my breath.


  “Baylor…” she replied.


  “I gotta go, evidently Dean is getting impatient. Meet me at my house tomorrow morning and we’ll talk?”


  No words would come out of her mouth so all she could do was nod. Holding onto my hand until the last possible second, she leisurely let go and I stood stock-still watching her retreating form until she disappeared behind her front door.


  I had newfound hope and excitement about the future, but little did I know it would be the last time I saw her until fifteen years later...


  


  


  


  [image: ]


  Chapter 1


  Baylor


  May 2014


  15 years later


  Buried deep under Mrs. Burris’ kitchen sink, this corroded garbage disposal was being a downright bitch. My wrench kept slipping and I just couldn’t get my brain to focus on the task at hand. The mail that I received yesterday was clouding all of my thoughts.


  My phone vibrated on my hip and I was thankful for the distraction. I leaned back on my haunches and grabbed a rag out of the back pocket of my carpenter jeans to wipe off the sludge and water remnants from the pipes. I ran this plumbing business so I had to be the one to answer my phone, plus it could be Norah so there was no question as to whether I’d answer.


  I grabbed my phone off of my belt clip and pressed the answer button before bringing it to my ear. “Jenkins Plumbing, this is Baylor.”


  “Baylor,” the voice of my oldest friend came through the other end of the phone instantly putting a smile on my face.


  “Dean, how in the hell is it going?” I hollered out before remembering that I was in the house of an eighty-year old woman and I needed to watch my language.


  “Oh you know. Listen, I called because I wanted to know if you received the invitation?” I knew this was why he was calling.


  I looked down at the linoleum tile on the floor, as I rubbed the back of my neck with my free hand, “Yeah, I got it. Are you planning on flying in for it?”


  “You know that I wouldn’t give up a chance to come see you and my favorite niece.”


  “Norah is your only niece, pseudo or otherwise,” I joked.


  Dean paused for a moment, “Do you think Eden will be there?”


  There it was, my reason for being completely out of whack today and thrown off kilter. Deep down in my heart I wanted to say that she would be there, but circumstances didn’t exactly justify that logic. “Man, she didn’t come to the ten year reunion and I don’t think she’s stepped foot back in this town in the fifteen years since we’ve graduated.” She basically vanished into thin air; if it weren’t for her mother telling me about her life with her husband, I would be worried that something bad had happened to her.


  “Yeah, yeah, I guess you’re right, it’s just so strange that she left so abruptly. Even after all of these years I miss her, she was our best friend.”


  She was so much more to me, I thought to myself.
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  After the grueling work day, I finally pulled into my driveway and shut off my pickup truck.


  That damn garbage disposal took me an hour longer to install than it should have. Of course it was my own fault, so I only charged Mrs. Burris for the time it should’ve taken.


  I walked in through my garage into the house and was immediately greeted by the sight of my daughter and her annoying little friend sprawled out on the island in my kitchen, giggling over something on Norah’s laptop.


  A deep sigh reverberated from my chest, as I walked over and placed my truck keys on the correct hook hanging on my pale yellow kitchen wall.


  “And what do you ladies think you’re doing?” I questioned as I came up beside them and noticed my daughter Norah was holding my high school reunion invitation in one of her hands.


  “Dad,” she immediately switched from her position of lying on her stomach to sitting up. “I found this invite, are you planning on going?”


  “I plan on it, yes. Your uncle Dean called me today saying he was going to be flying in for it.”


  Her face instantly lit up at the mention of Dean. After all of these years of being friends he was still a constant in my life. And once he laid eyes on Norah he was caught-- hook, line, and sinker. He was such a sucker for my baby girl.


  “Do you think Mom will go?”


  “That’s something you’ll have to ask her, sweetheart.” The thought of my ex-wife Kristina being in attendance was enough to make my stomach turn sour. Saying that we parted on civil terms was a complete understatement. She was a money-hungry woman; I was just lucky that she showed her true colors when she did or else I could still be stuck in a miserable marriage.


  She had recently ran off with a retired surgeon named Austin and all but forgotten about Norah. My daughter deserved more than the occasional phone call and visit one week during the summer. But Kristina couldn’t be bothered to interrupt her traveling the world for her one and only child. I couldn’t handle even going a day without talking to my little sidekick.


  She glanced sideways at her friend, Polly before directing her attention back to me, “Do you think Eden will be there?”


  My lungs quickly deflated and I had to brace a hand on the countertop to try and catch my breath. “How do you know about Eden?”


  Norah’s amused expression instantly turned deadpan, “Dad, come on, I can hear you when you talk to uncle Dean and you bring up her name, you totally have the hots for her. I guess you could call it woman’s instition,” she said so matter-of-factly, my brows quirked, disappearing into my hairline.


  “Woman’s intuition,” Polly corrected.


  “Woman’s intuition huh? Y’all aren’t even teenagers and definitely not women, but I’ll let it slide.” I backed up so I could lean against the counter next to the stove. “Eden Richardt was your uncle Dean and my best friend growing up. She was my everything, but I was too afraid of jeopardizing our friendship for it to become anything more.” I was really getting into reliving my past with Eden, but I made sure to steer clear of any and all talk about Norah’s mother. Thinking back to the month prior to graduation Eden was the reason I broke up with Kristina. I think she caught onto the fact that I had more than friendly feelings towards Eden and she wasn’t the least bit happy about it. I had never even told Norah that her mother and I went out in high school; she thought we started dating in college. It was just easier to avoid opening that can of worms.


  Polly interrupted me during my reminiscing to annoy me in the way that only Polly can, “Wait, if you were as great of friends as you say you were, then why hasn’t she been around all of these years?”


  Looking up to the ceiling and crossing my arms in front of my chest I thought about what she was asking. What did I really know about Eden’s leaving? Absolutely nothing. “To tell you the truth I don’t know. We kissed for the first time on graduation night and the next day she was supposed to meet me at my house and never showed up. When I asked her mom about it she said that she moved to Lexington already to help out with her Nana. And if Eden wanted to talk to me she would get ahold of me.”


  “And you just left it at that?” Norah asked.


  “Well no, but then I got together with your mom and life went on. We got married and started a family, by the time your mom and I divorced I asked Eden’s mom about her and she said she was happily married. She wouldn’t really divulge where she lived or her last name so I couldn’t look her up on that social media crap you youngsters use.”


  “Dad,” Norah rolled her eyes, “seriously you aren’t that old, you’re practically still in the prime of your life. I hope she comes to the reunion, I think you two have some serious unfinished business.”


  “Who are you and what have you done with my little girl?” That statement earned me another eye roll. “Oh, girl, you shouldn’t have done that. I was going to order pizza for dinner, but no pizza for you now. Only Polly and I can eat it.”


  I kicked off of the counter and began making my way to the living room as I heard Norah scream “NO!” Pizza was her favorite and I loved to joke with her. But as young as Norah was, she sure seemed all grown up, and maybe she did have a point about Eden and I having unfinished business. I hoped that she would actually come to the reunion but I was going to try not to get my hopes up.
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  Chapter 2


  Eden


  “She’ll have the salmon and asparagus salad…”


  Was this guy serious? He knew me all of five minutes and was going to order my food for me? And a salad that had goat cheese, fennel, AND asparagus? Oh hell to the no! I threw my cloth napkin onto the table and interrupted him while he was trying to order me some kind of rabbit food. “I’m sorry, she’ll actually have the bacon cheeseburger with fries.” I smiled sweetly at the waitress who then reciprocated with a sly smile of her own. Once she walked away from the table I openly stared at Patrick, my blind date for the evening, “A little word of advice, this is the twenty-first century, we women can order our own food.” I scoffed and rolled my eyes wondering how much longer I should stay before hastily making my departure away from this nightmare. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt, thinking that perhaps he was just a bit nervous. After a few moments I guessed I would start the conversation because he was just fiddling with his rolled-up silverware and intently indulging in the bottle of wine that he ordered.


  “So, Patrick, what do you do for a living?” When I said that he was my blind date I wasn’t kidding, I went into this entire evening without knowing anything more than his name. He was one of my co-worker’s neighbors and she assured me he was the one that I’d been looking for all of my life. I found it hilarious that people knew who and what exactly I was looking for even before I did.


  “Ahem,” he cleared his throat and readjusted his loud turquoise tie, pulling it off of his neck. It was incredibly clear that he didn’t want to be here anymore than I did. He took another liberal gulp from his wine glass, which was already bordering on needing a refill. “I’m actually an Occupational Therapist.” That was a great job, it was in demand, and I began listening intently to see if he would further elaborate on his career of choice. A tear formed in the crease of his eye and he began choking on his words, “I’m sorry, I don’t know if I can do this. My wife just recently left me. You seem like a great woman and I tried everything I could to get you to run away but yet you’re still here.” Well, that’s one way to get me to straight hightail it out of there, tell me that he’s still married and then proceed to cry over it. I handed him my napkin, proceeded to grab my purse and scoot my chair back on the thin gray carpet, flying out of my seat and out the door.


  This date would make entertaining radio on Monday morning but it sucked being the subject of it all. Once my radio cohost heard the news of my mother taking it upon herself to sign me up for one of those matchmaking websites, he was completely on board and on my mother’s side. So for our show I had to go on one blind date a week and report in on Monday about how it went. I’d been adding a spin on it about the do’s and don’ts of dating which had been getting rave reviews but it was getting quite old. There I was, thirty-three years old and I’d never been married. I was seriously contemplating just giving up. Maybe then I would find my ‘soul mate.’


  It was entirely too early to go home so I did the next best thing, I went to the grocery store. What better way to start off your weekend than to pick up a pint of your favorite ice cream, coincidentally named after you…But in my defense, it was only available from May to August and during that time I ate copious amounts of it. A night like I had just had definitely called for Edy’s German Chocolate Cake Spectacular. With a name like that you know it’s nothing short of heavenly.


  I felt my phone vibrate in my hobo purse that was slung on my shoulder; I already knew who it was. My best friend, Julia, or Jules as I often liked to call her always called to check up on me during a date to make sure things were going well. Or as I tended to put it, to be my excuse if I needed to bail.


  Pressing my finger on my phone screen to accept the call, I placed my phone to my ear, “Hey, girl!” I answered while I was desperately searching the ice cream section for my limited-edition treat.


  “You sound unusually chipper for being on a date. Should I assume that things are actually going well?” Jules’ melodic voice filtered through the speaker.


  “Completely the opposite, he was a dimwit who tried to order my food for me. And that’s not the worst, what he tried to order, Petunia wouldn’t even touch!” Petunia was my fourteen pound Westie, and she would eat just about anything you put in front of her. I decided to forgo the embarrassment of his crying fit for now.


  “Ugh! Seriously, Eden, do you think you’re getting a little bit too picky nowadays?”


  “What are you, my mother? And who is the one who’s been married two times…AND divorced?” Eden = 1, Jules = -2


  “Hardy har, bitch. But really, what are you doing right now since you skipped out on Mr. Thought-you-were-incapable-of-ordering-your-own-meal?”


  “Oh you know, I’m living the dream. Grocery shopping on a Friday night.”


  “You’re getting ice cream!” Silence from my end, “And your silence confirms it! You aren’t supposed to get ice cream without me!”


  “Well you are more than welcome to join me and Petunia on our all-night ice cream binge fest.”


  “Nah, I’m tired.” Cue an eye roll from me. She had to make a complete spectacle about me buying ice cream then turn down my invitation, what a twat! “But since you are in the grocery store you should head on over to the produce section, you never know when you could meet someone. You know, and flirt over kumquats.”


  My black flats squeaked on the tiled floor as my steps faltered. “Julia, only you could make a fruit sound dirty.”
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  “You’re listening to 98.9 Nashville’s Powerhouse, playing top hits from yesterday and today! You’ve got Eden and Blaine in the morning!” My cohost, Blaine Roberts, smoothly spoke into the microphone on the desk in front of him. “It’s Monday morning and we all know what that means…We get to recap Eden’s Evening of Enchantment!” Or triple E, as he often shortened it.


  I finished grumbling under my breath as I put my headphones on over my ears and brought my mouth up to my microphone. “Good morning! I hope everyone had an enjoyable weekend…”


  “Nope! You are not getting out of this, Eden, it’s what our fans look forward to before their grueling work week, a recap of what had the potential to be an amazing date!” Blaine snickered before looking up over his microphone and giving me puppy dog eyes.


  “Oh all right. Well, my blind date, who shall always remain nameless, showed up ten minutes late without so much as a text informing me of him being tardy: strike one. So we head into the restaurant, which he chose, and it was actually a very elegant establishment …Everything is all right so far, we are making small talk while we peruse the menu for what we want to eat. But when the waitress comes up he proceeds to order my meal for me. Salmon salad with asparagus, and as I’ve said numerous times on the air, I loathe asparagus. That alone was enough for strikes two AND three. I know sometimes men are old-fashioned and are trying to be chivalrous but he didn’t so much as bat an eye at trying to open the door for me or pull out my chair. But being the nice person that I am decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. He could’ve been nervous for all I knew. Next thing I know he’s a blubbering mess, talking about how his wife just left him and he’s tried everything he could think of to get me to bail out on him. So, I granted his wish, left him crying in the restaurant and had a date with my dog and a carton of amazing ice cream. So I would call this date, Eden’s Evening of Enmity. Please remind me to thank Joan on her amazing hookup! In all seriousness, I hope he and his wife can reconcile their differences.”


  “Eden, such hostility with a weird twist of sympathy!” Blaine said, pretending to actually be shocked at my having another dud of a date.


  “You would have been the same way Blaine! This is the twenty-first century, we women can order our own meals and one without an ingredient that makes you retch every time you see it let alone smell it on a plate in front of you.”


  A thought entered my mind and I couldn’t believe it, but it just might work well for both of us. I had to pause a moment for dramatic effect, “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I stopped to take a deep breath. “Blaine will you marry me?” This would solve my problem and keep my mother off of my back about how my time is ticking away. And besides Blaine and I got along well enough, when we weren’t butting heads on the air over our different views. I peeked around my mic and graced him with the biggest smile I could muster, he knew I was just kidding, it was how our on-air relationship worked. And plus, he was more like a brother to me than anything. But if he actually agreed to this farce, I wouldn’t be against actually considering it.


  “Tell you what, Eden, give me five years, if we’re both still single I’ll marry you. I’m still sort of holding out for my sugar mama,” he replied, shrugging one of his shoulders and wagging his eyebrows.


  “You don’t think I could be your sugar mama? After all, I am older than you. And plus you never know, we could be star-crossed lovers.” I batted my lashes in his direction and clasped my hands together bringing them to my chest.


  “Big freaking deal, you’re older than me by ten months! I’d hardly call that cougar status.” We both erupted in a fit of laughter. Wow, imagine that, we were moving extremely off topic. It happened when the two of us started rambling on air, but our boss Mr. Richmond didn’t have the best sense of humor and we were often scolded on the turns our show took. But the listeners loved it and continued to tune in because you never knew what would happen on air. Wasn’t that what it’s all about? Entertaining our listeners?


  “Moving on now, I did receive some mail this weekend that I thought was pretty interesting. I got an invitation to my fifteen year reunion. I can’t believe it’s actually been that long.”


  “Oh wow! Are you going to go? You haven’t been back home since you’ve graduated, right?”


  I wasn’t exactly sure why I brought up the invitation on the air, it wasn’t like I was actually planning on going. And Blaine was right, I hadn’t been back since the day after I graduated High School; the place harbored too many unpleasant memories that I didn’t care to dredge up.


  “That’s right, I’ve made Tennessee my home and don’t really see the need to go back.” I tried to make my statement a finality; hopefully he would catch on and drop it before it progressed any further.


  Blaine leaned across his desk and picked up a single piece of white copy paper. “Speaking of mail, we received an email that I think might change your mind about going to this reunion of yours…”


  That was news to me, someone sent an email? To me? And he was planning on reading it on air?


  I sat up straighter in my chair, “Blaine, let me see what you’ve got there?”


  He waved the paper in the air and then cleared his throat, building up the momentum before he actually started reading from the email. With the positions of our desks it was impossible for me to reach him or the paper without taking off my head phones. But that didn’t stop me from throwing numerous paperclips in his direction; he was lucky that was all I had at my disposal.


  “My Sweet Eden,” my breath instantly hitched. There was only one person who had ever called me that and it had only been the one time, after our first and only kiss… Blaine continued reading on and I couldn’t wrap my head around what I was hearing. He missed me and hoped that I would attend?


  Once Blaine had finally reached the end of the letter, the one that he so publicly displayed over the air, I had tears welled up in my eyes waiting for the moment I would allow them to spill over. As he read the closing and who it was from, all he said was “B,” giving the sender a little bit of anonymity, but I whispered under my breath, “Baylor.”


  “Well, now it’s time for us to take a break, enjoy this next song by...” I didn’t even finish my sentence before I hit the button that would begin to play the next song lined up in the queue. Then I threw off my headphones, pushed back my chair and practically lunged at Blaine for that letter.


  He held it up between his fingers and allowed me to rip it from his grasp. I took it in both of my trembling hands and frantically scanned the letter, reading over what I had just heard moments ago live for the entire Nashville area.


  My Sweet Eden,


  Can you believe that it’s been fifteen years since I’ve last looked into your beautiful chocolate eyes? I remember them as if I had only seen them yesterday. I don’t know what happened all those years ago, but the invitation from the reunion has me reliving our final moments from the past. How are you? What are you doing? Are you well? These are questions I find myself asking on a daily basis desperately wishing I knew the answers. I hope you find it in your heart to come to the reunion and meet with me so we may catch up.


  Sincerely Yours,


  Baylor


  I walked backwards until the back of my legs hit my chair and slowly sat down. He wanted me to come to the reunion? And he didn’t know what happened? Anger surged from deep within my chest from the memory that haunted me from those fifteen years ago.


  I slammed the piece of paper down on my desk and tried to shake off my irritation and disbelief. Putting my headphones back on over my head, I scooted up towards my microphone and tried to focus on my work and not that damn email which was now burning a hole on my desk.


  “Eden, I think you should go,” Blaine quietly said on the other side of the room. Of course he would wait to say that after I was already resituated in my seat so I couldn’t come after him.


  I wasn’t going to allow myself to get all worked up, so I was going to try and be as nonchalant as I could. I picked up the stack of papers that had notes for the show scribbled on them and started shuffling them and making sure they were in the proper order, even though it was a completely unnecessary task. “I don’t have the vacation time,” I simply said.


  Blaine leaned his head to the right and I felt him staring at me. He knew just as well as I did that I had plenty of vacation time saved up; hell, the station had been begging me to use some of it.
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  I couldn’t tell you how I floated through the rest of my shift; thank heavens for Blaine stealing the show that morning. My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since the doughnut I scarfed down before we went on air. Blaine made it a habit to bring in the fried doughy goodness every Monday morning, knowing I couldn’t resist. He was my enabler. It was a wonder how I didn’t have a fat ass that supported all the sweets I consumed.


  Oh that’s right, Jules was a Nazi Zumba queen and made me accompany her just about every night, so I worked off every single unnecessary calorie that entered through my parted lips. It wasn’t very often when I could come up with a viable excuse that she would believe so that I could skip Zumba, so I made it my mission to make her listen to me groan and complain over the course of the hellacious hour-long class.


  That night was no different, but she hardly let me get a word in edgewise since she’d heard the show that morning.


  “Eden Nicole Richardt, you are going to that reunion,” Julia said with a cocky flair that she’d claimed as her own. She busted out the middle name so I knew she meant business. No one ever used my entire name unless it was my momma and I was on the receiving end of her look.


  “No, I’m not. I’ve told you what happened; I don’t think I could show my face at the reunion.” I said from upside down as I was reaching for my toes, trying to stretch before class. “It’s sweet that Baylor took the time to track me down and write that email, but he doesn’t think he did anything wrong. He actually says that he doesn’t even know what he did to run me off all those years ago!”


  “Maybe it was a misunderstanding?” My head snapped up to hers and she raised her hands in a halting motion, “That’s all I’m saying. Besides how could he not acknowledge you with your fabulous pair of knockers? Even I’m jealous.”


  Jules always knew how to make me smile, and that was why we were friends. Well, one of the many reasons. I looked down at my chest which was encased with a sports bra and my workout tank, “Sadly, the girls didn’t develop until after High School. I was a late bloomer.”


  I knew the smart-ass remark was coming when she threw her head back and started laughing. Full blown hysterics. “You were part of the itty bity titty committee? Oh dear God, that’s the best news I’ve heard all week.”


  I placed my hand on my now jutted-out hip, “And why in the world would my lack of a rack be good news to you?”


  She shrugged a shoulder, “Ok, Dr. Seuss. It means that you haven’t been perfect all of your life, gives the rest of us some hope.”


  Now it was my turn to laugh and I had to end up clutching my stomach because my side began to ache, “You’re hilarious. Me, perfect? Never. I’m thirty-three, never been married. Hell, at this rate I may end up as the crazy cat lady.”


  “You’d have to actually own a cat to be considered the crazy cat lady, and you hate cats.”


  “Too true,” I sighed for a moment, actually mulling over the possibility of going home. In my heart I already knew the answer; I had to find out exactly what happened all those years ago.


  “Girl, I know that look, you’re going, aren’t you?”
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  Chapter 3


  Eden


  Once I succumbed to the inevitable and agreed to go to Oregon, Jules squealed with delight and immediately made arrangements for me to spruce up my hair.


  Soon I found myself sitting in Julia’s chair with my entire head wrapped in foil.


  Julia was the manager of Violet Hair Salon and had been there ever since she graduated beauty school. That was how I met her, I came in one day a frazzled mess because my cheap and stubborn self used an at-home coloring kit for my hair and turned it bright orange. She threatened me that day that if I even so much as looked at a box of hair color in the store again she would shave my head. We’d been best friends ever since.


  The ambiance in Violet was so soothing and relaxing, and the décor was amazing and extremely eye catching. Each hairdresser’s station had a deep violet metal rolling tool chest for storage. Such a unique idea—who knew that tool chests could be used for other things besides storing tools?


  “Your hair is going to look absolutely amazing with mahogany highlights. Against your chestnut hair, I’ll be totally jealous. Although I really wish you would let me give you a decent cut, something new and fun.” Jules knew she was pushing it but often suggested cutting off my hair. It stopped just in the middle of my back, and a few layers and a trim was all that I was ever willing to do. Having to be at work at five a.m. every morning, it usually ended up in a ponytail or tucked into a hat on any given day. So I didn’t see the need to cut it in a style that would require me to make a conscious effort to style it every morning, especially when I rolled into work half asleep anyway.


  With my hair draped over the shampoo bowl and my neck uncomfortably resting on that pesky indention in the basin, I tried to relax my nerves but when the curvature of your neck doesn’t quite lay right it’s hard not to tense up. The water was just the right temperature, though, as Julia ran her fingers through my thick strands of hair.


  “I think I’m having second thoughts on you running off to Oregon for a week. I mean who will I hang out with? I’ll have Eden withdrawals,” Julia whined as she shut off the water valve and draped a towel over my sopping wet hair.


  It was hard for me not to literally roll my eyes at her and her uncanny ability to whine. “Girl, please, you can hang out with Chloe while I’m gone.”


  She wrapped the towel around my head like a turban and pointed her finger instructing me to go back and sit in her chair so she could start snipping.


  “Chloe ran off with the mailman.” My eyes met hers in the mirror that was before us and I quirked a brow. “No, really, she ran off with the guy who comes in and delivers our mail. Apparently they’ve had a fling for a while now. Packed up her kids and left her husband. Walter, her husband, comes in every other day to see if we’ve heard from her. Sad story,” she reiterated while shaking her head, then grabbing her comb in one hand and placing the other at the crown of my head to try and get all the tangles out. I cringed every single time she did this; she had no compassion for those who are tender-headed and I was one of the worst. Growing up, I cried every morning when my mom brushed my hair before school. It got to the point where I had to sleep with my hair braided just to keep it from getting tangled while I slept.


  I looked down at the light violet-colored cape that was draping my lap and bit my lip as she quickly finished dragging the comb through my locks. A sigh of relief was released when she finally finished, but it didn’t last long as she proceeded to grab the scissors and began her assault on my hair. I was always nervous going in there but I shouldn’t be, Julia knew what she was doing and always did a fabulous job.


  “Wow, her and her husband had been married for quite some time, too. Well, it’s not like I’ll be gone forever, it’s only going to be seven days, I think you’ll survive.” But the question was, would I survive? Sure, I’d seen my parents over the years, but it was always when they flew out to see me. Could I really make it out unscathed after sleeping under my parents’ roof for seven days and six consecutive nights? I could just see it now, my mother bombarding me with her numerous inane questions about when would I going to get married? When would I finally settle down? I stared down at the mass amount of my hair on the floor in front of me and wondered how I would survive a week in my parents’ house without wanting to strangle them, and how I would survive talking to Baylor about why I moved away without wanting to strangle him. Fifteen years was a long time to not step foot onto Oregon soil, and all of a sudden it didn’t seem like it had been enough.
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  As I stepped off the plane at my gate in Eugene, Oregon, I wanted to sink to my knees and kiss the solid ground beneath me. I wasn’t the biggest fan of flying to begin with, but when you had such horrible turbulence during an almost three hour flight from Denver to Oregon, I wished I had chosen to make the horrendous thirty-eight hour car ride instead.


  Figuring that I would look pretty ridiculous if I actually attempted those actions, I decided to forgo my pleasantries with the state of Oregon in order to retrieve my luggage from the baggage claim.


  I watched the carousel move along with other people’s suitcases, waiting for mine to come through on the conveyor belt. Once every single item was claimed, it was apparent that I, as well as a handful of men, wouldn’t be getting our belongings today.


  The three gentlemen and I shuffled our feet and grumbled under our breath all the way to the airline ticket counters.


  “Left behind in Denver, you can retrieve your belongings in the morning,” the agent informed the four of us.


  Great, all I had with me now was my purse and my laptop that was used for my carryon. My visit was already off to a grand start.


  Walking along the tiled floor, past baggage claim where I was just minutes earlier, I heard a screech which caused me to stop in my tracks. “Eden!” The excitement in my mother’s voice was astounding.


  I turned around and took in every inch of Bette Richardt’s appearance.


  My parents had visited me several times since I’d lived in Nashville, but she had never looked happier than she did as she stood before me.


  As I moved closer her smiled beamed even brighter, making the crow’s feet around her eyes more apparent. It was then I took in how much gray had taken over in her once-chestnut hair.


  “Momma!” I exclaimed as I threw my arms around her neck and held on tight. In that moment, mother and daughter reuniting and clinging to one another, I was glad to be home. She released her clutch and allowed some space between us, but remained holding onto my hand and took her time to glance over my entire body.


  “Eden, baby, you look absolutely great. Oh, I’m so glad that you’re home. I know you told me that you were coming but it had been so long, I didn’t want to get excited until I actually saw you here.” A wave of guilt consumed me. It wasn’t my parents’ fault for what happened, yet I was punishing them because of my naivety. She looked at the ground around me, and then brought her eyes back up to mine, “Where are your bags, dear?”


  Releasing a deep sigh, “Back in Denver, I can come back tomorrow morning to pick them up.”


  She braced her arm around my back and held onto my shoulder as she ushered me out of the airport, going on about how excited my dad was going to be to see me and how I could borrow one of her nightgowns to sleep in.


  I wasn’t able to get a word in edgewise as she didn’t let up a minute until we pulled into the driveway of my childhood home. Even though I had changed, it had not. I had to chuckle because even the same floral patterned furniture still graced the formal living room.


  I could just picture Dean jumping up and down on that couch like it was yesterday. My mom harped on us time and time again for walking through the living room with our shoes on. Even though no one ever used it and was more for decoration, she just couldn’t bear the thought of mud and dirt being tracked in throughout the room. And then one day Dean threw off his sneakers at the front door and took a flying leap onto that couch. Even in his bare feet he knew my mom would’ve had his ass if she saw him defacing her precious expensive piece.


  I wished all the memories I harbored were as good as that one, so going back there wouldn’t have felt so unbearable.
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  Making it my mission to drive to the airport first thing in the morning made it that much easier to leave the house. My mom offered to drive me, but after all the chatting and reminiscing about the past that we had done the night before, I needed a little breather without her tagging along. She brought out old photo albums and keepsakes from my childhood and while it was nice to relive everything, after a while I was bored out of my mind. That was, until she brought out the album that contained pictures of Dean and Baylor. My heart shattered even more seeing how happy the three of us were at the time. We were unstoppable and nothing could’ve come between us, or so I thought.


  I was ready to have a shower and a set of clean clothes to change into and that wouldn’t be possible until I had my luggage in my grasp. Mom told me that I could borrow an outfit of hers but even her jogging suits seemed a little before my time. So I forewent freshly laundered, outdated clothing for the wrinkly t-shirt and jeans that I had worn on the plane, threw my hair up in a messy bun on top of my head, grabbed a set of car keys from my dad and jetted out the door before my mother was any the wiser.


  After double parking at the airport entrance, I rushed inside to see if my prayers had been answered and my luggage had made it to the correct airport. I really hoped for the airline’s sake that it would be there. After having to wait in a monstrous line, while having to pee, no less, I was eventually able to speed-walk to the bathroom with my hot pink rolling suitcase trailing behind me.


  The first bathroom, which was the closest, was inevitably closed for repairs so I picked up my speed while hearing the wheels of my suitcase fall into each little divot of the concrete tiled floor beneath me. When I finally found a bathroom which was open for business I breathed a major sigh of relief.


  Leaving the stall, I walked up to the sink to wash my hands. I briefly chanced a glance at my unruly hair as it was falling down from the messy bun I had placed it in and my makeup less face, disgusted at what was staring back at me. I seriously hoped for my sanity and lack of embarrassment that I didn’t run into anyone I knew, but I should’ve known that the one day you look a fright you will run into everyone you know, including the least expected.


  I tossed my used paper towel into the trash bin on my way out of the restroom and cut directly in front of a crowd as I tried to make my way to the front doors. I didn’t falter my pace until an extremely large frame stopped right smack dab in front of me causing me to halt in place, my sneakers making a squeaking sound on the floor.


  Huffing with annoyance, I blew a stray hair out of my face and looked up to the rude stranger only to be graced with a huge smile of someone who wasn’t a stranger at all.


  “Dean?” I exclaimed with disbelief and excitement.


  “In the fucking flesh,” he boasted with almost as much enthusiasm. His voice was deeper than I remembered and his stature and height had changed drastically in 15 years. He was a giant then, even though he was always on the skinny side, but he had gotten even taller and filled out his shirt extremely well.


  His smile faltered as he crossed his arms in front of his chest and wrinkled a brow, “Eden Richardt, is it really you or a figment of my imagination? Hell must’ve definitely frozen over for you to step foot back in Oregon after fifteen long years.” His rudeness was well deserved but it stung more than I anticipated. I knew I shouldn’t have expected open arms when I came strolling back into town but it was a nice thought. From the look on his face, I’d hurt him deeply and that wasn’t at all my intention.


  “Dean…The only thing I can say is I’m sorry and even then that won’t be nearly enough. I was young and naïve and with what happened all those years ago, I couldn’t stick around.”


  “Eden, what did happen?”


  “It really doesn’t matter now. It’s so great to see you though.” I lifted up an edge of my mouth in a small smile. I wasn’t expecting him to return it but it took me completely by surprise when his arms engulfed my small frame and he squeezed me tightly in an all-encompassing hug.


  “Even though I don’t know what happened, I can’t stay mad at you for long. It’s too damn good to see you, babe,” he spoke into my hair which made me remember that I looked like a downright mess which made me tense up a bit before relaxing into his embrace. The magnitude of how much I had missed him didn’t hit me until that very moment.


  “Listen, I have to go. I just now got my luggage even though I landed yesterday. But I’m sure I’ll see you around and definitely at the reunion.”


  He looked like a kid who had lost his puppy and I could tell that he was on the verge of dredging up things from the past that I didn’t want to rehash in my disheveled state. Or more like a person from the past.


  I pulled my cellphone out of my back pocket as I quickly walked off and scrolled down to Julia’s name. She answered after a few rings.


  “Hey! I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon, how’s it going?”


  “Well my plane ride sucked and then the airline lost my luggage. So I had to come back today and of course I look like junk and ran right into one of my old best friends, Dean.”


  “Oh shit,” she said, knowing just exactly my meaning behind my freak-out. “Well at least it was just Dean and not Baylor.”


  “Too true,” I replied. I was still walking towards the exit doors at the front of the airport and ended up walking along one of those moving sidewalks that was headed in the opposite direction. There were several people on it, quickly passing by me and I tried to keep my head down so I didn’t have to make eye contact while I was chatting with Julia. After a break in people I briefly looked up and was looking directly into a pair of incandescent green eyes which had been featured in more dreams in my lifetime than I cared to admit.


  “Uh, Jules, I gotta let you go,” I said faintly as I began lowering my phone from my ear.


  I could hear her yelling into the phone, “You better not hang up on me!”


  I was transformed back into that naïve girl from fifteen years ago with a crush on her best friend. My heart was beating wildly in my chest as his eyes never strayed from mine. All my movement had ceased and I was standing in place, but he was still coming towards me on that moving walkway. Raising my hand which still had my phone in its clutch, I did a simple wave and smiled. Although it wasn’t how I had wanted our reunion to play out, I would take what I could get. I mouthed his name, “Baylor,” but he still seemed to be in a trance, almost like he wasn’t expecting me to be in this airport, or even to be in Oregon. Somehow he managed to look the same as he had all those years before, yet all grown up at the same time. His brown hair was neatly gelled and styled and he had the slightest hint of scruff on his chin. I felt my stomach tighten as I looked at him and remembered the feel of his lips on mine.


  The walkway moved past me and he pivoted to keep looking in my direction. Since my life revolved around music, I was instantly hit with the feeling that the song ”Don’t You Forget About Me” by Simple Minds should have been playing throughout the airport at that moment.


  Would he call out my name?


  Did he even recognize me?


  I started out with the biggest smile plastered on my face only to end up with a feeling of utter despair, all while he looked dumfounded as if I were the last person on earth he wanted to see.


  At the end of the walkway a girl with bright blonde hair yelled, “Daddy!” which made his attention waver from me to her and there was no doubt in my mind that she was his daughter.


  I was severely confused and hurt. I just couldn’t understand his lack of emotion from seeing me; he was the one who sought me out wanting to reconnect. It wasn’t as if my beauty stunned him into silence; I was dirty and wearing the same wrinkled mess for the second day in a row. I sighed deeply in resignation and continued on to my father’s car out in the drop-off lanes. I wasn’t so sure that my decision to come back home was the best option.


  Hearing a faint noise coming from my phone, I realized that I was still connected with Jules. I replaced the phone to my ear only to jerk it away at her constant yelling.


  “Julia! I’m sorry,” I tried to get in.


  “What the hell is going on? One minute you were there then nothing!”


  “Baylor, I just saw Baylor,” I yelled, trying to be heard over her incessant chatter.


  “Oh shit!” She screeched, “What happened? I didn’t hear any words exchanged.”


  “That’s because there weren’t. He acted almost as if he didn’t know I’d be here which doesn’t make any sense, because he sought me out.”


  “Maybe he was just stunned to see you so soon? You know, completely threw him off kilter to see you standing before him.” I supposed she could be right. I shrugged my shoulders by way of a response, as if she were standing right in front of me. Once I made it outside of the airport I let her go promising to call her again if there were any more interactions with my past.


  I slid my phone back into my pocket and looked up at the lined cars in the loading/unloading zone and was hit with another wave of nostalgia. Sitting there parked just three cars up from my fathers, was Baylor’s ’85 maroon Camaro. Call it instinct, but there was no doubt in my mind that it was his. I couldn’t believe that he still had it after so many years. The body had more wear and tear such as a little rust on the bumper, but I imagined him taking care of it with precision and grace. With a man like Baylor taking care of it and showing it the attention it deserved, it was no wonder it still ran.


  “Eden?” the sound of a woman’s voice hijacked me from the lust-induced state I was in after seeing Baylor and his car as she came up and pulled me in for a friendly hug.


  I slowly looked to the left and then to the right wondering who the hell this wackado was and why she was invading my personal space.


  She finally released me from her clutches and I was able to take the first real look at her face, trying to wrack my brain to place where she knew me from, and then it dawned on me, “Marcie?”


  Whirling a hand in the air, as if to say, the one and only. “I know, I look different. After college I lost the glasses.” That was it, the defining factor! “It’s so great to see you! Hey, a bunch of us are going to Tillie’s Tavern tomorrow evening if you’d care to join us?”


  I knew that I had nothing better to do so I promptly accepted her invitation and we exchanged cell numbers. I couldn’t resist wondering in the back of my mind if I would run into Baylor there as well and we’d finally get our chance to talk.
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  Chapter 4


  Baylor


  “Daddy!” I heard Norah yell which pulled me out of my gawking trance. Was that…? Was Eden really standing in front of me? I couldn’t actually believe it. I almost wanted it to be a mirage or a figment of my imagination due to the idiotic way I just stood there frozen in time, watching her as I passed by.


  The walkway ended and Norah ran in my direction. When I craned my neck to look back where Eden had been standing just seconds ago, it was empty, she was gone. I knew my expression was dumbfounded when I focused back on Norah who was running my way with Dean trailing behind her.


  “I found Uncle Dean!” she exclaimed as she leaped up to give me a brief hug.


  Dean took in my surprised and no doubt flushed expression and his lips upturned into a sly smile as he pointed a finger at me, “You saw Eden too, I can read it all over your face!” Norah immediately dropped her arms as she tried to look behind me searching for the object of my teenage obsession.


  “She’s already gone,” I admitted with a hint of sadness and defeat in my voice. “She surprised me; I honestly didn’t think that she would come back. I couldn’t even find the words to speak to her or even attempt to move.”


  “I talked to her right after I got off my plane,” Dean muttered and my eyes instantly snapped up to his. “Yeah, I saw someone who I thought was her rushing to the bathroom so I hung back and waited until they came out. When she emerged I knew it was her, she was in a disheveled state, but it was definitely Eden!”


  “What did you say to her?” The desperation in my voice was unlike any I had ever heard, but I had to know what was said between them. Did she mention me?


  “She mentioned that she came in yesterday but had to come back today to retrieve her luggage. I was stupid and tried to ask what happened all those years ago, she clammed up and took off. She did say that she was going to the reunion.”


  So many different thoughts and scenarios were playing in my mind. Did she bring her husband along with her for the reunion? What did happen all those years ago? I didn’t know if I would ever get my chance to ask her, but as long as she was alone I would make it my mission to actively seek her out.
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  Dean was dying to go to Tillie’s Tavern, so the next evening Norah went to Polly’s house for a sleepover so we could go. It wasn’t unheard of for Norah to stay at Polly’s on a school night, but once she heard that Eden was actually in town she asked to stay for the entire week. She wanted to be ‘out of my hair’ in case I ran into Eden to see if there were ‘any feelings still lingering after all these years.’ I couldn’t contain my laughter after those exact words left my daughter’s lips. I didn’t know where she got her intelligence from, it definitely wasn’t from her mother and well, to tell you the truth I don’t think it was from me either.


  Pulling open the thick wooden door to the oldest tavern in Oregon, the smell of beer permeated the air while the drunken singing of karaoke threatened to burst my eardrums. I had forgotten that it was Monday and karaoke was on the menu; if I’d remembered I would have chosen another place. Dean came up behind me and slapped his hand on my back, “Damn, I’ve missed this place.”


  I would miss this place too if I had moved away. The beer was cheap, and the down home cooking by Tillie herself was top notch. Roll all of those amazing factors in with the ambiance and you had a place to call home. The entire structure of the building was held up with exposed wooden beams that ran parallel on the ceiling and vertical into the floor. Over the years the long wooden bar itself had been replaced several times, but they always tried to make it look authentic to the time period. Several beers were on tap and I didn’t hesitate in dodging people on my way to order a pitcher for the two of us.


  I reached the bar, and saw that Tillie’s granddaughter Maisie was working behind it with a white towel tossed over her shoulder and her perfect tits on display for everyone to see. Her normal attire was always a black tank top and that night was no different; once she realized it was me standing there her entire demeanor changed and a flirty smile graced her lips. It was no secret that Maisie had a thing for me, as she tried to get me to go home with her every time I came in. She was beautiful enough in her own right but I couldn’t focus enough to appreciate the beauty that was before me. Not with the fact that I had seen my first true love yesterday and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to get her off of my mind.


  From behind me I heard the song changing and a bunch of women giggling from up on the stage. I turned just in time to see Eden and Marcie both take microphones from off the stands, place them up to their lips and began singing their song.


  Marcie’s eyes had to constantly stay on the screen that was feeding her the lyrics but Eden seemed to know them by heart as she danced across the stage. She had always made it a point to stay up to date with all the upcoming music back in high school, since she wanted to go into Radio Broadcasting. I wondered if that’s what she ended up doing.


  ”Kiss” by Prince was their song of choice and it made me chuckle when Eden made kiss noises during the beat of the song. I could tell from all the way back at the bar, which was on the other side of the tavern from the stage, that she was more than a little inebriated and she had absolutely no idea that I was in attendance. So I took the opportunity to perch my ass on one of the unoccupied barstools and watched with amusement as she flaunted herself around the stage. At different points during the song, she and Marcie would glance at each other and end up busting out in a fit of giggles.


  Dean came over to where I was sitting and leaned up against the counter, “I got us a table over there,” he pointed and I just nodded my head, not taking my eyes off of the stage. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” he asked.


  There was no hesitation on my part, “Even more so than I remember.” Her hair was still the same chestnut color, but it looked like she had added some highlights and layers to give it a bit of definition. She was wearing a black dress that hugged her curves and accentuated the most glorious pair of breasts that I think I had ever seen; those were definitely new and Maisie now had some competition in that department. But I would almost bet that Eden’s were all real, all her, because that was just the type of person that she was. Maisie’s on the other hand cost her a pretty penny to look that good.


  She tipped her head back and laughed and just seeing the action of her smiling made my heart ache. What had happened to cause us to lose all that time?


  The song quickly ended and I didn’t want to see her free spirit exit the stage. It was almost as if she could read my mind, even though she had no idea I was there. She held up a finger and spoke into the microphone, “One more! I want to do one more song.” She looked at Marcie to gauge her reaction and she shrugged a shoulder and went along with Eden’s request.


  She hurried down off of the stage in her heels which was another first for me to see and went to type in her request onto the computer. Once she was settled back in place on the stage her choice started playing on the speakers.


  ”Do What You Want” by Lady GaGa came on, and it was unclear to me why she would’ve picked that song, but it was sexy as hell. Watching her sing about doing whatever you wanted to her body, I couldn’t shut off my mind from the numerous places I imagined that I could take her. I finally moved from my place at the bar and went to the table that Dean had saved for us and took a seat. It wasn’t long until Eden’s eyes glanced past our table and then landed back on us, causing her to falter in her words. She stood rooted in place and began singing again with absolutely no emotion. I wished like hell that she wouldn’t have noticed us; it was almost as if the life was sucked out of her. As soon as that song ended, she rushed off the stage and to her table on the other side of the building.


  After a few minutes the karaoke music went away and was replaced with sounds from the old jukebox that was against the wall behind Eden. A slow song came on and several people got up to dance. Looking around I noticed many of the same faces I had graduated with; it seemed like that night was a little pre-reunion preview. I was intently watching the table Eden was occupying and soon Marcie’s husband got up and asked her to dance, leaving Eden sitting alone. I wondered why Eden’s husband hadn’t accompanied her on the trip, and then my mind wandered, wondering if he was good to her. I’d never had so many different questions swirling around in my head.


  Dean’s chair scooting across the floor pulled me from my conundrum of thoughts. I eyeballed him as he stood up and smoothed out his button-down shirt. “Where are you going?”


  “I’m not going to let Eden sit all by herself, I’m going to ask her to dance.” He fixed the collar of his shirt before standing tall and walking towards her on the other side of the tavern. A pang of jealousy hit me square in the chest and I was pissed that I actually didn’t think of the idea first.


  I watched closely as he walked up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders and leaned down to whisper in her ear. A bright sexy smile formed on her lips, the same type of smile she showed me yesterday. That smile should’ve been for me. My breath hitched when she got up and placed her hand in his as he guided her out towards the open area where everyone was dancing.


  Picking up my glass full of beer I quickly gulped down the majority of it, trying to calm my nerves. I had no right to feel anything towards her, she was a married woman. And even though Dean was my best friend, my jealousy had never been stronger.


  Seeing her mold into his embrace as they danced along the floor killed a part of me inside. It took everything I had to see them dance for the entire song but once it was almost over I knew I had to talk to her. He kissed her on the cheek as they broke apart. She turned around to head back to her seat but I quickly came up behind her and grabbed her hand. My heart rate increased dramatically as electricity ricocheted throughout my body from just one single solitary touch. She gasped as she looked back and her eyes widened in surprise then quickly darkened full of desire. One thing that didn’t go unnoticed by me was the lack of ring on her left hand when I grasped her soft skin.


  “Eden, would you do me the honor of dancing with me?” I asked shyly, not knowing where the bashful side of me had come from.
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  Chapter 5


  Eden


  The evening started off with a bang; I had never been into Tillie’s Tavern but remembered growing up wishing that I could just see the inside. After crossing the line from the dreary weather of Oregon into the dimly-lit wooden structure, I could see why the place had been a favorite for so long. I could almost imagine the entire process it took to make it into the beautiful structure that it was. From the lumberjack finding the best-grained wood from the tallest of oak trees, to the contractor working closely with the architect making sure his vision was fulfilled in every way possible. That took me back to thinking about Baylor, who admittedly hadn’t been off of my mind since I saw him at the airport. Would he appreciate everything that had gone into the building? I knew he had a passion for architecture since that’s what he had wanted to go to school for. I felt a pang in my chest because I really didn’t know anything about Baylor or Dean anymore, even though at one point in time I would’ve said that I knew them almost better than they knew themselves.


  I took in all of the faces in Tillie’s, some I recognized but most I didn’t and it was almost a relief. I took a little extra time trying to scope out the room to make sure Baylor or Dean weren’t there. And since the coast was clear, it didn’t take me long to loosen up my tension and indulge in several rounds of alcohol. It wasn’t long before I started to feel a little tipsy, and then Marcie had the ingenious idea to partake in a little karaoke.


  As we looked through the song catalog on the computer she released a little squeal and pointed to her choice, “Can we do this song? Please! I absolutely love it.” I inwardly grumbled at her selection, because I still remembered that Prince was the last artist I had heard during the graduation party at her house and there she was picking another song by him. Can we say ironic? What was the deal?


  After my brief hesitation she glanced up at me, “Do you not know the song?” Which caused another grumble to threaten to erupt. Of course I knew the damn song, I knew most songs. IT WAS MY JOB!


  I had to mentally chide myself to simmer down and not let something so meager get me all worked up. “I know it,” I replied with very little emotion backing my statement. After releasing a deep sigh, I said “Let’s do this.” I supposed that I couldn’t make any bigger of a fool of myself than the screamer on stage was doing already.


  The lady that was singing “My Heart Will Go On” by Celine Dion was finally finished and I was extremely thankful that my eardrums were still partially intact. Sheesh, with howling like that, everyone should’ve been counting their lucky stars they didn’t rupture.


  With a little too much enthusiasm, Marcie grabbed my hand and all but dragged me up the stairs, turning to give her husband a wink and an air kiss before the music began. Seeing their affectionate gestures towards each other made me miss even more what I didn’t have. Lord only knew if I would ever have the opportunity to have someone love me and be on the receiving end of the kisses that I blew their way.


  The music began, indicating our cue to start Kiss by Prince. I wouldn’t call myself an excellent singer by any means, but compared to the comical squeaking that was flying out of Marcie’s mouth, I was Diana Ross. She was far more tipsy than me and I wanted to envy her for her ‘not give a shit’ attitude, so I was going to take a page out of the book that was Marcie and not care either. We each started making little dance movements around the stage instead of being complete zombies standing in place. I even got into the part where Prince makes the kiss noises, making a few of my own while I shimmied my shoulders. I couldn’t match Prince’s impressive set of pipes that went in a multitude of ranges, so during the parts of the song where he would have done his highest falsetto I forced my voice as hard as I could to reach somewhat up to his levels. At least no one was covering their ears, so I thought we couldn’t have been doing half bad. In that moment I almost felt sexy; guys had their eyes glued to me and it just boosted my confidence even more.


  The song ended entirely too quickly and I eagerly voiced my opinion about rounding up another song. Marcie just shrugged her shoulders, which had me quickly running down to pick my choice. I had to do another fun song and who wasn’t more fun than Lady GaGa? So I chose her song Do What You Want and ran back into place before it began. Although I didn’t have the distinct and loud fashion sense that Miss GaGa instilled, I still enjoyed her fun spin and eclectic taste of her music.


  When the song was about halfway over I noticed a movement out of the corner of my eye. I searched the room and ran across a table that literally took my breath away. My words faltered as I completely forgot the lyrics to the song.


  How long had Dean and Baylor been there? By the amused expressions on their faces I had to guess the entire time.


  It didn’t take me long to get back in tune with the song, but my movement around the stage had pretty much ceased. I stood stock-still and my expressions remained stoic. I was willing the song to end but it was going against me, trying to prove me wrong by continuing on. I needed it to end so I could scramble back to my seat and out of the scrutiny of my former best friends and my first love. Once the song did end I all but dropped my microphone and rushed back to my table where Marcie’s husband was waiting with stars in his eyes for Marcie to sit down. My carefree mood and actions had quickly dissipated with one look at those faces from the past. I was ready to duck out and head for home, especially when the jukebox powered on with a slow song and Marcie’s husband Jack asked her to dance, leaving me sitting at the table alone.


  Hell, I was used to being by myself, but I had never truly felt more alone than I did at that moment. I placed an elbow on the table and perched my chin in the palm of my hand, thinking that maybe I could call Julia and see what she was up to. It had to be more thrilling than what I was doing. I was trying my hardest not to look at the other side of the room and into Baylor’s eyes; I didn’t need an emotional breakdown. I didn’t know why I had thought that coming back home would’ve been such a good idea. He didn’t even make a move to smile or wave at me in the airport, so he clearly didn’t want to talk to me and by golly I wasn’t going to seek him out.


  Just as I decided that I was going to call Jules and leave, a set of hands grasped my shoulders and I felt hot breath on the shell of my ear. My breath hitched because it could’ve been only one of two people and I was praying to God that it was Dean.


  “A beautiful lady such as yourself shouldn’t be left all alone. You’re lucky it was me who came by to snatch you up instead of some stranger,” Dean’s deep voice reverberated in my ear causing me to smile widely. He always had the ability to make me smile. I craned my neck around so I could look at his face and he didn’t waste another minute before extending his hand and asking for a dance.


  His large hands encircled my waist as we reached the center of the building where everyone else was dancing, and my hands instinctively wrapped around his neck. With the space that was between us I felt like we were at a junior high dance but it was nice to be able to see his face.


  It didn’t take him long before he started firing off questions; I just hoped that he didn’t repeat the same one that he had at the airport. I would answer any other question but that.


  “So Miss Eden, what is it you do now?” he asked much like a game show host with a fake accent.


  “I actually cohost a morning radio show in Nashville.”


  His eyes grew wide, “So you have a website where virtually anyone could get ahold of you?” I was utterly confused by his question, but it was all but forgotten as he skipped ahead without even waiting for an answer. “I am so happy that you actually fulfilled your dream and earned your own radio show. And if I may be so bold, your voice alone is fucking hot. I can tell that your listeners love it as well.” Being bold was always Dean’s thing, so it was no surprise to me that he would’ve continued on with that trait. But him saying that he liked the sound of my voice left me not knowing how to respond.


  So I did whatever I could to redirect the questioning away from me. “Blaine, my cohost, and I get along really well. We have a fun morning show that earns a lot of laughs. I’m proud of our little show.” I didn’t want to toot my own horn, but our show had received some prestigious awards for the area and that was saying a lot since we weren’t a country station.


  “What is it that you do now that you’re all grown up?” I decided to put him in the limelight for a bit and give myself a bit of a rest.


  “Who said I was all grown up?” he said in a flirty tone which earned another smile from me. “No, in all honesty, I’m actually a divorce lawyer. So while you are loved in your profession, people either dreadfully hate me or are repulsed by me.” He shrugged his shoulders. I definitely hadn’t seen that coming, Dean a divorce lawyer?


  I wanted to make a little joke, but I didn’t know if he would take it the same way as he would’ve all those years ago. I decided to go ahead and take a shot. “So how many of your own divorces have you done?” I asked it in a light-hearted tone so he wouldn’t think I came across as a bitch.


  “Two,” he answered flatly with not even an ounce of emotion.


  “That bad, huh?”


  “You could definitely say that again,” he finally cracked a smile which lowered my blood pressure rate again after he spiked it when I thought I said the wrong thing.


  “You remind me of my best friend, Julia. She’s been married AND divorced twice just like you.”


  His smile disappeared. What did I say?


  After the questioning look I gave him, his voice lowered to a whisper which had to be lower than low since his voice was so deep, “We used to be best friends, Eden…The three musketeers, don’t you remember that?”


  That was not how I wanted the conversation to end. “I’ve never forgotten, Dean. I thought of you every single day, believe it or not.”


  The song was nearing the end and he gently pushed a strand of hair to the side of my face and said with a small smile, “We’ve missed you, Eden.” Not just I, but we. With the closing notes, he leaned forward and brushed his lips against my cheek, giving me the faintest of kisses. My heart broke all over again for the friend that I left behind. The friend who had nothing to do with what happened and was thrown in the middle when he was just an innocent bystander during the downward spiral of my departure. I hoped that he would someday forgive me for my naivety as I hadn’t meant for him to get burned in the crossfire.


  He walked away sadly with his head hung low which just further decreased my already depressed mood. I didn’t realize the effect I would have on everyone after being gone for so many years; I guess it was rather presumptuous of me to think they’d be happy to see me again. I tried to walk back to my seat when a strong hand grasped mine from behind.


  “Eden, would you do me the honor of dancing with me?” His voice was slight as if he was almost unsure of himself. That wasn’t the Baylor that I once knew, the old Baylor was confident in everything and never held any doubt.


  I stood there rooted to the spot as I glanced down at where ours hands connected and then back into Baylor’s emerald eyes. My nipples immediately pebbled underneath my dress and the desire that burned deep in my core just from this one simple touch was an inferno. I was no longer on the verge of being tipsy from my previous alcohol consumption, no, I was suddenly stone-cold sober. If I responded to him this way just from a mindless touch, what would happen if he were to actually kiss me again as he did all those years ago? I couldn’t let it to get to that point; hell, I didn’t even know if he had feelings towards me anymore or if he was even married.


  Swallowing past the lump that was in my throat, I nodded my head. Call me a glutton for punishment but I wanted to hear what he had to say. My curiosity always had gotten the best of me; I wanted to know what he’d been up to all these years.


  He pulled me onto the dance floor and clutched me in his embrace much like Dean had but it felt so different. Instead of the junior high hand placement, he drew my right hand up with his left and held it so that it rested against his heart while his free hand wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer to him. His rapid heartbeat was the first thing I noticed because it matched my own. He was affected by this just as much as I was. The ring finger on his left hand was bare, which was the next thing I noticed. All of my senses were hyper-aware; my body melted into his as I filled my nostrils with his scent.


  The song began playing and we started swaying back and forth with the smallest of actions. I couldn’t look him in the eyes, because I didn’t want to begin the backlash on either of our parts so I focused all of my attention on our joined hands until he finally spoke.


  “Do you know this song?” What was with everyone asking me if I knew certain songs? So I thought I would tell him exactly what all I knew about this song…


  “”(You Want To) Make A Memory” by Bon Jovi. From their tenth album entitled “Lost Highway.” I believe it was released in March of 2007 but I wouldn’t quote me on the exact day.” The look on his face was too much for me, so I tipped my head back and let out a hearty laugh.


  “God, it’s so great to see your smile,” he said without breaking eye contact. With our eyes we portrayed every single feeling that we had felt while we had been apart. In this moment I had never felt more exposed or on display and it all happened just looking into the depths of each other’s souls.


  I averted my eyes, looking down at our interlocked hands once again, “I’m a radio DJ, and music trivia is kind of my thing.”


  “I remember…”


  I felt like it was my turn to ask a question but I hadn’t planned on what came flying out of my mouth next. “Are you married?” I couldn’t believe that I had let it slip; in my line of work I had to be careful of thinking before I spoke, otherwise I could end up saying something completely offensive on the air.


  He released a long, drawn-out deep sigh, which forced me to hold my breath as I began to regret my line of questioning until he answered, “Once upon a time I was, but that ship has long since sailed.”


  Without a beat I had to know, “To Kristina?”


  Another sigh escaped, “Yeah, to Kristina.”


  Deep in my heart I knew he had married her. That would mean that the girl I saw at the airport was most likely hers.


  “So was Dean your divorce lawyer?”


  “Yeah, how’d you guess?” He asked with a bit of annoyance.


  I shrugged a shoulder; I had really just assumed that he’d volunteer to represent him. Back then Dean hated Kristina just as much as I did. “Dean just never really was fond of her back in the day, so I figured he’d snap up the chance to show her what for.”


  “You really aren’t wrong there. He was able to get me full custody of my daughter, Norah. It wasn’t like Kristina wanted much to do with her anyway.” My heart felt heavy in my chest for what his daughter must have been going through. If I were ever awarded with the chance to have a child there would be nothing that would stand in the way of that happiness.


  He audibly swallowed which had my eyes snapping back up to his. “What about you?” he began, “is your husband good to you? I know I don’t see him here tonight and I didn’t see him at the airport, did he not join you?”


  I felt my eyebrows lift clear into my hairline. What on earth was he talking about? “I don’t understand. I don’t have a husband, I’ve never been married. Hell, I’ve never even been close to marriage.”


  The movement of his legs stopped instantly as he immediately dropped his arms away from me, almost as if my answer had burned his skin. “You’re not married?” He asked, flabbergasted.


  “No…” I didn’t know how else to say the word.


  “But your mom…”


  Oh this was something that I had to hear, “My mom, what?”


  “I wanted to know how your life was going, so a few years ago I asked your mom how you were. She kept boasting and rambling on and on about how fabulous your life was with your husband. So I dropped it and hadn’t asked about you since.”


  I felt my blood pressure rise for the millionth time tonight but now it was because of pure rage. I saw red and was on the verge of seething. “Oh that’s rich, my mom meddles in my life extremely too much. Here lately she’s been trying to play matchmaker, even to the point of having my coworkers in on it and making a segment on the show every week about my blind dates. And then she tells the one person who I’ve ever loved that I was married.” I kept going on and on, pacing back and forth in front of Baylor in the middle of the floor. The Bon Jovi song had ended, changing to some sort of upbeat tune, but I was too pissed to even realize what it was.


  “Wait, what did you just say? The one person you ever loved…me?” He kept on searching my eyes for his answer. Shit, did I actually say that? I couldn’t remember what had just come spewing out of my mouth.


  I quickly shook my head; I didn’t need him to know my stance on things. He didn’t need the leverage against me, especially when I hadn’t gotten to the bottom of everything that had happened. “What? No…I didn’t say that. You must’ve misconstrued what I was saying. Listen,” I stopped pacing and perched one hand on my hip and the other against my head, “I’ve gotta go, my mom has a lot of explaining to do.”


  Pivoting on my foot, I fled out the door before ever giving him the opportunity to respond. Bette Richardt had meddled around in my life for the last time.
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  It didn’t take me long at all to get home and even those few minutes did nothing to dissipate my rage. I slammed the door to my mother’s car and then stomped my feet all the way up the pathway to the front door. Once I made it inside I felt the need to destroy something so I slammed the front door as well, but it woke my father up from his position on his recliner making him almost jump out of his skin. “Eden! What the…?” He yelled as he tried to push the footrest of the chair back in place.


  “Sorry, Daddy,” I snapped as I marched into the kitchen. “Mother!”


  “What, dear?” She said as she came up behind me, drying her hands on an apple-patterned dish towel.


  I pointed a finger in her direction, “You have a lot of explaining to do!”


  Her eyes immediately went wide and she began fiddling with her hands, wringing them around the towel. “Eden, calm down.”


  “Calm down? Why the hell would you tell Baylor that I was married?”


  “Now Eden, I did it for your own good, I was protecting you.” She pulled out a chair and sat down at the same kitchen table that I used to do my homework on. By that time my father had made his presence known in the kitchen as well, with a perplexed look on his face that matched my own.


  He took the chair right next to her and motioned to an empty one, “Eden, have a seat, I think your mother has a lot of explaining to do.” My dad didn’t ever raise his voice and he wasn’t even a man of many words but what he said in that house was law.


  Her body shook at what she was about to reveal, but she forged on with a trembling voice, “I know I shouldn’t have stretched the truth-“


  I quickly cut her off, “You didn’t stretch the truth, you outright lied!” I couldn’t help the fact that my voice raised a few octaves until it was almost a shout.


  “Eden,” my dad warned.


  “I know he was the one who broke your heart… The day after graduation you locked yourself in your room and cried yourself to sleep and the next day you wanted to go see your nana even though you never had before.” A sob threatened to erupt from my throat; that was a day that I remembered all too well but the pain had seemed to lessen when I was in Baylor’s embrace.


  My mother covered my hand with hers, “Mothers know these things, dear. That boy broke your heart and took you away from us, so when he asked rather desperately about how you were, I wanted him to feel the pain and sorrow that he made you feel. I’m sorry, honey, I thought I was doing what was best for you at the time. You wouldn’t ever talk to me about what happened, so I took it into my own hands and dealt him a blow as he did to you.”


  “Mom, what’s best for me now is to stop meddling in my life. That means no more signing me up for those matchmaking sites either.” I pointed my finger at her and she shyly and shamefully lowered her head once my dad shot her a warning glare.


  “Jesus, Bette, does your interfering have no limits? What’s next, selling her hand to the highest bidder that you find? Let Eden live her life without her mother critiquing and hindering her every move!” He was past the point of reason; you could almost see the wheels turning in his mind at the realization of all that had gone on behind his back.


  “I just want her to be happy!” She wailed out a sob. I decided my mother’s smothering concern had gone on long enough.


  “I know you do, Mom, but I don’t need a man in my life in order to be happy.” I began ticking off things on my hand, “I have a successful radio show, my own home, the best of friends, and amazing and loving parents along with my health. For the most part I am happy.” But I couldn’t lie, a man would’ve been nice–most importantly one certain man. Was I ready to hear him open up about what had happened? Could my heart take being broken again? Especially when I didn’t think it was fully healed from the first time.
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  Knock…knock…knock


  “Eden! Eden, are you up?”


  I barely opened my right eye, squinting past the sun shining in through my window at my mother whose frame appeared at my bedroom door. I couldn’t hold back the audible grumble that erupted from my chest. “I am now…What time is it?” After the talk that took place between my parents and me, I hadn’t gone to bed until well after three. I immediately called Julia, even though it was even later for her, and caught her up on everything that took place at the bar. I begged her to come and be my buffer but all she did was laugh in my ear at my expense. What a best friend.


  “It’s almost nine. I have a favor to ask of you,” she said while clasping the ends of her gold watch around her left wrist. I normally didn’t agree to favors before I at least had one cup of coffee in my system, but by the looks of things she wasn’t going to let it rest until I did. “Will you listen for the door and let the plumber in? Someone should be coming to look at the drain in the bathtub. I’ve got to meet Jan and the girls for book club.”


  “Yeah, sure, whatever.” Since when did my mother join a book club? I couldn’t remember a time where she was even reading a book let along joining a club about it. I grabbed a handful of material and stuffing from my other pillow and plunged it over my head to drown out any further noise and sunlight filtering in from my window. I really needed to at least put a blanket over that sucker; it didn’t make sense to go out and buy a blackout curtain since I’d only be there a few more days. But that direct sunlight in the morning was enough to make a girl go insane, and people thought PMS was bad.


  Knock…knock…knock


  Why in the hell wasn’t anyone answering the door? “Mom!” I yelled out, only to hear continued silence. The noise was intensifying the unrelenting pounding that was occurring between my ears. Then I remembered her informing me about the plumber coming by. I sat up in the middle of my bed and had to grasp my head with both hands. The banging increased substantially with every little movement.


  Knock…knock…knock


  “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming!” I shouted while I flung back my covers and retrieved my tattered old bathrobe from my desk chair. My posture was slumped over as I leisurely dragged my feet on the carpet all the way to the front door. I reached up on my tiptoes to try and get a look at who it was, not that I would know them anymore, and only came up with the work truck. They must’ve stepped out of the way of the door.


  Yanking the door open with way more force than I intended to, I was met face to face with Baylor Jenkins. “What in the world are you doing here?” I challenged, pulling my robe together and tying the belt closed, and then looking out past his dumfounded expression and the railing on the porch to a work truck that indeed had Jenkins Plumbing embossed on the driver’s side door.


  Once my double take was complete, I gave another sly gander only to see him watching me intently with a clipboard in his clutch. “Well good morning to you, too.” I rolled my eyes. “Your mom called this morning and said it was an emergency.”


  “I’ll bet she did. I call this another case of her meddlesome self” I muttered exasperatedly to myself.


  He flicked his eyes up from his work order and raised a brow, “Care to elaborate?”


  “Not so much.” I opened the door a little further and waved a hand allowing him to enter. “Well, Mom said that the bathtub was clogged; you are no stranger to this house and nothing has moved in decades I think.”


  His eyes adjusted once more to mine as he indicated, “I didn’t used to be a stranger to you either but look at us now, trying to dance around each other’s emotions and not knowing what to say.” He drifted right by me making me feel inept all over again. I deserved the cold shoulder treatment, but didn’t he equally deserve it as well? He was making me feel like I was the one to blame for my disappearance when in fact it was him.


  I walked into the kitchen and prayed to the coffee God that there were at least a few droplets left in the carafe and to my surprise mom left almost an entire pot. Thank Jesus! Retrieving a mug, I doctored it up to my specific tastes and took a hefty gulp before I headed off to clean myself up a bit. Once I could feel the coffee filtering through my veins a light bulb went off, we only had one bathroom. While growing up it didn’t bother me because I was an only child and I didn’t have to fight for a turn. But suddenly having one bathroom was coming back to bite me in the ass. Baylor was working on our one said bathroom which meant I couldn’t get a shower, so he was going to have to suffer through me looking like shit, again.


  Would I ever be fully on my game around him?


  What game? I retorted back. Out of the three times I’d seen him since I’d come home, I’d been unbathed for two and inebriated for one. I was trying to win a constant losing battle.


  Hearing the clinking of his tools did absolutely nothing to soothe my headache, but the uncomfortable silence was near deafening. I walked down the hallway to the bathroom and leaned my body and head against the door frame with my coffee in hand. “Why aren’t you an architect?” I asked in a low voice.


  He paused what he was doing, wrench in hand suspended in midair and sighed. Throwing the tool back in the toolbox, he wiped his hand on his carpenter jeans. “Now she wants to talk,” he muttered under his breath just loud enough for me to hear. The tension in the tiny bathroom was unsurmountable; you’d have one hell of a time cutting through it with a machete. “I have my degree in architecture but shortly after graduation Dad got sick, too sick to work anymore. So I did my duty as a son to take over the family business since that’s what my family relied on for income. My mother owns seventy-five percent of the company now and I own twenty-five, and I can’t just let it run into the ground.”


  “Is your dad better?”


  He sighed again, which seemed to be a common theme around me lately, “He died almost eight years ago. When I said he got sick I was really just sugarcoating it. He found out that he had terminal cancer, stage three in the lungs. He was really lucky that he made it as long as he had, but he was a fighter and loved my mother something fierce, and he didn’t want to leave her alone. So now I take full responsibility for the company and Bentley works under me.” My hand had automatically covered my heart at the news of Mr. Jenkins passing. He was a wonderful man and I loved him as a second father; it broke my heart that my mom didn’t let me know. And to hear that Baylor was still such a truly selfless man, giving up his dreams in order to keep the family business alive, raised him even further in my estimation.


  I didn’t really know what else to say, so I thought to bring up a safe subject, “How is Bentley?” Baylor was older than his brother Bentley by four years, and I remembered that during our senior year Bentley wanted to follow us around all the time.


  “Bentley is Bentley, I suppose. I’m a hard ass on him only because it keeps him out of trouble.” You could see the pressure that was on Baylor’s shoulders, he was weighted down with not only being a father but also being the only dependable son. “Now since you are bombarding me with questions, it’s my turn…” I immediately held my breath almost as if I was waiting for the blow that was bound to occur. “Why did you run off last night?” My lungs deflated as my breath fled from my lips. “No, wait. The question that I really want to know is what happened to you fifteen years ago? Why did you run off?”


  There it was, the blow that I had been anticipating since arriving back home. Since the elephant in the room had finally been addressed, my wall that I had strongly built was obliterated into a pile of useless bricks. My anger spiked and I slammed down my now-empty mug on the bathroom counter. “You think you have the right to ask me that?” I shouted.


  “You’re damn straight I do!” He rose from his crouched down position and took a step between us, closing the distance as he grabbed ahold of my hand. “That was supposed to be our time, our summer, Edie.”


  Oh God, why now? I felt the tears welling up in my eyes. Why of all the opportunities that he’d had did he chose that moment to call me Edie?
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  Chapter 6


  Baylor


  Between holding Eden’s hand and spending more time in her presence, so many memories were rushing back. I felt as if I’d never really gotten over her; in fact I knew I hadn’t. All of her defining qualities and features that I loved before had intensified as she became the woman trembling before me. Seeing the light go out in her eyes made me want to pull her even more into my embrace and tell her everything would be all right. But her reaction to my question had me wanting to know the answer even more. What happened that was so bad that she had to clam up whenever the question was asked? My anger at the entire situation grew as the thought of someone actually hurting her came to mind. I would kill anyone who laid a finger on her without her permission.


  Her eyes locked onto mine, searching for her own set of answers, “Baylor, why did you seek me out and ask me to come to the reunion? It seems as if things were better left in the past.”


  “What are you talking about? I didn’t contact you. I honestly didn’t have the faintest idea that you would be coming back, although it seems as if that’s all I’ve been doing, hoping and praying like hell that you’d come home ever since you left.”


  Her chest began heaving; I would guess it was due as much to our close proximity as to our conversation, since we were just mere inches apart. She looked even more confused than she had before. She reached into the pocket of her worn-out bathrobe and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. “I’ve taken this with me literally everywhere since I received it. You wrote an email to me at my job stating that you wanted me to come to the reunion.” She handed me the printout, and my fingers brushed hers as I took it from her grasp, causing a little jolt of electricity that went straight to my heart.


  I opened the email and scanned over the words.


  My Sweet Eden,


  Can you believe that it’s been fifteen years since I’ve last looked into your beautiful chocolate eyes? I remember them as if I had only seen them yesterday. I don’t know what happened all those years ago, but the invitation from the reunion has me reliving our final moments from the past. How are you? What are you doing? Are you well? These are questions I find myself asking on a daily basis, wishing I knew the answers. I hope you find it in your heart to come to the reunion and meet with me so we may catch up.


  Sincerely Yours,


  Baylor


  The first thought that ran through my head was it was that rat bastard, Dean. But I quickly changed my mind; if he had found Eden I would’ve been the first person he told. It wouldn’t have been Kristina because she hated the ground that Eden walked on. There could’ve only been one other option as to who the author of the covert email could’ve been…


  “Norah and Polly,” I announced.


  “Who?” Eden questioned.


  “Well, it seems that while your mother meddles in your life, my daughter and her pesky best friend have been meddling in mine.”


  I looked over, past the paper in my hands just in time to see Eden’s face fall. “Oh, so you didn’t want me to come,” she stated rather than posed a question.


  “No!” I quickly objected. “It’s definitely not that. I just don’t do the whole social media scene and since I was under the misleading impression that you were married, I didn’t want anyone to have false hope.” My cell phone began vibrating in my pocket and I yanked it out and looked on the screen, seeing that it was an emergency call. “Dammit!” I groaned, “I have to go.” I regretfully stepped back away from Eden and began shoving all of my tools back in the toolbox. With her bathtub unclogged there was no reason for me to blow off the emergency, not that I had it in me to do so anyway. Retreating towards the front door, I didn’t want to see the sadness painted on Eden’s face, but at the last moment I turned around to see her right behind me. “Can we talk later? I can pick you up here about 5:30?” She seemed to ponder my invitation before nodding with tears swimming in her eyes. I hated to leave with everything still up in the air, but hopefully with us going to a secluded place away from everything it would help break the dam of secrets.
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  My day ended at four. Let me rephrase that, I made it my mission for my day to end at four, forwarding all emergency calls to Bentley and hounding him to be sure to pick them up. My brother wasn’t the most dependable but he was definitely improving. We would just call him a work in progress.


  After running home to shower and change I stopped by Polly’s house to check up on my darling daughter. Polly’s mother let me in without announcing my arrival which gave me leverage against them. I came up behind them both sitting at the dining room table with their homework spread out in from of them; at least I knew she was completing her studies while she wasn’t at home. Pulling the folded email out of my pocket, I opened it up and threw it on the table in between them. “Care to explain this?”


  I walked around the side of the table to see her eyes downcast towards her paper. “I’m sorry, Daddy. I just want you to be happy and with you completely outlawing anything to do with the internet we…er, I decided to give you a little boost, that’s all.” She shrugged a shoulder, slowly raised her eyes to meet mine, and produced a small smile.


  With a look like that, the sad puppy eyes and batting her eyelashes, I couldn’t be mad at her for trying to help. Shit, I was going to be in trouble when she started dating, I supposed I needed to stock up on ammo right away.


  Glancing at my watch, I noticed that it was 5:15 and I was running out of time. There was no way that I’d be late to pick up Eden, she didn’t need any reason to back out. “This isn’t over,” I said plainly to Norah.


  “Wait, where are you going?”


  I began retreating from the dining room, saying, “I have a date.” I paused for a moment and pivoted back towards Norah, “Scratch that…Eden and I are going someplace to talk.” I continued on to the front door, muttering half to myself, “I’m tired of not knowing the truth, I’m getting to the bottom of all this once and for all.”


  When I turned down Eden’s street, it was almost bittersweet to be heading to her house to pick her up in my Camaro; it took me back to high school. I was sure she would be surprised that my old hunk of metal was still intact. Kristina had hounded me to get rid of it for years but I couldn’t justify her reasoning. My car was a part of me that I never wanted to forget, and if it still ran why trade it in for something that wasn’t made as durable?


  I wasn’t even able to greet her at the door, because Eden was bounding down the steps of her front porch heading towards my car. Her facial expression was stoic under her aviator sunglasses as she opened the passenger door and lowered herself into the seat. My heart stopped beating for a fraction of a second as I was thankful to be in her presence once more. Every time I saw Eden again, it was like regaining a little piece of our past, a glimpse of what we used to be like. Once she completely let her guard down I thought we could fully restore the comfort level we used to have around each other. I took in her appearance; she was absolutely mesmerizing. Her clothing choice was simple, not over the top. She was wearing a pair of jean shorts with a pale yellow tank top and a floral scarf, and on her feet were the sexiest pair of sandals. I was quite certain Dean would demand my man card for paying so much attention to her clothes.


  I watched her buckling her seatbelt and I could tell that something caught her eye and made her quietly stare daggers at my center console. Shifting in her seat, she spent the remainder of the car ride in silence, looking out the window with her hands folded in her lap.


  “What’s wrong, Eden?” I asked with as much sincerity as I could portray.


  She huffed but finally spoke, “Where did you get that gearshift knob?”


  I removed my hand and looked down at the black metallic eight ball that I had received as a present, wondering why that was the first question she asked. “Uh…Kristina actually gave it to me as a graduation present. And come to think of it, I still don’t know why, because she always hated this car.”


  Her jaw tightened as she clenched her teeth together when I brought up my ex’s name. I couldn’t just lie to her, just because it was a name she didn’t want to hear.


  I saw the need to change the mood so I decided to apologize. “Hey, I’m sorry about Norah sending you that email, she’s sorry if it upset you in any way. I think she has some preconceived notion that we have some unfinished business.”


  Biting out through her still clenched teeth, “Yeah, well I’m sure that’s how most teenagers are…”


  “Oh, she’s only twelve, won’t be a teenager for another two months.”


  Eden’s head snapped up to mine, her glasses covering the eyes that I used to lust after so much. “She’s only twelve? And your only child?”


  “Yeah,” I replied, drawing out the vowels. I wasn’t exactly sure where she was going with her questioning. Finally pulling up in front of the old abandoned covered bridge we used to frequent in high school, I placed the Camaro in park at the same time Eden flung open the door and got out, slamming it behind her.


  I exited and repeated her actions but with a little more force than was necessary and rounded the front of my car. Being pissed off was a serious understatement. How could this woman make me go from lust-filled emotions and pure adoration one second to fucking seething mad the next?


  I slammed my hand down on the hood, causing her to flinch. At least I was getting some kind of reaction out of the infuriating woman. “Eden, God dammit, stop holding your tongue and spit it out already! That’s what got us here in the first place!”


  She flung off her sunglasses, allowing me to see the tears that were freely flowing down both cheeks. Ready or not, I was about to finally know the truth.
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  Chapter 7


  Eden


  1999 - Day after Graduation


  I woke up extremely early that morning because of the anticipation building in my stomach; I was anxious to see Baylor, especially after that earthshattering kiss. If I wasn’t 100% convinced that I was in love with him before, that kiss confirmed it.


  Since it was well before the crack of dawn on my first day of summer vacation, I took extra time on my appearance, making sure my outfit was perfect and not a single hair on my head was out of place. I wasn’t sure exactly what the kiss meant to Baylor, but to me it was absolutely everything. To think, my dreams could very well be coming true.


  When I arrived at Baylor’s, I had a feeling that something was off. I retrieved his neatly wrapped present from the passenger seat and set off walking to the front door. Fiddling with the bow that was strategically placed on top of the package, I wondered if he would love it. It took me months to find him this one special piece for his car, and I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when he saw what was inside.
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  Chapter 8


  Eden


  Present Day


  With a tremble in my voice, “I never got a chance to see your reaction to my present that I spent so long saving for. I wanted everything to be perfect¸ but she had to ruin it just like everything else.”


  Baylor stepped in front of me and rested his hand on my arm, causing goose bumps to break out over my flesh; my heart was pounding relentlessly against my chest because the moment had finally come. Fifteen years in the making.


  “Who, Eden?” he questioned.


  “Kristina!” I screamed in his face causing his eyes to go wide. “I was so nervous that day that I ended up being early. And when I swallowed down my fear and knocked on the door, Kristina answered, which brought on a whole new set of emotions…betrayal being the most prominent.” Baylor stood there with his arms crossed and his eyebrows furrowed as if he was trying to remember back to that day, but that was a day that was forever engrained on my memory. I didn’t have trouble remembering, only trying to forget it.


  “She spitefully informed me that you were in the shower and that the two of you had talked beforehand, deciding to give things another shot.” He raised a hand trying to interrupt me, but I quickly vetoed his advance, “Normally I wouldn’t have believed her because she’s a selfish, vindictive bitch and I see even more of that today without even knowing her anymore. But what she said next broke my heart in two and I felt as if I had no other choice but to leave town and start over. She placed a hand on her then-flat stomach,” I mimicked Kristina’s actions, “and said that you two were thrilled to be expecting your first child.” The tears had picked up the pace, making it harder for me to see. I was sure that my mascara that I stupidly wore was running down my face as well but I couldn’t see the need to actually care. “I must’ve dropped the present, your eight ball gearshift knob, when I ran off hysterically to my car and she played it off as hers.” I hugged my arms around myself and kicked a few stray rocks on the asphalt, “Once she said the words, ‘I’m pregnant,’ I knew that I couldn’t stand in the way of you being a family. Being eighteen and having my heart smashed to smithereens, I couldn’t stay here and watch her flaunt the life that I so desperately wanted. So I left.”


  Several moments went by and Baylor just stood there looking right past me with rage in his eyes; it was like he was so upset with me that he couldn’t even stand to look at me. Tears continued streaming down my face and my mind began to wander in the face of his silence,. “Oh God!” I raised my hands to my mouth, “Since Norah isn’t the right age, did she?” It was hard for me to coerce the words out of my mouth, “Please tell me she didn’t lose the baby?” As much as that woman was the bane of my existence I would never ever wish for someone to lose a child.


  “Enough!” He barked, snapping his eyes to mine. They softened immediately when he took in my tear-stained face. “There was never any baby…”


  “What?!” I screeched.


  “There was never any baby. We didn’t have sex until months after you had left.” His voice was monotone, almost no emotion to his words whatsoever, a big flip from the anger that was dripping just a moment ago.


  “I don’t understand what you’re saying.” I was beside myself with confusion. Kristina had apparently hit an all-time low. If her mission in life was to get rid of me, she definitely succeeded in getting what she wanted without any intrusion from me.


  “I was a virgin at graduation, Eden,” the emotion was back in his voice and this time it was laced with a mixture of pain and sorrow. He stepped closer to me, leaving hardly any space between us, and wiped a thumb across my cheek trying to catch some of my fallen tears, “I wanted you to be my first…I was in love with you.”


  Stepping back away from his sweet embrace I dragged my fingers through my hair, yanking on the strands. I figured the shooting pain of my head would help dull the ache in my heart. “I hate Kristina,” I screamed at the top of my lungs. “With everything that I am, I hate that vile malicious bitch!”


  Baylor grabbed the back of his neck with his hand, “You aren’t telling me anything that I don’t already know about her. And although I would never and could never in a million years regret having Norah for one second, she’s caused both of us more heartache than what was necessary.”


  Pivoting on my foot, I turned my back to him and crossed my arms in front of my chest. A loud sob was threatening to erupt and he’d already seen me cry enough to last a lifetime. It startled me when I felt his hand caress my bare shoulder as he swept my hair off to the side and pressed a single feather-light kiss against my neck. The intimate action instantly sent shivers down my spine and I felt myself melt into his touch. His warm breath tickled my skin as he spoke, “I wish you would’ve talked to me, Edie.” I shut my eyes and allowed the sob to finally escape. Continuing to allow him to call me Edie would just further break my heart, but it made me feel so special that I couldn’t bear to tell him no.


  “I know, but I was heartbroken and ashamed. I cannot tell you how sorry I am that we’ve lost all this time.”


  He turned me around so our eyes could meet and he pressed a finger to my closed lips. “Shh…Don’t be upset, neither one of us was more to blame than the other. We were young and believed what we wanted to believe because it was what was displayed right in front of us. Reunions are just that, we can reunite with lost loved ones and start anew…”


  I was going to go out on a limb and be extremely bold because his lips were slowly descending upon mine and I wanted to take the plunge with Baylor all over again, but I needed to be realistic. “I’m only here for the week. I have a contract agreement with my radio station that I can’t break.” Don’t ask me why I brought up my job, it wasn’t like the man was asking me to move back here.


  His lips were to the point where they were hovering right above mine, “Well then, we need to make this week count.” And then his lips met mine in a slow and soothing kiss. The last thing I remembered thinking before I fully melted into him was that the week would definitely count, I was just afraid of my heart being left in the dust again once it was over.
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  Chapter 9


  Baylor


  Don’t ask me exactly what I was doing when I gently laid Eden back on the hood of my Camaro while our tongues were leisurely exploring each other’s mouths. We were performing a slow and sensual dance that sent tingles to all of the right places throughout my body. We were completely out of sight to passers-by, as we were parked down off the beaten path on the side of the road in front of the old abandoned covered bridge, but I didn’t want to get in too deep right there in broad daylight. But the overwhelming urge to at least have a small taste of what was inevitably to come later on was too strong to just ignore.


  My hand gently grazed her torso and cupped her covered breast, and she definitely had no qualms or objection as she enclosed my hand with hers forcing me to squeeze her even harder as she arched her back closer to me. I broke our kiss and saw the faintest of pouts form across her lips


  “I don’t want you to think that this is all I want from you, but I can’t seem to hold myself back. If you want me to stop, just say the word and I’ll do it.” I was searching her eyes for any sort of hesitation, but came up with nothing except for the blazing lust that reflected my own.


  “Baylor,” she said flatly before pulling her bottom lip in between her teeth which elicited a groan from me, “touch me.” It wasn’t so much a challenge to me as it was a reward, a moment in time that I’d been dreaming of for well over fifteen years.


  I brought my lips back down to hers and melded into an unrelenting embrace while my hand that was covering her breast ventured downwards to the juncture between her thighs. She bent one of her legs at the knee and placed a foot on the hood of the car to make it a bit easier for my fingers to find my prize. Her shorts were short enough that I didn’t have to rearrange the jean material much and once I pulled her panties out of the way I was able to delve a finger into the wetness of her core. A moan escaped from her lips and she dug her fingers into her hair when I pressed two fingers into her opening. It didn’t take much maneuvering on my part before her walls began tightening and she opened her mouth with a silent cry as she rode out her orgasm on my fingers. Seeing her explode from my hand took my breath away. The moment was far more thrilling than I could have ever imagined. My emotions that night had gone from one side of the field clear over to the other without warning. I knew that I was still attracted to Eden as soon as I saw her again, and after the air was officially cleared about what had happened and even though I was disappointed that she hadn’t sought me out personally, I didn’t know how I was going to be able to let her go a second time.


  The drive back to my house was electrically charged; finally being the recipient of one of Eden’s orgasms was something that I never could’ve foreseen happening. After experiencing something so life changing, I didn’t exactly think there was enough time during the week for me to get my fill; in fact, it probably wouldn’t even be possible if I had all the time in the world.


  She sat very quietly looking out the window once again just as she had on the way to the covered bridge, but the difference on the way back was that she had the faintest smile across her lips. Once we pulled into my driveway I noticed out of the corner of my eye two familiar sets of bicycles. “Shit,” I cursed under my breath, what were they doing here?


  Eden’s eyes went wide, “What’s wrong?”


  “Oh it’s nothing to worry about, I just wasn’t expecting my daughter and her friend to be here.” I really didn’t want to make her feel cornered about meeting Norah.


  Eden followed closely behind me through the garage and into the door that led to my kitchen. Norah’s eyes grew wide once she spotted us, almost as if we had caught her red-handed. “What are you doing here?” I asked, seeing her shove a stack of movies into her neon pink backpack and zip it closed.


  “Uh, I live here, duh.” She looked right past me and her face lit up when she noticed Eden’s appearance in our home. “Hi, nice to meet you,” she went right up to Eden, extending her hand for a greeting.


  Eden’s hand grasped Norah’s, “Lovely to meet you, Norah. You’re absolutely beautiful. You look quite a bit like your father when he was younger, you have his nose.” She glanced my way and gave a quick wink letting me know to quit worrying so much. Eden was right, she was a woman and could handle this meeting but it was Norah who I was afraid for. Knowing Norah, she had planned everything down to that precise moment so she could scope Eden out, but I didn’t want her to get her hopes up about Eden and me. Eden had made it incredibly clear that she was only here for the week, nothing more.


  Norah pushed her arms through the straps to her backpack and rested an elbow on the counter of the island. “Was my dad hot back in the day?”


  Eden burst out laughing, filling the entire kitchen space with her melodic sound.


  “What do you mean ‘was’? I happen to think I still am,” I retorted, buffing my fingernails on my polo shirt. Was I showing off a bit? Perhaps, but it was all in good fun. Norah’s response was that of any daughter to her father when she thought he was being a bit ridiculous or facetious, and I could almost pinpoint the exact second when her eye roll would occur. “Now what are you doing here? I thought you were spending all week at Polly’s?” Polly, who for once remained eerily quiet in the corner of the kitchen, was making my suspicions even more probable.


  “I am, we rode our bikes over to get a movie.” She looked from me to Eden, “Can you believe neither Polly nor her parents have watched Pitch Perfect yet? It’s morally wrong, so I had to rectify it now.”


  “You sure she’s only twelve?” Eden leisurely pointed her finger in the direction of Norah who had on another smile.


  “Believe me, you aren’t telling me anything that I don’t already know.” I placed my hands on my hips, “Sometimes it’s like she’s the parent and I’m the child instead of the other way around. Speaking of being the parent,” I turned to Norah and gave her a stern look, “Don’t you have something to say to Eden? Perhaps an apology of sorts?”


  “No, it’s really not necessary,” Eden tried to intervene but Norah spoke up.


  “My dad is right, for once,” cue an eye roll right about… now! She continued to speak, looking Eden directly in the eyes, and Eden’s expression softened towards her. “I’m really sorry for reaching out to you under the impression that I was my dad. But I can’t say that I’m one hundred percent sorry for doing it.” That comment took me by surprise and I straightened my stance and went to move towards Norah or at least shoot her a warning look, but she quickly floored me with her next set of words. “I mean, look at him,” she waved her arm in my direction, “he’s had a goofy smile on his face since the two of you came in.”


  I have? I smiled even brighter at the thought of the happiness Eden had brought me just that afternoon. Even though some rather heavy secrets had been revealed, I couldn’t take the time to be pissed about them, because we didn’t have time to dwell on the past.


  “So I really should say thank you for putting the effortless smile back on his face,” Norah ended with a shy half smile and a subtle shrug of a shoulder. My heart expanded in my chest at hearing her words. I was one proud dad in that moment and nothing could ever change my views on being a father. Kristina seemed to be able to ignore and spend months away from her daughter, but I didn’t think I could go one day without hearing her sweet voice.


  “Norah,” I warned. She had to stop there because if she continued to go on saying such nice things about me I might be inclined to shed a tear.


  “No, Daddy, it’s true. You often smile around me because you are an amazing dad but now your smile is almost brighter somehow.” She took a deep breath, “Like you found that missing light in your life. You were a dull sky on a gloomy day and she’s your beaming sun.” She pivoted on her foot away from me, “Let’s go, Polly. It was really great to finally meet you, Eden.” She started to walk out the door that led to the garage but quickly turned around and jogged back to me. She stood up on her tiptoes, kissed my cheek and whispered into my ear, “Bye, Daddy.” And was quickly out of sight.


  Eden leaned up against the counter, “Baylor, you have done an amazing job raising her. She’s so profound and wise.”


  I shrugged a shoulder, acting a little bashful, “Thanks, I’m not perfect at this whole parenting bit, that’s for sure. But Norah and I go with the flow and learn along the way. She’s a great kid.”


  Eden seemed to start getting a bit nervous, looking all around the kitchen and never at me, then she began fiddling with the leather cuff bracelet that was on her left wrist. She wasn’t going to go all shy on me all of a sudden; I wasn’t going to have it.


  “How about a snack?” I offered. She thought about it for a moment then nodded her head. “Just hop up there on the island and I’ll whip us up something.”


  At first she gave me a sideways glare but then complied and began swinging her dangling legs after kicking her sandals off onto the floor. The action caused me to chuckle a bit because it reminded me so much of something Norah would do.


  She began looking around the kitchen once more, “Your house is beautiful.”


  Digging around in the fridge, I said, “We like it,” without looking back at her.


  “So Kristina really doesn’t see Norah that much?”


  I found a Tupperware container full of strawberries and shut the fridge, taking them over to the counter. “Hardly ever, actually. Norah says it doesn’t bother her but little things she says and does lead me to believe otherwise.” Opening the container I pulled out a strawberry and brought it to my lips, taking a bite out of it to determine the sweetness. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Eden watching my mouth the entire time. Taking my hand and wiping it on my jeans to get rid of any traces of strawberry juice, I then pulled myself up onto the counter right next to Eden. “She’s really close to my mom. It gives them both something to look forward to.”


  I held out the container, allowing Eden to choose a berry, and she took a generous bite, causing the pale red juice began to run down the side of her mouth. I completely checked out once she darted out her tongue to lap up the wayward juice.


  “Baylor?”


  “Huh?” I finally said while coming to. Just the act of her eating a strawberry then licking up the stray juice of said strawberry was enough to do me in.


  “I asked how your mom was doing.”


  “She’s doing well.” I bobbed my head up and down trying to emphasize how good she was doing. “She does the billing and payroll for the business to keep her busy.” My mom adored Eden when we were growing up. I started to offer to take Eden by for a visit while she was there, but had to pull myself up short and remind myself that she was just visiting. It would do me good to remember that, she was only here for the week. For the reunion.


  The more she darted her tongue out on her lips and the small smiles she gave, the more sensible logic went out the window. Screw doing the right thing, which was leaving her be. I was going to enjoy my time with her while she was there and handle the repercussions regarding my heart after she left.


  I hopped down off the counter to go retrieve something to make things a little more interesting…Something that used to be her absolute favorite. I disappeared into the pantry and came out holding a delectable chocolate hazelnut treat. Her eyes lit up like Christmas Day when she saw what I was wielding in my hand. She reached out for the container while repeating, “Gimme!”


  I slowed my pace and unscrewed the jar myself. “Nutella, I knew it used to be your favorite.”


  Her beautiful face lit up even more. “You remembered?” As if anyone could forget anything about a woman like her. It was amazing to me how she had remained single for so many years; people must not have known her like I did.


  “Edie, I remember everything about you. Every. Single. Thing. Like how you used to wear those ponytails and sneakers because you didn’t have a care in the world. You weren’t like any other girl that I knew, you didn’t need to take hours to work on your appearance. And even with those pesky ponytails and sneakers you were always the most beautiful girl in school. And also when you used to steal little glances my way, thinking that I wasn’t any the wiser. I mean, we were best friends for like ten years.”


  She stayed silent for a while and I was worried that I had gone too far and she would retreat within herself. But finally in a small voice, she said, “I like that…”


  I raised a brow, “Like what?”


  “When you call me Edie. You’re the only person who I let call me that.”


  Hearing that only I was allowed to call her by the nickname I gave her so many years ago did something to me. I liked knowing that I had a piece of her that no one else did.


  She leaned forward and jerked the jar away from me and finished unscrewing the lid so she could plunge her finger inside. It came out completely covered in Nutella and she proceeded to seductively insert it into her mouth and slowly pull it out while sucking the creamy spread clean from her finger.


  My chest was heaving and I parted her legs and stepped in between them as a growl erupted from my chest. Her sucking on her finger was my complete undoing. Enough of this, she was going to be mine.


  She looked at me through her lashes while lifting the jar, offering some to me. After my hesitance, she coated her finger once again and offered that to me instead to lick clean. “Want some?” she asked, goading me, almost challenging me to take the bait. I didn’t know how she was remaining so cool and collected when earlier she was nervous as could be. My heart was beating erratically and if it could actually be heard it’d be as loud as a freight train traveling at its highest speed.


  She still had her finger suspended in midair and I moved to take it between my parted lips but she pulled it back at the very last second. I grabbed her sides and began tickling her flesh right above her ribs.


  “Oh, you’re gonna get it!!! You know I hate being tickled,” she warned, trying to feign a look of anger, but she couldn’t hold back her laughter. I abruptly stopped the assault on her sides and grabbed her hand, separating her clean fingers, bending them down and drawing her Nutella-covered finger towards my awaiting mouth.


  Bringing the chocolate hazelnut spread into my parted lips, I took my time sucking the remnants clean off of her skin. The creamy chocolate and nutty hazelnut mixed with the sweetness of Eden’s skin was the absolute last straw. I had gotten a sample but I was ready for the main course.


  I lowered her hand back down to her side and fiddled with the hem of her tank top, inching my hands underneath and teasing her exposed skin. I felt the telltale sign of goose bumps forming on her stomach against my fingers.


  She crossed her arms, gripping the end of her shirt and whipping the entire thing off over her head in one swift motion. I guess my teasing was her undoing. “Impatient much? I was rather enjoying myself,” I teased.


  Brushing her fingers down the length of my face, she cupped my cheeks and jerked my face towards hers so that we were only millimeters apart, her warm breath caressing my skin, as her innocent doe eyes peered into mine, “Just shut up and kiss me, please,” she begged and pleaded right before she crashed her lips to mine.


  My hand found my way in through the bottom opening of her shorts again as I repeated the action from earlier in the evening and graced the lips of her pussy with my fingertips. She squirmed her ass against the countertop as I sank two fingers into her up to my knuckles. Just being in her bra, with her lip pulled in between her teeth and resting back against her hands, she wasn’t shy in the least, taking from me what she wanted. She rocked against my hand, mirroring my speed, drawing nearer to the crescendo of her release. She let out a hearty moan as she tipped over the edge into another orgasm.


  I scooped my arms up under her ass, pulling her against me, so she had no other choice but to lock her legs around my back. As I lifted her up off the counter a moan escaped her mouth as she ran her tongue along my jawline up to my ear.


  A sudden thought went through my mind, if this had occurred fifteen years prior, who knew if Eden would’ve reacted so boldly, especially the way she dug her heels into my ass as I walked blindly to my bedroom.


  I sat her on the edge of my bed and kneeled on the floor in front of her so I could unclasp and discard her bra. I tried not to focus all of my attention on her naked torso but seeing her in that position just for me for the first time had my mouth going dry and all of my blood rushing south of my waistband. I couldn’t quite pinpoint an exact word to describe how she looked to me at that moment; having two orgasms within the span of an hour had made her face thoroughly flushed. She was intoxicating, spellbinding, and easily the most exquisite woman I’d ever had the pleasure of laying eyes upon.


  The pause I took to openly take in her form must’ve come across as hesitation to her. Her smile faded, her expression worried, “What’s wrong?” She asked.


  I gave her a delicate shove, pushing her back so she was lying on the bed with her feet still firmly planted on the floor. Bending over her prone form and taking a hand, I started on her cheek, caressing my fingertips down her neck, across her breasts, and ending at her navel before I looked back into her eyes. “Absolutely nothing, Eden. You are the epitome of perfection. May I see the rest of you?” A mild blush crept across her face as she nodded her head, approving my request to discard the rest of her clothing.


  The snap to her shorts quickly gave way and with very little effort on my part, she shimmied out of her shorts and panties as I tugged them down and off of her legs. She instinctively parted her thighs open for me; the glistening of her arousal was extremely apparent, informing me that she was into this just as much as I was.


  I pulled my polo shirt over my head, then made quick work of removing my jeans and boxer briefs, making my erection jut out at attention. Eden’s eyes quickly widened once I was free of all my clothing and it made my cock twitch as I took in her vulnerability.


  “Scoot back further up the bed,” I said as I hovered over her on my hands and knees, following along in her movements as we shifted up towards the headboard. I didn’t quite make it up to her mouth because when I passed over her pert breasts with her erect nipples they were beckoning my attention. I took her nipple into my mouth, causing a gasp to break free from Eden’s mouth. I caught her completely off guard and just by the noises she was emanating, I anticipated doing more often. My advances were so well received by Eden and she was so utterly responsive to my touch. My erection was throbbing with need and all I wanted to do was sink deep into her pussy and take her as my own for the first time.


  With restraint, I held back on my own needs to see to hers first. Eden was a woman who you cherished and savored your time with her slowly, which outweighed any need of my own. I trailed open mouthed kisses up her sternum to the juncture between her neck and shoulder and pulled away. Settling my weight on my forearms, I rested just above her and pressed a single kiss on the end of her nose.


  She brought her hands up behind my back, dragging her fingers along my spine; her breathing was as heavily labored with anticipation as my own. Lifting up and grinding her pelvis into my cock wasn’t doing much for my restraint. My eyes began rolling back into my head and a deep guttural groan escaped from my chest just from the sheer friction of her movements. “I want you inside me, Baylor,” she panted.


  I rested my forehead against hers, enjoying what was taking place down below. “I’m not done with you yet, though.”


  Moving a hand off my back, she reached in between the two of us until she had my cock in her grasp. Apparently she was going to take what she wanted and I for one wasn’t going to complain. Just seeing her taking matters into her own hands, quite literally, had me wanting her even more. Eden had a dominating side, which I found highly erotic, and I wondered just how far she would go to get what she wanted. She directed my cock in between her parted lips, then gripped my ass, shoving myself down into her as she lifted her pelvis once more. The action impaled my dick into her a little more hastily than I would’ve initially done, but finally being in the depths of her pussy felt like absolute heaven. Her walls were tight and I was afraid of making the smallest of movements, because I didn’t want to hurt her and I certainly didn’t want this to end too soon.


  She hooked her legs around my back and looked deep into my eyes, “Baylor, are you going to move or am I going to have to ride you?”


  My cock twitched in response to her warning, saying ‘yes please’ on its own. I moved leisurely at my own pace, bringing my erection out and exposing it almost to the tip before shoving back into her, her moans getting louder with each thrust. She pushed a hand square in the middle of my chest, trying to get me to lift off of her.


  “Lay down on your back,” she instructed, bringing a leg over my body so she could straddle me. She bent down and pressed her lips against mine, allowing her tongue to enter my mouth for just a second. All too quickly, she pulled away and grabbed ahold of my erection once again. “I’ve often found myself dreaming of doing just this to you while I was lying in my bed.” She lifted herself and guided my dick into her entrance once again, slowly seating herself until I was fully engulfed by her pussy. She began rocking on me while she palmed her breasts in her own hands. “I touched myself while envisioning I was with you.” She picked up her pace, rocking a bit faster, bouncing herself up and down on my shaft. Hearing her talk so boldly and openly made my release creep up faster than what I wanted.


  She grabbed my hands, placing them on her breasts as she continued her quick movements.


  “So fucking beautiful,” I bit out with a groan, trying my hardest to refrain from erupting too soon. Her hands came down onto my pecs as she began riding me even faster than before. I could feel her walls tightening and then beginning to pulse as she was so close to finding her own release. Her momentum was building and she threw her head back, screaming, “Baylor, oh, Baylor!” during her orgasm. I allowed my eyes to roll back into my head as the tightening of her walls pushed me over into my own release.


  “Eden! So good,” I yelled just as I finished spilling my seed deep into her core. Moments later she collapsed on my heaving chest, a sheen of sweat covering her naked flesh. Feeling her heart beating rapidly against my own changed me inside. Life wasn’t going to be the same after the week was over and putting on a brave front for Norah was going to be harder than it had ever been before. I was in too deep to pull back, but I could already feel my heart slowly breaking with her impending departure looming over my head.


  Once our breathing returned to normal, she lifted up off of me but quickly curled into my side, pulling my thin sheet over the both of us in the process. Being with Eden was greater than my wildest dreams; I just couldn’t voice that observation at the moment as a lump was stuck in my throat. I wrapped my arm more tightly around her and began lightly running my fingertips up and down her arm.


  As we reveled in each other’s embrace I further reiterated to myself that no, life definitely wouldn’t be the same after she left.
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  Chapter 10


  Eden


  Waking up in a warm, comfortable bed that was much bigger than my twin-sized at my parents’ house was amazing. What put the icing on top was that it was Baylor’s bed. I was in Baylor’s bed; I could have squealed with joy if it wouldn’t have made me seem like an over-enthused weirdo. I still couldn’t wrap my head around it, I…me…was in Baylor’s bed. I missed being surrounded by his warmth so I reached my arm to the side to try and reach for him and came up empty handed, all alone. Where was he? Just then a commotion came from down the hall; it sounded like the clattering of pans banging together. Men just didn’t know how to be completely quiet, but I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of him making me breakfast.


  I sat up in bed, and the sheet pooled around my hips, exposing my naked chest, so I had to quickly pull it back to cover up. Taking a second to scan the room to look for my tank top, I remembered that it was in the kitchen. So I rummaged through his closet, retrieving a navy blue plaid flannel shirt. Before I slid my arms through the sleeves I brought it up close to my nose and inhaled deeply, committing his scent to memory and reveling in how soft the material was.


  If you would’ve said something to eighteen-year-old me about Baylor wearing plaid flannel shirts, instead of the jersey knit shorts and t-shirts he sported back then, I would’ve actually had the audacity to laugh in your face. But dressing crisp and clean cut actually worked on him; he looked amazing. I finished buttoning the bottom button and I turned to find my panties hanging from the mirror on his dresser and slipped them on underneath. Once I fully stood his shirt hit me almost to my knees; it was safe to say that he had some serious height on me.


  Slowly tiptoeing in the hallway, I stopped at the corner of the kitchen and eavesdropped on the two sets of hushed voices and their conversation.


  “Man, you’re really chipper this morning, did you finally get some?” One hushed voice said and I couldn’t be completely sure but it almost sounded like Baylor’s little brother, Bentley.


  “Shh…Bentley, have some frigging respect, she’s still asleep in the other room,” Baylor chastised him, confirming my initial assumption.


  “Who is it?” Some drawers were being opened and shut and I couldn’t quite hear what else was being said because of the ruckus. “It’s Maisie, isn’t it? She’s had her eye on you for a while now.” I freaking heard that, my head perked up and my eyes narrowed at the wall.


  What was wrong with me? It wasn’t like I had a claim on him, I didn’t live here anymore.


  “It’s not Tillie’s granddaughter,” Baylor bit out.


  I was guessing that it was a good time to put Baylor’s brother out of his misery. I smoothed down my uncombed hair, tucking it behind my ears, wishing like hell that I had remembered to bring a ponytail holder. I rounded the corner and stared at the backs of Baylor and his brother, who if I already wasn’t aware they could definitely be construed as twins. “Ahem,” I cleared my voice and smiled at Baylor when he turned around to see me standing there. Then I looked to Bentley, who at one time in my life was like a younger brother to me and took in his aghast expression. Bet he wouldn’t have ever guessed it’d be me standing there in one of his brother’s shirts with nothing but panties on underneath…shit, I forgot.


  Bentley almost craned his neck, “Eden?” he asked with blatant surprise in his voice.


  He catapulted forward, grabbing onto my waist and spinning me around with my feet lifting off the linoleum floor. “Bentley!” I yelled as I smacked his shoulder trying to get him to set me back on solid ground. From my angle peering down into his face, he almost did look identical to his older brother. The only exception being Bentley still had a baby face and apparently muscles for days; I could feel the stacked ripples he had hiding underneath his shirt.


  Baylor looked at Bentley with a rather stern expression then glanced at me with a wink. That look was all it took for him to lower me back down to my feet. I had to hurry and make sure Baylor’s shirt was still secured in place; luckily it hadn’t risen up exposing myself to his brother. That wouldn’t have gone over too well.


  “How in the hell are ya? It’s been a good minute since we’ve seen you around these parts,” Bentley said in a southern gentlemanly tone.


  “What is this, Mayberry?” I asked with a questioning look.


  “Well I am the Sheriff in this town,” Bentley immediately retorted. It occurred to me that perhaps he’d been around the Sheriff a lot, if he’d been getting in as much trouble as Baylor had said.


  “Right and I’m Nicki Minaj.” He bent over to look at my backside, which had me messing with the shirt again to make sure things were still indeed how they should be…covered.


  He stood back up in front of me and shook his head, “Nah, not big enough.”


  I couldn’t stand it anymore, I had to throw my head back and laugh, our playful banter and comradery hadn’t diminished an ounce over time.


  “Don’t even get her started on her knowledge of songs. She probably knows the names AND release dates to every single song Nicki Minaj has on the radio.” Baylor stood back in front of the stove and flipped a pancake. I hadn’t even noticed him cooking before.


  “You cook?” Leave it to Baylor to be the ultimate man’s man. He cooked, owned a beautiful house and was raising an amazing daughter, all on top of being a plumber so you know he was good with his hands. I considered myself pretty lucky to get to experience the different sides to Baylor that made him as incredible as he was.


  “He cooks, he cleans, he’s even housebroken. Shit, the way Kristina was he had no other choice but to become domesticated,” Bentley countered with an amused expression turned angry. The more I heard about how awful Kristina was to Baylor and how she treated her precious daughter I couldn’t help but feel guilty. I know he adored Norah, it was written all over his face. Maybe if things had been different I would be lucky enough to be Norah’s mom. At least I would appreciate her and show her a true mother’s love.


  “You aren’t even funny,” Baylor quipped, breaking me from my thoughts as he rested the spatula on the stove. He turned around and looked at his brother head on, “Will you take the calls this morning and I’ll be in this afternoon?”


  I couldn’t stand by and let him think that he had to be around me all day; I certainly didn’t want to become a burden on him, “Baylor, this is your job, I’m not some lost puppy who doesn’t know how to entertain themselves. I was actually thinking about calling Dean to see if he wanted to grab some lunch.”


  “Nah, Eden, it’s all right. Baylor needs a little time off and now that he has company to spend it with I’m all right with taking charge this morning.” Bentley looked to his older brother and pointed a finger into his chest, “But only this once. You owe me.” He turned to give me a wink before bending to place a soft kiss on my cheek as he left for work.


  Baylor pointed towards the light oak table and told me to take a seat while he plated up the rest of the pancakes. He set a plate of steaming pancakes about ten high down in the middle of the table and they looked mouth-wateringly enticing. I hadn’t known until then how hungry I was, and who wouldn’t be after partaking in an abundance of extracurricular activities like we had the night before?


  After putting two pancakes on my plate, Baylor came up beside me and placed a crisp piece of bacon on the side. “I’m sorry about Bentley, he still has a lot of growing up to do.”


  “Please don’t apologize for your brother, I love his youthful playfulness. Sometimes it’s nice to stay young…” I drizzled some warm maple syrup over the stacked mounds and contemplated my next question…On one hand it really wasn’t any of my business, but the curiosity got the better of me. “Were you ok with me not being Maisie?”


  His fork clattered against his ceramic plate. It appeared that I caught him off guard, he was mid-bite, his fork suspended in the air. “You heard that?” Definitely not the first thing that I was anticipating to come flying out of his mouth, as I’m sure my facial expression indicated. He leaned towards me grabbing ahold of one of my hands that were resting in my lap, “I want you to listen to me, Maisie is a young girl with a crush. But you, Eden, you are everything. Don’t ever try and belittle that. Bentley was just the same as me, we had lost hope on you ever coming back to Cottage Grove.” Well, he sure knew how to make a woman feel like a heel. I didn’t have much time to dwell on it before he quickly changed the subject. “So, did you sleep well?”


  “I did, thank you. Much better than I anticipated, actually. You, sir, make a wonderful pillow and bed companion,” I said through a smile, receiving one in return.


  “Is that right?” He leaned forward again, with my hand still enveloped by his, and gave me a brief kiss followed by, “mmm.” We were interrupted from whatever what would’ve occurred next by the text chime on my phone. “It’s actually gone off a few times this morning,” he said, glancing in the direction of the sound.


  “Oh crap, I forgot to text Julia.” I scooted the chair back on his tiled floor and rushed over to my purse which was discarded sometime last night on the island. Returning to my seat, I dialed Julia’s number, put her on speaker phone and placed the phone on the table. I resumed trying to dig into my pancakes as I hadn’t been able to take a bite yet.


  I didn’t have to wait long for Julia to answer the phone as she answered on the first ring, “You slept with him, didn’t you?” she immediately shouted into the phone, making me jump back in my seat at her tone of voice.


  Clearing my throat, I gave Baylor a brief look before answering, “Good morning to you, too.”


  “Don’t you dare try to dodge the question; you did it, didn’t you? I can hear it in your voice, you hussy!” My eyes went wide, but she didn’t stop there. “Actually, I’m pretty freaking proud of you. Way to end your dry spell with your first love.” My hands were covering my mouth by this point; I couldn’t believe what she was saying. Of course I couldn’t even get a word in edgewise, she kept cutting me off. “I would give you a standing ‘O’ if I could. Speaking of, you had an ‘O,’ right, well at least one? I mean with over fifteen years of pent up sexual tension it was bound to be pretty spectacular.” My face was beyond heated and I was sure it was about ten different shades of red. When I looked at Baylor, peeking from just one eye because I was embarrassed for my best friend, Baylor was silently laughing. And it wasn’t just a little laugh, it was one of those laughs where you couldn’t catch your breath so that’s why it was silent. I dropped my head in my hands and wished that the earth would swallow me up. I raised my head as she still continued on, “Why on earth are you so quiet, you’re normally pretty vocal.” Baylor perked up from his laugh and mouthed ‘oh yeah’ and winked. “Oh God, he didn’t have a little peen did he?”


  “Would you shut up already?!” I screamed, leaning in closer towards where my phone was resting on the table.


  “Why would you say that? I’m your best friend and you’ve kept me waiting on pins and needs all night. I want freaking details, woman!”


  I had no words, I couldn’t physically form any type of response, not even a grunt could escape my mouth right then. So, Baylor chimed in, “Yes she slept with him and there were definitely multiple outstanding ‘O’s.’ I love that she is so vocal. Oh and the peen is nowhere near the little spectrum. Let’s see, did I cover everything?”


  “Oh my God, swallow me whole! But I think you’ve stunned Jules into silence. Jules?” I said, truly impressed that he could make her speechless.


  “Holy shit! I think I just fell in love. The timber in his voice is definitely swoon-worthy. Eden, you may have a little competition on your hands. I think I’ll be looking up those flights now,” she finally said in the most serious tone that I think I had ever heard come from her mouth.


  “You are hilarious,” I mocked. “Remind me to never put you on speaker anymore. Now you’ve made my pancakes go cold, that’s right he cooks! Suck on that!” I hollered before hanging up on her. I didn’t even want to look at Baylor so I just profusely apologized, “I am so sorry.”


  “I’m not. It was completely worth it to see you get so worked up and embarrassed. Your face is seriously the brightest shade of red that I’ve ever seen.”


  Rolling my eyes, I got up to go reheat my pancakes in the microwave and completely ignored Baylor as I did so. On my way back to the table he tugged on the middle of his flannel shirt and pulled me onto his lap, my back flush against the edge of the table. “You look good in my shirt.” He pulled the collar away from my skin and peered down at my naked chest. “Of course, you look even better out of it.” Slowly he went down the row of buttons on the shirt and unfastened each of them until the shirt was hanging completely open and he proceeded to slide it down my arms and throw it to the side. His hands immediately covered my breasts as he palmed them both before lowering his mouth towards them, his eyes continuously focused on mine.


  The minute his tongue caressed one of my nipples, my eyes rolled back into my head and I had to prop my elbows back on the table for leverage. “Oh Baylor, baby,” I moaned then rolled my bottom lip in between my teeth.


  “You drive me absolutely crazy whenever you do that.” He released his hands, moved the forgotten breakfast dishes out of the way and rested his hands in the middle of my back so I could lower my arms and just melt into his embrace. This new position gave him the perfect opportunity to feast on my neck. He alternated between little playful nibbles and running his tongue over my earlobe all the way to the hollow base of my neck. One of my hands was shoved into his hair while the other was grasped around his forearm, my nails biting into his flesh.


  I had never had a man so focused on foreplay and making sure that I got the attention that he deemed I deserved. It made me feel completely cherished and taken care of in the midst of his explorations of my body. His mouth left my skin and without delay he hoisted me up onto the table and laid me back so my bottom was flush with the edge. Baylor lifted himself out of the chair and paid special attention to my stomach, especially around my navel, and my upper thighs. While his mouth placed tiny kisses around my hipbone, his hands were simultaneously kneading my thighs, ascending the juncture where my legs met my pelvis, but wouldn’t cross over to the intimate location I was so desperate for him to go.


  “You completely undo me, Eden. Never did I once think my dreams would ever come true, but here you are spread out just for me.” At long last he hooked his hands into my panties and dragged them clear off my body. He resumed his seat, scooting as close as humanly possible to the table and leaned back in the chair, grasping his chin with his thumb and forefinger and just stared.


  He was still entirely clothed in a t-shirt and jersey knit shorts while I was as naked as the day I was born and spread completely out on display for him, awaiting his next precise, well-thought-out move. Normally I would’ve felt vulnerable for being so put on the spot, but the fire that was burning in his eyes showed me that he enjoyed all that he saw—the hunger and raw passion. It made me wonder what was taking him so long. I wiggled my ass as a little tease, hoping he would speed up whatever game he was playing.


  Tilting my head to the side so I could look down at the end of the table a little more clearly, I spoke up, “I’ve almost come to the conclusion that you’re a sadist and get off on seeing me suffer.”


  He leaned forward closer to my achingly wet core and blew a line of breath the short distance from my clit to the entrance to my pussy making me squirm even more. “Is that so?”


  I bit my bottom lip again, and nodded my head. “When you bite that lip,” he grunted.


  He finally descended his mouth to my center and rolled my clit into his mouth, sucking liberally. My hands gripped the edge of the table as he continued his feast on my core until I was at the cusp of orgasm. My breathing was heavy, but I still managed to groan in between pants, “I’m almost there. Don’t stop,” which further encouraged him, making his speed drastically increase. At the last second, he inserted two of his fingers into my pussy and that was all it took for me to explode in a thousand different directions as my orgasm took root. At one point I could’ve sworn that I literally had stars before my eyes.


  Coming down from my orgasm high, I had no other choice but to lay limply on his table as I tried to regain my strength. That was where the sustenance from the pancakes would’ve come in handy.


  After a few minutes of Baylor leaving numerous trails of kisses along my thighs, he offered me his outstretched arm. I grabbed ahold of his hand so he could help me sit upright on the table. “What is it with the kitchen?” I looked back around at the table where I was just lying and it was almost hard to wrap my head around having two of the most earth-shattering orgasms of my entire life in that very kitchen. Wow, I hope he disinfects.


  “Aren’t kitchens used for eating?” He asked as he nipped at my earlobe before he bent down to retrieve my discarded shirt and hand it to me. “Sadly, that’s just a little prelude for what’s to come later on. I have to go into work; if I had known you were coming I would’ve arranged ahead of time to take off.” The rush of guilt he felt was apparent. He came forward to nuzzle my neck after I finished buttoning the rest of the buttons on his flannel shirt. Just during the short time that we’d been together he had never ceased to amaze me with how special he ultimately made me feel.


  “Don’t worry about it, babe, like I said I was going to invite Dean for lunch anyway. Catch up with him a bit.”


  He stood up so we were almost at eye level and even though he had a pout on his lips his eyes were green with envy. Oh my. I playfully slapped his shoulder, “Baylor Jenkins, are you jealous?” He ducked his head so I couldn’t look directly in his face, so I hopped up from the table and ran around in front of him. “You are totally jealous! He’s your best friend!”


  Shrugging a shoulder, he tried to justify his reasoning, but came up short. “Excuse me for just wanting to keep you all to myself.”


  I couldn’t help it; I threw my head back and laughed until there were tears freely flowing down my face. It startled me when Baylor wrapped an arm around my waist and brought his hand up to my exposed slender neck. Feeling his rough, overworked hands brushing against my smooth skin was like nothing I’d ever felt before and all playfulness was cast aside. I shouldn’t get used to that type of feeling. It would be over all too soon and I’d go back to being the boring non-cat lady from Nashville who worked wonky hours and went to bed super early like an old lady. But damn those hands…


  His nose glided around on my cheeks as he held me close and in a low breathless voice he made my heart ache all over again, “I’ve missed you so much, Eden. I’ve caught myself so many times over the years thinking about you and wondering if you were truly happy in all aspects of your life. I know it’s inevitable but I’ll continue to beat myself up over not going after you. I called a few times and not once would your mom give me the number to your nana. I just gave up…”


  I reared my head back and cupped Baylor’s cheeks in my hands so I could lift his face and see those piercing green orbs that made me go week in the knees, “Enough with all this remorse and regret. I’m only here through Sunday and it’s now Wednesday. We need to make the most of the time we have left. Positivity only from here on out.” I tried to capture the sternest voice that I could muster, but even in the back of my mind I wanted to dwell on the fact that I was culpable in most of the transgressions of the past. “Hey, I have an idea. Will you take me to the bridge again tonight? I wasn’t in the right frame of mind when we went yesterday, and I’d really like to have a look around.”


  He searched my eyes for something that I couldn’t exactly pinpoint but a bright smile broke out across his face, “Absolutely.”
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  Chapter 11


  Eden


  The atmosphere in Tillie’s Tavern during lunchtime was a complete one-eighty from the nightly crowd. While the numerously spaced out hanging televisions were tuned into a sports channel, no one was rambunctiously yelling at the screen for something the team they rooted for did or did not accomplish. It was almost relaxing, a nice, homey feel.


  I scanned the area for Dean, but I must’ve been the first to arrive so I just grabbed the table nearest to the door and took a seat. A beautiful woman with long flowing blonde hair, who was also rather well-endowed, came up smiling and asked for my drink order, “What can I get ya?”


  “Oh, I’ll just have a water, please. I’m waiting on my friend; he should be here within the next few minutes.” We each exchanged peaceful pleasantries but there was just something about her that I wasn’t so sure of. I shrugged it off as just me being insecure because she was a complete knockout and thought back to that morning when I arrived home from Baylor’s.


  Growing up, I never took the walk of shame in my own house mainly because I was a virgin when I left home. But coming back home as a non-virgin adult and walking into your parent’s house wearing the exact same clothing that you wore the day before and your hair a total disaster was a little embarrassing. Especially when it wasn’t your mom who caught you walking in, but your quiet, never-knew-what-in-the-hell-he-was-thinking-at-any-given-time father. Could we just say awkward?


  Being that it was ten in the morning, I didn’t really need to tiptoe into the house but for the overall effect of the moment I felt like I was inclined to. I opened the front door as Baylor drove away and was met head-on with a six foot two inch tall, broody, middle-aged man who had his arms crossed over his chest. “Daddy,” I screeched, placing a hand over my now-racing heart. “You scared me.” I wasn’t scared by him being there, but it was extremely out of the norm for him to be at home at that time on a weekday.


  He didn’t budge and I could’ve sworn that I didn’t even see him blink. He just stood in the doorway unmoving like a statue and to tell you the truth it was beginning to freak me out just a tad. “Where were you?” He finally spoke, his voice unwavering.


  My first reaction was to scoff at the beginning of his inquisition. I was thirty-three years old, for crying out loud, I really didn’t think that I had to answer that question. But after I shook off my initial shock at my father even caring about where I was, I decided it was best for all involved if I humored him. “I was with Baylor, at his house.” My voice came out a bit shaky even though I tried to cover it up. Not once had I ever had a confrontation with my father; hell, I’d never even really heard him raise his voice until the other night. That was just how my father was, he went with the flow and was extremely mellow and laid back. He absolutely loved both Baylor and Dean back when we were kids and it also probably helped that I never really ever gave him a reason to get all worked up. But I guess there was a time and place for everything, and exhibit A was right in front of me.


  In a flash his stoic expression became incredibly relaxed, “Good,” he nudged his head in the direction of the couch, “Have a seat.” Ok, I really must be in the Twilight Zone. I followed him closely and as he sat on his worn old recliner I sat to his right on the couch, waiting for what would come out next.


  “I feel the need to apologize about…well, everything.” He took in my wide-eyed expression but continued on, “After hearing about how your mother has been meddling in your life I guess I feel like I should’ve been giving her more attention. I go to work, I come home and eat and watch a few hours of television a night and then go to bed, just to do it all over again the next day. And I have been like that for as long as I remember. I wasn’t very active in your life but then again I didn’t feel like I needed to be too much. My parents harped on me for every little thing and you were always so grown up for your age and independent. I never really ever had the need to mistrust you or even scold you for some wrongdoing. But by not really doing anything I missed out on a lot of important things for you growing up. If I had to do everything all over again I would change many things. But evidently with me not paying much attention to your mom I left her with all of this free time which I’ve now learned she used in trying to route your life to what she thought was good for you. Baylor Jenkins is a good boy, always has been and always will be. I’ve been watching from the sidelines all these years and I could see in his eyes how he felt about you, Dean too…But nah, you were oblivious to it all. You’re a good girl, Eden. I’m just sorry I can’t say that I have been a good father.”


  Hearing him say all of those things made my heart ache for him and quite frankly took me aback. “Daddy, now I can honestly say that I’ve never thought of you just as a good dad. I think of you as a great one. Sure, you weren’t a very active participant but Mom surely made up for the both of you put together,” I chuckled, trying to shed a bit of light-heartedness on the situation. “Dwelling on the past is something that I’ve been doing a lot of over these few days that I’ve been home, but what good does it do? If you feel that you need to change then do it, don’t make any excuses. And if we are airing out our transgressions I think I need to apologize for not being the best daughter, leaving home so abruptly fifteen years ago and not coming back until now. I let my naïve heart lead the way and let some vindictive bimbo ruin one of the best things in my life.”


  “Oh now, Eden, you were young you didn’t know what else to do. But if you’d have told me about what you thought happened between Baylor and you I would’ve slapped him six ways to Sunday. But because I chose not to be involved I just stayed at a centralized location. I was Switzerland. But now that you have come home do you think you’ll be more inclined to visit?”


  I looked down at my hands which were clasping my tank top to the point of wrinkling. Did I know the answer to that question? I wanted to say that I would but could my heart take it? Could Baylor and I actually have a long distance relationship? If I were to leave things to chance I would have to say no. I couldn’t very well come back and see Baylor all cozy with someone else and I couldn’t do that to him if the roles were reversed. “I’m conflicted. Things are so great between Baylor and me right now but it has literally only been a few days. I feel like everything that has been missing in my life has been found when I’m with him. But I have a job back home, one which has me under a contract. I have my condo, my dog, my friends…”


  “What’s up, buttercup?” Dean startled me from my flashback from earlier in the day. I lifted my head from the palm of my hand and looked up at him, giving him a small smile. He reciprocated by kissing my cheek. “Sorry to have kept you waiting, I had some business to attend to.” He was dressed in a fitted gray suit with a white shirt and teal tie. He unbuttoned the two buttons on his jacket so he could move freely to have a seat.


  “Business during your vacation?” Even I who was a complete workaholic hadn’t brought any work to accomplish that week, not that I had much time anyway. I really needed to call Blaine and make sure that things were going smoothly, make sure he hadn’t quit on me for leaving him with the intern, Ryan. He was definitely an acquired taste and Blaine wasn’t a fan.


  “This business just literally fell into my lap right before I came. So I thought I’d incorporate business and pleasure. And at least I can claim this trip as a tax write off.” He winked.


  “Vague much? You can’t just give me tiny snippets of information and leave out the best parts.”


  “Tsk tsk,” he said while waving a finger in front of my face, “I can’t disclose anything. I don’t want to jinx anything before the final touches are in place. But it’ll be great news if it goes through.” I wanted to roll my eyes at him but he turned towards the waitress who had approached the table. As soon as she saw Dean sitting next to me she started to give me an irritated look as if she cursed the ground I walked on. I knew something about her was off and that stink eye proved I was right.


  “Dean,” she greeted with a smirk plastered on her face. Her shirt was a little more low cut than I remembered it being just a few minutes ago. “What can I get you to drink?”


  “Hey, Maisie.” I’m sure my eyes were to the point of bugging out of my head. That was Maisie? The same Maisie that Bentley mentioned as the person he thought Baylor had slept with? “I’ll just have a Coke, thanks,” he answered flatly then turned back to me after watching Maisie walk away.


  Now I had ample time to conduct my eye roll. “That was Maisie?”


  “Yes…Why?”


  “Oh no reason, really, Bentley just mentioned her name earlier this morning at Baylor’s.”


  “Maisie has her sights set on Baylor, that’s for sure, but he wouldn’t ever touch her. Actually I’ve been hearing that you and Baylor have been getting pretty cozy with each other,” he smirked while raising his eye brows up and down.


  “Oh? But that’s strictly hearsay, right?”


  We each chuckled but abruptly stopped when Maisie slammed down Dean’s drink. There was so much force behind her hand that Coke sprayed all over Dean’s tie. Quickly grabbing a handful of napkins, I took Dean’s tie from his hand and began blotting the material.


  “Seriously, Maisie?” Dean straightened up his slouched posture in his seat with an all-knowing look, shooting daggers her way. “This,” he indicated to his tie and the mess of Coke on the table, “was because we were talking about Baylor, huh? Maisie, give it up, it’ll never be you. All along it’s been Eden, for over fifteen years it’s been Eden.”


  Hearing him talk about me like that right in front of me wasn’t very comforting. I almost wished at that moment that I was anywhere but there in that bar in the midst of a confrontation with a girl I didn’t even know, over a guy who I technically didn’t have.


  A slight old lady came out of the back room and shuffled her feet over to our table. I literally had to do a double take. I just couldn’t believe that it was Tillie. She’d aged so much since I’d been gone but there was still that twinkle in her eye that only Tillie could have. Her white hair was stacked high upon her head in a neatly secured bun and she was wearing a bright pink pantsuit with the same shade of pink painted across her lips. The closer she came, the more narrowed her eyes became towards Maisie, then she raised her hand and pointed a shaky, slender finger her way, “What do you think you’re doing, Maisie?”


  Maisie quickly opened her mouth to object, “Why do you always think that I’m the one responsible?”


  “Because you always are! If you look guilty and act guilty, nine times out of ten, you’re guilty!” She looked around Maisie and straight at me, I gave her a soft smile and a little wave before she resumed her stance back in front of her granddaughter. “I can just ask Eden what happened, she was always a good kid around here. Unlike a certain granddaughter that I could name.” She tried to straighten her slouched posture, folding her arms in front of her chest and pursing her lips. Good lord she had the look!


  “I’m sorry, Granny,” Maisie muttered, then turned towards us and mumbled a hasty, “sorry,” before scurrying back into the back room where Tillie had just emerged from.


  “Sorry, you two, I don’t know what goes on in that brain of hers. Only after a good time and doesn’t want to work. She thinks she’s making a name for herself but obviously it’s the wrong one. Now why don’t you two let me know what you want and I’ll cook it up quick for you.” We each ordered the bacon cheeseburger with extra mayonnaise and an order of her home fries. On her way back to the kitchen she stopped and turned around, “It’s good seeing your face around here again.” With my dad owning one of the local supermarkets and me working there in high school we closely worked with Tillie, making sure she had the freshest vegetables and bread for the Tavern. I often delivered there but only was able to go as far as the back door. Tillie was a free spirit but she didn’t need to get in trouble for letting a minor in her bar, so she was pretty strict with the rules.


  “Still like your burgers, huh?”


  “Oh goodness, yes! I did become a vegetarian once; it was the worst four hours of my life. I work out to eat whatever the hell I feel like. Well, let me rephrase that, my friend Julia makes me work out so I don’t get a fat ass, so therefore because I do, I eat whatever I want.”


  “Nice logical thinking. This friend, Julia, seems like a real hard ass.”


  “Only the best kind. Jules is definitely one of a kind. She’s the one who has been married and divorced twice like you, she says she hasn’t been able to find another who’s been able to handle her. She’s a real trip.”


  “And you? What about you, Eden? Can’t seem to find anyone to handle you back at home?”


  I was almost thrown off guard by the seriousness in his tone. I looked at the dull shine on the oak table as I confessed, “I think I held every man that I’ve ever dated or even talked to on a high standard. A standard that only Baylor could succeed in matching. He was my first love and to tell you the truth I don’t think I’ve ever fully gotten over him. And now there is this week, and so far it’s been wonderful but what happens when it ends? Because we both live in almost the opposite sides of the United States. I can’t ask him to uproot his daughter and his company just like he can’t ask me to break my contract and suffer a major downfall for my radio career. It’s a stalemate,” I shrugged my shoulders, trying to hide the fact that I was emotionally dying inside, “so I’ll try my best to enjoy myself this week without letting my heart get too involved and try and resume life as I know it when I return home.”


  I could tell that Dean was getting ready to put in his two cents worth with the way his brows were furrowing together trying to process everything I’d just spilled. Bet he wasn’t expecting all of that. No sooner did he open his mouth my phone rang and it was my work tone. “I’m so sorry, I need to take this, it’s my cohost.” Pressing the talk button on my smart phone I brought it to my ear; definitely no more speakerphone after that morning’s fiasco. “Hey, Blaine, what’s going on?”


  “Oh, nothing, just trying to ward off Ryan and all of the amazing ideas he has for the show, which roughly translates to Ryan is driving me freaking insane with all of his awful ideas for the show. How’s Oregon? I hope you know that you now owe me, big time.”


  “Oh no, I tried to back out of coming but you wouldn’t hear it, so nope, I don’t owe you nothing. Have any more marriage proposals been coming through?” I glanced up at Dean and saw his perplexed glare and shooed him off.


  “You better believe it, every day this week I’ve gone home wielding a bouquet of flowers and a corny poem or a box of chocolates. I even had a singing telegram show up today for you. Some of these guys think they know how to romance a girl, but if they are regular listeners to the show they know that you’re not here so why bother?”


  “Glad I’m missing all of that,” Tillie emerged from the kitchen holding a steaming plate in each hand, “listen, I’m at lunch with a friend so I’m going to have to call you back later. Hold the fort down and don’t kill Ryan.”


  I said my goodbyes just as Tillie was setting our plates in front of each of us, “Thank you, Tillie, this looks and smells fabulous.” I said as the aroma from the crisp, smoky Applewood bacon filled my nostrils.


  “I second that, thanks Tillie,” Dean followed.


  She nodded her head and gave a sideways smile before leaving us with our monstrous plates of food. “I’m sorry about that, Blaine is with a guy that he really can’t stand so he was just trying to give me a hard time about it.”


  “What did you mean when you said something about marriage proposals?”


  “Oh,” I chuckled as I wiped my mouth on my paper napkin, “well, my mom has been harping on me to start going out on dates. Somehow Blaine caught wind of the situation and thought it’d be funny to have a segment where I would actually go out on a blind date on a Friday and then come back the following Monday and talk about how it went and yada, yada, yada. Well, the day I actually got the email from Baylor, which ended up being from Norah, I was reviewing a horrific date; the guy was utterly clueless so I asked Blaine on the air to marry me. It was all a joke but he turned me down and now all of these men have been vying for my attention by sending in flowers and other asinine gestures, trying to propose to me. It was really bad that week but I thought it had mostly died down; I guess I was wrong. I don’t really know why men would propose to me. I mean without knowing me really. They could all see me out and about when I do on-location broadcasts or see my face around town on billboards, but I just don’t get it.”


  “Eden, are you fishing for a compliment or just obtuse?”


  I reared back as if he had smacked me in the face; he might as well have. “I don’t know what you’re talking about and I certainly wouldn’t be fishing for a compliment. That’s not who I am.”


  “I know, I’m sorry,” he stressed after releasing a breath. “I’m perturbed and just taking it out on you. But Eden, you are absolutely beautiful, every man in his right mind should be fighting in line just to get your attention. Lord knows I did.”


  I wrinkled my brows and pulled my lip in between my teeth, then released it and sighed. “What do you mean?”


  “Eden, was there ever a time that you saw me before you did Baylor? Did you ever have feelings for me like you did him?” He looked almost nervous as he awaited my answer.


  “Dean, you were one of my best friends. Of course I loved you, but only as a brother, I’m sorry.” A wave of penitence consumed me for not giving him the answer that he anxiously wanted to hear.


  “You didn’t?” he said flatly, his mask slipped for a moment before cementing itself back into place. “I did everything that a gentleman should, I crammed myself in the back of Baylor’s car so many times. I took you to prom. I was just hoping that something would’ve been there. I guess the old saying is true, nice guys finish last, but then again I can’t deny that you and Baylor are perfect for each other. I just have to put my old feelings aside.”


  I covered his hand with mine and pulled it towards me, holding tight, “Dean, you are amazing and one of the best guys I’ve ever met. I have no doubt in my mind that one day soon you’ll find your special person who can handle all that you have to offer.”


  “Gosh, I feel like such a loser. I promise I haven’t changed into this bonafide pussy in the years you’ve been gone.”


  “I would never think that at all,” I said with a sly smirk causing us both to laugh. It was great to catch up and laugh with him, my heart had missed Dean too.
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  Pulling up in front of the old covered bridge, our bridge, I couldn’t believe that I had completely missed seeing it yesterday. I hurried out of the truck just as soon as Baylor put it in park. The area was abandoned even when I was younger; it was one of the more forgotten bridges in Cottage Grove. By the looks of things, bits and pieces of the wood had been refurnished or replaced; the area outside of the bridge had been weeded and thoroughly taken care of.


  I walked over to the entrance where the railings started to lead across the little creek underneath. The slats in the railing brought back the most memories, Baylor and I used to sit right at the entrance where our feet would dangle right above the rippling stream. I unzipped my raincoat since the rain had taken a little break and sat down in between the beams just like we used to do when we were younger.


  I looked back to Baylor who had his hands in his pockets and was just standing on the wooden platform. He looked off into the distance and began to speak, “I come here often and touch up on different parts that have rotted. Norah and I even make it a project to stain the wood once a year, kind of a father/daughter bonding time. But we enjoy it and it keeps the bridge looking a little less worn down,” he lightly chuckled.


  “Why would you do that?” I couldn’t understand why he would take time out of his busy life to take care of a useless old bridge.


  He sat down next to me, hanging his legs over the side and making some stray rocks fall into the creek. “Because this bridge has a lot of meaning to me,” he slapped a hand on a beam of wood, “it’s a piece of my youth. I remember us always coming here after school; we would sit here and talk while Dean traveled down into the creek like the adventurer he is.” He looked down at his overworked hands and spoke a bit lower than before, “It was the place I fell in love with you, and I now own it.”


  I couldn’t wrap my head around what I was hearing; he loved me when we were younger? And he bought this bridge because of all the memories that it inhabited. I had to place a hand over my erratically beating heart. “You own this bridge and preserve it because of me?”


  “I love this bridge,” he looked down the entire length of the structure. “When I heard that they were planning to tear it down, the boy in me couldn’t let that happen and just wash away years of memories along with it, and the architect in me couldn’t just sit around and let it crumble because of lack of attention.” He leaned back on his hands, still taking in all of the wooden beams. I couldn’t help but to watch him closely observing and admiring the structure that he helped rejuvenate.


  My cell phone rang so I pulled it out of my pocket and noticed it was Julia. I needed a breather so her call really couldn’t have come at better time. “Hey, its Julia, I’m going to just be a minute,” I told Baylor. He nodded while I stood up and walked around to the back of his truck to take the call. “Hey,” I answered, my voice sounding mildly deflated.


  “What’s wrong? Whose ass do I need to kick for making you sound so sad?” That’s what was so great about Julia, all I needed to say was the word and she would come running with guns blazing.


  “No one’s ass needs kicked. You remember when I told you about the old covered bridge we used to go to when I was a kid? Well, Baylor bought it and has been restoring it all these years. I’m trying my hardest here to keep my tears at bay but I’m hanging on by a thread. This week is becoming more than I can handle. I am thrilled for the time we are getting to spend together but what happens when I leave?”


  “Have you asked him that?”


  “Jules, you know the answer to that question. I can’t bring up the future; I just don’t foresee anything happening.” I looked back at the bridge to see Baylor still sitting staring down at the creek.


  “Just don’t go falling in love with him, Eden, you’ve gotta protect your heart.” Sympathy showed through in her voice.


  “Oh you won’t have to worry about that, I won’t go falling in love with him,” I said before a tear escaped the corner of my eye. “You can’t fall in love with someone you already still love.”


  “Oh, Eden,” Julia gasped.


  “It’s too late for my heart. I just hope that when I get home you’ll help me restore the pieces.”


  “You bet, sweetie, you know I’m always here for you. Tell you what, I’ll make a run to the store and be sure to stock up on that German chocolate cake spectacular ice cream you love so much. I can tell that you’re gonna need it.”
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  Chapter 12


  Baylor


  1999


  “Baylor, why in the world are you taking me to the bridge now? It’s freezing outside and there is snow on the ground.” Eden looked absolutely adorable in her oversized parka and while it was a bit chilly it wasn’t as bad as she was making it out to be. Besides, she would definitely thank me once I exposed her to how beautiful the bridge was with the snow drift on top and the creek frozen over.


  We frequented the old abandoned covered bridge quite often, but this was the first time without Dean tagging along. I wasn’t even sure what the bridge was used for besides decoration, most of the other ones in Cottage Grove had either been used for jogging trails or for trains to pass through. This one was the most special to me and held the most character in my opinion. I was kind of nervous to be taking her there by myself and my sweaty palms were a reflection of that. I wanted to ask her to the winter formal, but I was worried that it would mess with our friendship and the feeling of ease we had around each other. There had been this other senior hanging around me, Kristina. She was beautiful and all, but I wanted to ask Eden to the dance before I even mentioned it to Kristina. For some reason the girls didn’t get along too well, and I wasn’t really sure why.


  Only fishtailing the Camaro once, we pulled up to the bridge that we all claimed as our own during the fall, and the soft snow peaks had Eden gasping in her seat. She quickly unbuckled her seatbelt and threw open the door before I even had a chance to put the Camaro in park. I rushed around the car to follow in her footsteps and she began twirling around making deep imprints in the snow. “It’s beautiful and almost majestic!”


  “See, one of these days you’ll learn to trust me to know what I’m talking about.” I pulled down on my sock hat so it would fully cover my ears and was rewarded with her bright white smile that made my knees wobble. Even though I had just turned eighteen and hadn’t actually lived much, she was the girl who made everything fall into perspective for me.


  “Baylor Jenkins, you are an absolute mess. If I started following everything you said without some sort of sarcasm behind it then there would be major anarchy for all women. It’s a proven fact that women are smarter with the everyday mundane things than men are, so it’s just statistics that women shouldn’t really ever listen to men. It does work both ways though, since when do men ever listen to anything a woman says, ever?”


  Eden always did love listening to herself talk, and would give anything to argue a point. Seemed to me that she should be going to law school instead of Dean. But she would make an amazing radio broadcaster too because she had the right voice for radio. But of course, that could have been my biased opinion showing through. She ran over to the entrance and looked over into the creek, plopping down on the snow-covered platform. That was another thing that I loved about Eden, she didn’t care if she got dirty or wet; just being outdoors excited her.


  Wait a minute…Did I just say love?


  I did care about Eden very deeply, but did I love her? And could she actually love me back?


  I decided to test it by trying to kiss her right then and there, and if she followed my advances I’d know for sure. If not, then I supposed I’d tuck my tail between my legs and ask Kristina to the dance.


  I approached her cautiously with my heart in her hands and took the empty spot on the bridge directly next to her. She was staring blankly down into the ravine that housed the creek which was now just a solid sheet of ice. I wasn’t exactly sure how to approach the subject of me wanting to kiss her, did I just go in for the kill? Ask her? So many rampant thoughts running loose in my mind. My dad never told me that girls would take over my mind completely; it was even crazier when it was just one girl in particular.


  “Edie?” I said, trying to get her attention while I still had the nerve.


  “Huh?” She turned her head and focused her big beautiful brown eyes on me. So much life and spirit reflecting back at me.


  I darted my tongue out to moisten my lips and began moving towards her at a snail’s pace. Our eyes were still trained on one another, and then I shifted mine down to her lips. I didn’t know if it was because I broke eye contact and she was completely clueless or that she just didn’t feel the same about me. The next thing I knew she turned her head away from me, tapped my shoulder and quickly pointed out at a pair of otters playing in the snow.


  The rest of the afternoon I felt off, either because of the failed attempt and missed chance at a kiss from Eden, or the fact that I would have to hold my feelings back from how I truly felt about her.
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  Chapter 13


  Baylor


  Present Day


  “Do you remember the time I brought you here right before Christmas, when it snowed?”


  Her eyes instantly lit up so I knew she did before she even confirmed it. “I do. It was absolutely beautiful and magical.”


  “I believe the exact word you used was majestic.”


  Nodding her head she leaned into my side and bumped into my shoulder with hers, “It definitely was.”


  I looked off into the distance and was surprised to see two otters playing near the stream. What were the odds? Shoulder checking her back, I jerked my head in the direction of the playful animals.


  “Oh, look at how cute they are,” she brought a hand up to cover her mouth.


  I had always admired her heart and how much she loved animals and the outdoors. Moving my hands from my lap to grip the edge of the platform, I took a deep breath and said, “That day, when we came here in the snow. That was the day.”


  “What day?” She asked looking a bit perplexed.


  “The day I knew that I loved you.” I looked up to her again and could see the tears swimming in her eyes just waiting for the moment she would allow them to spill over. “I had this plan to kiss you and if you kissed me back, without decking me, then I’d know you felt the same way. My next move was to ask you to the winter formal.”


  “That’s what you were trying to do when I saw the otters?” I nodded. “You should’ve spoken up,” she took a moment to release a deep sigh, “I guess we both had major communication issues.” She was quiet for a bit then looked down at the empty space that was between us. “You went to that dance with Kristina.”


  I covered her hand with mine and gave it a gentle squeeze, trying to convey my apology, “Yeah.” I was a freaking coward but that next Monday at school Kristina, with her take-charge attitude, sought me out and asked me to the dance.


  “You want to know when I fell in love with you?” Eden asked softly. The rain had started back up again, the steady stream of droplets pouring down and coating each of our jackets. I nodded because I was truly interested and afraid all at once. “It was when I had to make a big delivery to Tillie’s and everything wouldn’t fit in the basket on my bike.”


  “I remember that, my mom was driving us home and I saw you struggling on the side of the road. Since your bike was too big for the car, I got out and took the bulk of the load and walked alongside you. But that was our sophomore year.” She had loved me for two years in high school and I never knew it. She must be one hell of an actress to be able to cover up her emotions like she did.


  “Indeed it was. You were it, Baylor. No guy in high school would’ve ever compared. No guy still compares to you. You set a pretty high standard.” She looked at me with much more confidence than she had all those years ago. “I’m going to let you in on a little secret: the next time you want to kiss me, don’t hesitate, just take it.”


  In that moment I never wanted to kiss anyone more and I was following her instructions and taking what I wanted. I grasped her chin between my thumb and index finger, guiding her towards my face, meeting her halfway and sealing our lips together. The kiss was slow at first but once my tongue entered her mouth and she released one of her moans all bets were off. At that time the rain decided to pick up from a steady stream cascading down to a heavy downpour, making us break apart.


  “Come on, let’s go home,” I took her hand in mine as we ran back to my truck and made our way back to my house. The windshield wipers were working overtime and it was hard to see three feet in front of us, but luckily I knew the town like the back of my hand and we pulled into my driveway safe and sound. During the whole ride to my house we kept our hands intertwined with one another’s. And it dawned on me that I said we should go home. Home. I wished like hell that it was her home still and I wouldn’t ever have to let her go.


  We darted into the garage completely drenched from head to foot, but at least we made it. I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Eden was shivering and if I was being honest the rain made me pretty chilly as well. I took her hand again and said, “Come on,” as I pulled her into the house and straight into the bathroom. “Stay here,” I instructed as I sat on the edge of my oversized claw foot tub, turning the nozzle on and filling it up with warm water. I inched my way towards her, never letting my eye contact break, and I slowly and seductively lowered the zipper on her raincoat, then dragged it down her arms until it was completely removed from her body.


  Then she raised her arms high above her head allowing me access to peel her wet tank top off of her body. She looked at me through parted lashes and in that moment and her vulnerable state, she had never seemed more beautiful to me. This woman, whether she knew it or not, owned me and my heart. She always had the ability to strip me bare of my emotions and leave me raw. I hoped that I consumed her even a fraction of what she had consumed me.


  I dragged my calloused hands up her body and around her back and with quick work rid her of her black lace bra. I took a few steps back away from her and approached the tub. I began removing my own saturated clothing piece by piece, starting with my jacket then my shirt, exposing my chest. Eden’s bottom lip was pulled into her mouth and you could just make out her teeth biting down on the pink flesh. Every single time she did that it would make my knees tremble and my dick swell with desire.


  Soon I was completely naked and laid bare before her while she was still wearing her shorts. Her eyes roved from my head all the way to my feet and I could almost laugh at how vocal her expressions could be.


  I wanted to tease Eden a bit, so I turned my back to her and went ahead and stepped into the bathtub. As I sat down, the lukewarm water soothed my bones as I immersed myself and leaned back against the cool ceramic to relax.


  Taking my already inflated cock in my hand, I watched Eden’s eyes go wide with surprise while a small gasp escaped her mouth. “Would you care to join me? I may need some help,” I goaded her with a smirk.


  She genuinely tried her best not to come off as overeager but she quickly pulled the snap on her shorts and shimmied them and her black lace panties down her legs until she could completely step free.


  Eden slowly moved towards the tub, biting that lip once again, and lifted first one leg then the other into the tub and sat on the ledge.


  I was sliding my hand up and down my shaft at a reasonable pace until she parted her legs, exposing her entire self to me. My speed started to increase and when she placed two of her fingers into her mouth I thought my head was going to combust. Actually both of them were. Was she bold enough to do what was crossing my mind? If the smirk that was plastered on her face was any indication, the answer was ”oh hell yes.”


  Drawing her moistened fingers from her mouth, she dragged them down the curve of her neck and over her breasts all the way down until she reached her core, and just hovered over her center.


  Do it, my mind was reeling and my hand was pumping even faster than before. I felt myself building up towards my release and I would have to stop soon or else it would be over far too early and what I had planned just wouldn’t suffice.


  Once her fingers touched and circled her clit, her eyes closed and I released a deep throaty growl. I loosened my grip on my dick, letting go of it completely, and still felt it pulsate just watching her pleasure herself. In a flash I darted towards her, wrapping my arms around her waist and pulling her on top of me through the rocking waves in the water.


  “That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen before,” I said as I smoothed back a few strands of hair from her face.


  “I’ve never done that in front of another person before,” she tried to hide her face as she said it, but then looked directly into my eyes, “I felt sexy doing it for you.”


  “You should always feel sexy, Eden, and if you don’t then the man isn’t doing his job. In my eyes, baby, you are the epitome of sexy, nothing could ever top it.”


  A fire ignited in her eyes and she was on me in a flash, her hands cupping my face, her lips on mine, and her legs braced tightly on the outside of mine against the ceramic tub.


  One of her hands left my face and in no time I felt it wrap around my dick and guide it into her entrance. Once my tip was in she quickly slammed herself down onto me, impaling my dick into her pussy. She released an orgasmic scream as she began rising and lowering herself repeatedly onto me. Her hands were gripped onto my shoulder and that gave me the perfect opportunity to take her impeccable plump breasts into my hands, which only caused her screams to grow.


  “Oh Baylor, I need it,” she moaned, increasing her speed.


  “Eden, take whatever you need, I’m yours.” I was giving her free rein, but I didn’t think she knew that I meant it in every sense of the word. It was amazing to see her lose complete control while riding me; head tilted back, taking whatever she wanted.


  “Call me Edie!”


  I sat up from my relaxed position and tilted her head forward so we were almost nose to nose. “Oh, Edie, baby,” I breathed, giving into her request. I engulfed her breasts with my hands and angled my head down to cover a nipple with my mouth, biting gently, which garnered another scream of pleasure from her.


  My release was building again and much stronger than before but Eden never faltered on her speed of riding me. I reached down and circled her clit with my thumb, trying to move things along for her and she threw her head back once again while her inner walls contracted around me pushing me right over the edge with her.


  This orgasm was so powerful and packed such a punch I could’ve sworn that I saw stars behind my eyelids and it was equally as strong for Eden as she immediately collapsed onto my chest. We sat that way for several minutes until I reached down with my foot to unplug the tub and let some of the cooler water out so I could refill it with warm. “Hey, baby,” I said as I rubbed lightly down Eden’s spine.


  “Huh?” She responded. Her lips were on my chest so it vibrated my entire torso and came out as more of a grunt.


  “Why don’t you turn around and lean back against me?” She waited a moment before complying. I grabbed ahold of her shoulders and leaned forward to dump some bubble bath into the running hot water and to plug up the tub again before resuming our relaxed positions. Once the water had passed our knees I lifted my foot to push the nozzle down and turn the water completely off, then closed my eyes to revel in the feel of Eden’s back pressed against me.


  She was lying completely still and I almost thought that she had fallen asleep until she reached across her body to grab one of my hands opposite hers and intertwine our fingers together. I took my free hand and shoveled some water onto her stomach to make sure that she wasn’t beginning to get cold.


  “Baylor?” she finally spoke up and said.


  “Yeah?”


  “Do you ever regret not going into architecture?”


  I released a deep sigh, “Do I regret it? Yes and no, I suppose. I really don’t mind being a plumber and I’m good at it, plus it helps out my family so that’s what really matters to me. Do I miss it? Absolutely. I sometimes just sit and look at a structure and try to break everything down to see why the architect designed it the way that they did.”


  “I actually did that at Tillie’s. I was trying to admire the wooden beams and how they added to the overall ambiance of the tavern. I tried to think of it the way you would have.”


  “Do you like being a radio DJ?”


  She didn’t have to think of how she would answer, “I absolutely love it. I couldn’t picture myself doing anything else. My cohost Blaine and I have such an amazing rapport with one another. The banter between us is easy and flawless.” I couldn’t help the jealous feeling that had come over me. I wanted to warn this Blaine to stay clear away from Eden, but then I remembered that one, it wouldn’t do me any good to go all he-man over him and two, I had absolutely no grounds to do so. Eden wasn’t mine, as much as it pained me to even think. She was leaving in just a matter of days and my life would go back to normal; going to work each and every day and taking care of Norah. If only Eden could be written into my normal.


  “Oh, Baylor, don’t be getting all jealous again. Blaine is more like a brother to me than anything. I mean, I do see and interact with him more than any other human being, but it’s strictly platonic, I assure you.”


  I raised a hand in surrender, thanking my lucky stars that she couldn’t actually read my face at that time, “You don’t have to defend your relationship with Blaine to me.”


  “Ok…Well, can I ask you about something?”


  “You can ask me about anything, always,” I assured her.


  “Has anything ever happened between you and Maisie?”


  I started coughing because that question totally blindsided me and came from left field. I needed to tread carefully and be cautious of how I chose my answer. “Uh…Maisie and I had something very briefly, but if you’re asking if I’ve ever slept with her then no. Does she wish more had happened between us than what really had? Yes, and she chooses to remind me every time I run into her.”


  She became silent once again and I could almost picture her face, mulling over what I had just revealed. Evidently she decided to drop it because she changed the subject. “I absolutely love this tub. It’s so luxurious and I like the fact that we both fit.” She took her hands and started running them up and down my thighs that were placed on the outside of her body. I took the opportunity to run my own sudsy hands up and down her arms in a soothing motion.


  “I love this tub too. When I bought the house it wasn’t here but once I walked into the bathroom I knew it would work perfectly. And right now I’m very glad that I made the decision to purchase it.” I nipped a bit at the shell of her ear for emphasis, which in turn caused her to shiver in delight. My dick started to stir about again and began pushing even more against her backside. I was holding my breath hoping that she wouldn’t be disgusted and was rewarded by a light squeal as she wriggled her ass against my cock. I travelled my hands up along her arms until I reached her shoulders and then began my descent down to her breasts. I held each mound in the palm of my hands and fondled each with the slightest of pressure until she urged me on with a long moan. “You’re biting your lip, aren’t you?” I asked. I didn’t even have to see her face to know that she was expressing her excitement through habit.


  “I am…”


  “God,” I groaned, “I fucking love it when you do that, I want to bite it for you.”


  All was quiet for a moment until she challenged me, “Well, what’s stopping you?”


  That was it. I gently lifted her up off of me so I could stand up in the tub and hoist her over my shoulder, then I stepped out of my bathtub and marched out of the bathroom and into my bedroom.


  “What are you doing?” she squealed with amusement.


  “You were daring me, so I’m cashing in on that challenge.” I tossed her back onto my bed and was promptly hovering over her, more specifically her mouth. “I’m going to bite that fucking delectable lip of yours, and you’re going to love it.”


  Her eyes grew wide as they dilated in response to my sexual promise to come. I had never really intended to come across with alpha-like tendencies but I wasn’t about to back down when she once again pulled her sultry lip in between her teeth.


  Wet bodies be damned, but I didn’t give one ounce of concern to my sopping sheets because hopefully Eden would soon be equally as soaked once I really got started with her.


  When I lowered my head towards hers she waited until the last possible second to release her lip before mine descended on hers. I pressed my closed lips to hers before she opened her mouth to me, allowing my tongue to dive in. Our tongues dueled over whose could be the leader and before I relented to her I drew my head back with her pouty bottom lip in between my teeth and tugged on it which in turn caused her to release a throaty growl.


  That night we ended up having to sleep on the couch due to my sheets and mattress being soaked. Wished I would’ve thought ahead earlier, but with being so wrapped up in the moment who could blame me?


  So Eden was tucked into my side with her head on my arm, using it as her own personal pillow once again. I could really picture us doing this for fifty years to come. Being that Sunday was coming closer each minute I didn’t want to think about the inevitable. I could tell that she was asleep by her even breaths but I knew that sleep wouldn’t come easy for me that night.


  My mind began to wander, trying to picture how things would play out between the two of us. I didn’t want that week to be the end of us but I didn’t really know how to approach the subject. She had been very clear saying that she was under contract back in Nashville at her job, not to mention she had her whole life there. Would she make an effort to visit here more often? Would she be cool with the idea of Norah and me coming to Tennessee to visit? All these questions looming around in my head and I didn’t know the answer to a single one of them. I didn’t like not knowing how things would play out and I wasn’t patient enough to let things land as they may. I guessed my best option was to confront her about it and I made the decision to do so on Sunday morning when I took her to the airport. Although, I realized that she had never really acknowledged my request to be the one to drop her off, so perhaps I needed a plan B as well.


  Eden wiggled a bit in her sleep and it caused me to stop playing things out in my head and focus on being in the moment with her, even if it was just watching her sleep. I smoothed back her chestnut hair out of her face and pressed the lightest of kisses on her cheek before laying back and trying to drift off to sleep.
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  Driving down the road on my way to pick up Eden for our fifteen year reunion, I felt like I was about to pick my date up for prom. My palms were sweaty and my hands were shaking, which could be attributed to the wrapped gift box that I had lying in the passenger seat.


  I hadn’t even felt that nervous when I asked Kristina to marry me; we did it because it seemed like the logical next step in our relationship since she was pregnant with Norah at the time. Maybe the feeling didn’t materialize because in the back of my mind I knew she wasn’t the one for me. Man, if I had only listened to my gut. 


  Passing by all of the beautiful green trees that were lined on each side of the highway, I started to think back to the day before and how comfortable Eden was with my mom.


  This time Eden picked me up from my house in her father’s car and we drove through the winding roads all the way to my childhood home. It surprised me that she remembered the exact way to go, even taking a few of the back roads. Sitting in the passenger seat, I was able to focus all of my attention on her as she drove. At one point she had her hand resting on the gear shift, just looking so enticing so I grasped it in my clutch and brought it to my lips. I took my time kissing the indentions between her knuckles and the entire area of the back of her hand. The blush that crept across her face was one that I would never grow tired of seeing. If I had to I would come up with new ways to make her feel cherished just so I could see the pink tinge on her cheeks.


  Arriving at my house, Eden put the car in park and just sat unmoving behind the wheel while looking at the front door. I knew exactly what was going through her mind right then and I wished that there was something that I could do to change it. The last time she was here Kristina answered the door and dropped a huge bombshell on Eden, and as it turned out it was one that wasn’t even truthful. She very quickly replaced her mask of disappointment to one of excitement; even if it was all just a ploy I was thankful for the sudden mood change.


  We walked hand in hand up the driveway and I opened the front door for her, allowing her to enter before me. “Ma, are you home?” Silly to say I know since her car was parked in the driveway, but it’d been something that I’ve said for as long as I could remember.


  She came into the living room from the kitchen while wiping her hands on a dishtowel. “Of course I’m home, where else would I be?” My mother, Stella, looked from me to Eden and her eyes lit up like it was Christmastime and she had just gotten the present that she had always wanted. “Eden? Eden, is that you?” Mom pushed her glasses from the bridge of her nose back into her hair so she could get a better view without the hindrance of readers. Walking towards Eden she opened her arms to pull her in for a hug and Eden reciprocated without hesitation. Eden clung to my mother while Mom patted her on the back, “Eden, how are you, sweetheart? It has been far too long.”


  “Oh, Mrs. Jenkins, I’m doing great, wonderful actually,” Eden replied while giving a little wink in my direction.


  Mom pulled away from the hug but held onto Eden’s hands, “Well, let me take a look at ya,” she said while scoping out her appearance from head to toe. “Time has treated you well, Eden. More than I could say for that monster Kristina,” she huffed. If my mother and Eden had only one thing in common it would be their outright disgust for Kristina. That should’ve been my first clue all those years ago, anyone my momma didn’t like had to have been bad news.


  “Baylor, I have a cobbler in the oven that needs to be pulled out, can you see to that for me?” she asked, not even looking in my direction as she dragged Eden to sit next to her on the couch. And just like that I was forgotten. Mom was always fond of Eden while we were growing up. She wouldn’t just let any girl up into my room, she had to be special and trustworthy. And although nothing scandalous ever happened between Eden and myself behind those closed doors, you don’t know how many times I had dreamed and even fantasized about it.


  Once I took out the fresh peach cobbler from the oven I went back towards the living room and just leaned against the doorframe to watch the two of them interact. It was as if I wasn’t even there peering in on their conversation, and the way they easily chatted back and forth was almost as if no time had passed at all since their last encounter. Eden used to be the daughter my mother had always wanted. Between my brother and me and adding Dean into the mix, having Eden around was always a breath of fresh air for her. Mom would get the itch to go shopping and Eden would gladly volunteer or if she had a new recipe to try out Eden was always first in line. Now Mom had Norah to do those things with, but the smile that was overtaking my mother’s mouth made me realize just how much she had missed having Eden around as well.


  I was brought out of my thoughts by arriving at Eden’s house. This time I was going to beat her to the door so I could use some of my gentlemanly charm. I got out of the Camaro and hustled up the drive and rang her doorbell. Several seconds passed before her dad answered the door. “Mr. Richardt,” I greeted him with a smile on my face expecting him to return the gesture but no such luck. His face remained stoic as he held the door open for me and waited for me to enter. I always remembered that Mr. Richardt was a man of few words but I didn’t ever remember the sourpuss expressions he gave. I assumed that any minute I would learn the reason for his troubled countenance.


  “Baylor,” he acknowledged as he sat down on his La-Z-Boy recliner. “Boy, what are your intentions with my daughter?”


  A real subtle cough escaped while I cleared my throat. How was it any of his business what my intentions were? Maybe I should tell him that if it were up to me I’d talk Eden into quitting her job and moving back to Oregon and in with me, but I would also make an honest woman out of her. Alas I didn’t, I took the easy way out and one that would keep all of my appendages in full functioning order. “Whatever Eden wants them to be, sir. I know she doesn’t live here anymore, I’m just thankful for the time I’m getting to spend with her. They have truly been some of the best days.” Ok, so I went for the sappy route, but it didn’t mean that it all wasn’t true. It was more than the truth, it was my feelings from deep inside my heart—my heart that Kristina had smashed when she walked out on our daughter, the same one that Eden could heal with just a single glance.


  “Daddy, would you leave poor Baylor alone,” she lectured as she rounded down the stairs into the living room. When I got the full look of her dress, I felt as if I needed to pick up my jaw from the floor and try to find a way to retrieve my swallowed tongue. She was a complete vision in a maroon deep-cut sleeveless minidress. I wasn’t a big fan of shorter dresses but Eden rocked it. She had on a pair of gold metallic high heels and I lacked for appearance in comparison. She had absolutely gone all out for this reunion, as she definitely should.


  “Eden,” I whispered, adding, “you look absolutely stunning.” I moved from my place on the couch towards her, offering out my arm for her to grab ahold of. She threaded her arm through mine and looked back at now both of her parents as her mother appeared next to her father. “Don’t wait up.”


  The closer we got to my car the more nervous I was becoming once again. I opened the passenger side door allowing her to slide into the seat and I quickly rounded the front of the hood. I knew that once she went to buckle her seatbelt she would find the gift box. I just hoped that she wouldn’t throw it back in my face.


  I slid into my own seat and fired up the engine before I even chanced a peek at her. She was holding the box wrapped in gold paper adorned with the same color bow on top, “What is this?” she asked looking every bit of surprised.


  “Open it and see,” I urged, trying to calm my voice.


  She carefully peeled back the wrapping, trying her hardest not to tear it. That was just like Eden, savoring the entire process. She was always the slowest person to open a present; she loved building the excitement before she finally saw what was inside. I almost regretted wrapping it and not putting it in just a gift bag, but then I would have missed the focus and determination on her face from precisely opening it just right. Once she had the paper completely off the box, she peered up at me one last time before lifting off the lid. A gasp escaped her lips as she sent a hand flying to her chest, no doubt to calm her beating heart. If hers was anything like mine it was beating erratically without any sign of calming. “Baylor,” she cried, “You really shouldn’t have.”


  Her hand was trembling, so I took the liberty of taking the piece of jewelry out of the box it was nesting in and clasped it around her slender wrist. “I wanted to, so I did.” I went on explaining myself even further, “This heart symbolizes mine so wherever you are, you have my heart with you, always.” A sob escaped and she dropped the box to cover her mouth, leaving her hand in the palm of mine. Now adorning her wrist was a solid white gold dangle heart bracelet. “I was out at the mall today and came across it and it practically screamed out to me. I thought it would look beautiful on your wrist and as you can see I was right. Your beauty makes it absolutely shine. And when you go home tomorrow, I wanted you to have a piece of me with you.” My bashful side was making an appearance but I did nothing to try and cover it up. She needed all of me right now, the good and the bad, to know that I meant what I said. “Look on the heart.”


  She brought it closer to her face and held onto the dangling heart so she could get a better look at the inscription that simply read, ‘Edie.’ That’s all I needed it to say so she would always know it came from me.


  “Baylor, I absolutely love it, thank you,” she cried again, a few tears escaping down her face. She leaned forward, grabbing my cheeks and guiding me down to her lips where she captured mine in a loving kiss.


  Even though I didn’t come right out and say that four letter word, I knew deep in my soul that I did indeed love her. She had the most important part of me that she could always keep and hold close; my heart.
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  We were still plenty early when we arrived at our alma mater but we went ahead inside to scope everything out. I knew Dean would already be there and by the looks of it he was already partaking in the open bar. Looking around at our surroundings I was a little disappointed that after fifteen years the gym still looked the same. No updating of any kind had been made and we all knew that it could sure use it. I almost wondered if they had the common decency to plug up the small peephole that led from the boys’ to the girls’ locker room. Norah would be attending the following year and I would definitely move that up on my list of things to find out about beforehand.


  There were several tables set up throughout the floor space and a stage was placed at one end of the room while the bar was placed at the other. Eden’s hand was tucked right into mine in a way that I had become used to over the past couple of days. Even though I only had eyes for her I was honest in saying that she was the most beautiful woman in the room.


  Eden leaned into me and said, “I’m kind of nervous to be here. At least you have seen most of these people within the past fifteen years, I really haven’t.” There was her reason for her impeccable dress choice, she wanted to not only feel a bit comfortable with herself and what she was wearing, she wanted to show everyone that she had been living a wonderful life.


  I placed my free hand over hers, “Don’t be nervous, you’re here with me,” I winked.


  Just then Marcie came rushing towards us in a frantic frenzy. “Eden! There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you.”


  Eden kind of looked around us then back at Marcie, “I’m still pretty early, what’s the problem?”


  “The problem is you agreed to be the announcer since it falls in line with your job, I thought you had decided to back out.” Her erratic behavior never wavered.


  “Shit!” Eden yelled while stomping one of her gold pumps. “I completely forgot all about it, Marcie.” She apologized profusely. Marcie’s eyes grew wide and it appeared that anger had set in. I was beginning to get a little worried for Eden’s safety, but fear not, Eden stepped in. She raised a hand towards Marcie, “Don’t worry about it, I’ve got this. Part of my job is also improvisation and rattling off things on the fly. Just get me the name of the band and all the members and I’ll be golden,” she assured her.


  Marcie’s eyes lost all sign of anger, “Ok, I’ll go gather that information now,” she turned on her heel and all but ran off in the other direction.


  “Dodged a bullet, huh?” I asked.


  “I can’t believe I forgot, but then again my mind has been otherwise occupied for the majority of the week,” she playfully winked. “She asked me while I was half drunk before we started singing karaoke the other night. I wasn’t very thrilled about it but I couldn’t turn her down. Besides did you see the look she was giving me? I’d hate to see what look she’d have waiting for me if I had refused,” she chuckled, but I just couldn’t seem to laugh about it. Marcie seemed pretty out there even for Marcie.


  “The only thing I know about the band is that one of the guitar players is Marcie’s cousin and she had to beg them to come up here and play.”


  Dean came up to us wielding a beer in his hand, leaned forward and gave Eden a kiss on the cheek and then shook my hand, “How are you guys doing? Still looking pretty cozy, eh?”


  I almost detected a bit of jealousy dripping from his mouth, but it just couldn’t be. Could it? I did recall the last time we were in here all dressed up it was prom, I went with Kristina and Dean and Eden went together as friends. Even back then I detected that Dean might have had a crush on Eden but he never came right out and confirmed it. I didn’t know if it was because he knew my feelings about her and knew her feelings about me, so he was kind of the middle man. He really needed a girl who could keep up with him but also knew how to put him in his place when he began to get a little out of line. Dean had a wild side to him and not the kind that just any ordinary girl could tame. Just ask his two ex-wives.


  “Things are great,” I assured him, then turned to look at Eden. “Hey, you never did tell me what time your flight leaves tomorrow?”


  She almost looked as if she was unsure if she wanted to answer my question, but quickly stated, “My flight leaves at ten, but I know my parents are taking me out for breakfast in the morning. You should come with us,” she said flatly. “Um, if you would please excuse me, I need to find Maisie and see what she wants me to do.”


  Dean and I both watched as she walked away, “You are in trouble, dude,” Dean expressed his concern to me and I couldn’t argue.


  “You’re telling me. What am I going to do when she leaves?” I rubbed a hand on the back of my neck and then spotted Dean’s beer again and pointed to it, “I really need one of those.” If my heart ached when she left before, now it’d be like it was damn near incinerated. I didn’t know exactly how I could recover a second time.
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  Chapter 14


  Eden


  As I walked away from Dean and Baylor I couldn’t help the sadness that overcame me. It was my last official night in Cottage Grove and soon they would all be a memory once again. It was much harder leaving my hometown the second time since so much had changed. But really, was it all that much? I still had my home, job and friends in Nashville. But in Cottage Grove, I had Baylor, and that was a pretty big weight to compare to.


  My bracelet dangled against my wrist as I walked along looking for Marcie. I lifted it up to take another close look and couldn’t help the smile that formed on my face. I wasn’t ready to go back to reality just yet. But it seemed like reality was ready for me, and with a giant slap to my face, I might add. Turning the corner, I almost ran into Kristina and I gasped in shock.


  “Eden, so surprised to see you,” she raised her hand to her chest and bit out with every ounce of venom she possessed. There upon the ring finer of her left hand was a very large diamond. The gaudy piece almost drew me away from her face, but in order for that it’d need to be just a tad bit bigger. I seriously wished that I could say that time had been on her side, but I’d be lying through my teeth.


  “Kristina, it’s you…I think,” I replied with a bit of uncertainty. I had wanted to be ready with my plan of action if and when I finally was confronted by her, but she completely blindsided me, causing me to be off of my game.


  “Well, I have had a bit of work done,” she gloated, messing with her platinum blonde hair. “My husband Austin is a plastic surgeon.”


  Wow, was all I could think. She really should’ve rethought the extra collagen in her lips, because if she took up my habit of biting them I would be afraid that they would bust. And I felt my anger growing the longer she stuck around so I couldn’t contain the words that were about to pour from my mouth. Lord, forgive me in advance. “So you spend your free time getting lip implants and bad dye jobs instead of being a mother to your daughter?”


  “Why, of all the nerve,” she squealed through her shock.


  “I have the nerve? What about you, and I’m not just talking about now. Fifteen years ago on Baylor’s front porch after graduation when you outright lied to me about being pregnant with Baylor’s child?” My voice was rising and I kept stepping forward, getting closer to her. “I’m not the same quiet girl that I was in high school; now I’m not afraid to call you out on your bullshit.” A small crowd had gathered around us and I was expecting Baylor to come break us up at any time. Her husband stood behind her with a goofy look on his face; judging by the sleaziness that seemed to be surging from him, he was probably getting off on this confrontation.


  I moved a step closer, thinking she would back down but she still remained standing tall…for the moment. “You are a poor excuse for a mother,” I began pointing in the air at her, “You have a daughter, who despite having a pathetic bitch for a mother, is absolutely amazing. And guess who gets all the credit? It certainly isn’t you.”


  She looked back at her husband and turned back to me with a smirk on her face as she crossed her arms over her no doubt fake chest, “You’re just jealous because I bagged Baylor first. And really that was the only thing he was good at. My new husband gives me whatever I want whenever I want. He loves to travel the world and isn’t blinded by the small town community. Perhaps things would’ve turned out differently for us if he had become the architect he wanted to be, but sadly he’s only a plumber.”


  “You money hungry bitch,” I spat in her face and started to lunge for her until a pair of arms wrapped around my waist and Baylor’s mouth appeared at my ear.


  “It isn’t worth it, sweetheart,” he whispered to me. I instantly felt myself calm down but it still didn’t change the way I felt for both Baylor and Norah for being subjected to this vile, worthless woman.


  I wrangled free from his clutch and said the last thing I would ever say to Kristina McFake, “I’m glad you dropped him, otherwise I wouldn’t have ever had the opportunity to make sweet love to him for hours. You really must be the dumbest bitch in the world, leaving behind two amazing people like Baylor and Norah. But you know what they say,” I shrugged my shoulders, “Your loss is my gain.” I saw her purse her thick lips before I turned and walked away from Kristina and from every other single bystander including Baylor and went back to the open area behind the stage to find out what Marcie needed from me. I had a feeling Baylor may need some cooling down after what took place and truthfully I did too, but I couldn’t help feeling proud of myself because I finally stood up to the number one bully to enter my life. It was almost like I could breathe a bit better and finally relax. I didn’t have to ever worry about her lurking around the corner again just waiting for her next verbal blow to come. Jules would be completely proud of me.


  I took my cell phone out of my clutch and typed a quick text to Julia and hit send.


  Me: Hey Jules… Eden=1; Kristina McFake=0…BOOM!


  I shoved my phone back in place and walked over to Marcie, who was conversing with a tall, slender man with the most beautiful hair. I swear he used more product in it than Julia did at her shop during any given day.


  Marcie looked at me, “Eden, this is Toby Morgan, the lead singer of The Nation’s Capital. He said that he would actually like to introduce each individual member of the band. So if you would just like to go out and say a few words to get things started for the evening and then hand it over to Toby that would be great.”


  I nodded in response to Toby’s request and extended a hand in his direction, “Eden Richardt, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  He grasped my open hand and firmly shook before releasing, “Toby Morgan, likewise.” He took a minute to scope out my outfit and stopped abruptly at my new gold metallic pumps. He brought his hands to his face as he released a gasp, “Those heels are to die for! I absolutely adore them.”


  “Uh, thanks.” I took a moment to show off the different angles of the shoe. “I got them in Nashville, where I live, right before I flew here. My bestie actually coerced me into buying them, I wasn’t sold at first.”


  “Well your bff definitely deserves a pat on the back, they are exquisite.”


  We each talked about my shoes for a bit longer until Marcie instructed me that it was time to go on the stage and officially kick off this reunion.


  I never really got stage fright from speaking in person or being on air, but the thought of standing in front of my peers that I went to school with so long ago kind of terrified me. My palms began to sweat and I was extremely glad that I had decided to wear extra strength deodorant as my armpits were overly damp as well.


  Stepping up onto the platform and walking quickly, albeit a bit wobbly, to the microphone stand, I grabbed the mic and brought it to my lips. Everyone who wasn’t paying attention to me suddenly was once I cleared my throat, interrupting everyone in their conversations.


  “Good evening! And welcome to Class of 1999’s fifteen year reunion. I’m Eden Richardt, fellow graduate, and since I’m a radio personality in Nashville, Marcie has kindly asked me to be sort of like the MC for the evening.” I kept looking around throughout the crowd but my eyes always ended back on Baylor and Dean who were standing away from the majority of people, each holding a beer. “Now, since many of you may have seen the spat that occurred a few moments ago, I thank you.” I blew out a quick breath, “I cannot lie, it felt great to finally put that bitch in her place,” a round of hoots and hollers commenced as well as a brief applause. “I’m sorry, that was rude of me.” I turned to look at a very pissed off and unamused Kristina, “Unlike you I will be the bigger person here and apologize for my actions. We aren’t kids anymore and I’m sure you’ve changed. But then again, I really don’t think you have.” Bringing my hand to my forehead, “Wow, I’m on a roll. I apologize again, normally I’m just not so forward. Anyway, Marcie has brought in a really great cover band all the way from Brown County, Georgia. Her cousin Brock is one of the guitarists and he jumped on the chance to bring us some amazing music. So please, let’s give them a warm Cottage Grove welcome, The Nation’s Capital, everyone.” I lightly clapped along with everyone else while holding the microphone with one hand. Toby jumped up on stage, took the mic from me, and then grasped my hand so he could help me down off the stage.


  I quickly walked towards Baylor, who met me halfway, and flashed him a small smile and apologized for my actions.


  “Are you kidding me? You just did what a lot of people wouldn’t have had the courage to do. Now I’m not saying that it was right to call her out in front of most of our graduating class, but it was quite comical nonetheless.”


  We each took our seats about the time Toby should’ve begun speaking and introducing the band. All was so quiet that you couldn’t even hear a pin drop and it seemed he was building up his speech because he just stood there with the microphone lifted to his mouth. Finally he started, “Good evening! I want to thank the lovely Miss Eden for introducing our band; as she said, we are The Nation’s Capital. We’re all from a fairly small town called Brown County, Georgia and we are thrilled to be here. I also wanted to commend Eden for actually standing up to her high school bully. I’m gay so I know all about what it’s like just going through the motions from day to day and not really living. Always wondering who was going to come shove me into my locker or attempt to push me down the stairs, it all happened. But now I’ve learned from it and have moved on, but my biggest bullies are my parents. If only I could get the chance to tell them what for.” He shrugged his shoulder, “Ah, enough about me, let’s introduce the band!! I’m, as you know, Toby Morgan and we’ve got Mike Jameson on the drums,” he paused for a second so Mike could do a little drum solo, “And Charlie Hennings on bass guitar,” Charlie followed up doing his own riff, “and last but certainly not least, the reason why we are actually here in Oregon this evening, Brock Monroe!”


  Toby continued to walk aimlessly around on stage, “Now I could stand up here and talk until I’m blue in the face!” He leaned back screaming the last part, “or I could shut the hell up and get onto playing some tunes!” Throwing an arm in the air, “Are y’all ready to get this party started?!” The room went from one extreme to the other, deafening silence to unrelenting screams. It was almost as if we were in a bar attending one of their shows.


  Mike, the drummer, began banging his drumsticks between the cymbals and the snare while Toby spoke again; I could tell that he was supremely longwinded. “Now, I know since y’all graduated in 1999, and by the way I was ten then,” he expressively winked, “your theme song was undoubtedly “1999” by Prince.” Cue my inward groan along with several audible ones. He pointed a finger out towards the tables, “I heard some of you groan, but you need to hear me out. What I was going to say was that I absolutely loathe that song. So instead, we are going to play “When Doves Cry” by Prince, which to me is a much better choice.” He turned to look at Charlie, who was wielding his bass guitar, “Let’s get started!”


  Charlie began sliding his hands on his bass which sounded completely amazing, then Mike came in on the drums as they continued. When Toby started singing, in a lower pitch, I was astounded by the sound of his voice.


  “For a cover band, they seem really awesome,” Dean chimed in as he lifted the brown bottle of beer to his lips and took a swig.


  I cradled my chin in the palm of my hand while my elbow was resting on the table, “You know, I was just thinking the same thing. I wonder why they choose to perform covers instead of something original.” Taking a glance around, many people were subtly dancing in their seats, bopping their heads and swaying to the beat. After a minute or so some people actually got up and stood in front of the stage and began dancing around.


  Baylor looked to me with his palm facing up, ready for me to take it, but his invitation was cut short by the appearance of a shadow behind us. Dean looked up past me and judging by the look of annoyance on his face I knew it wasn’t going to be good. I turned around along with Baylor to a very burly man who had a distinct receding hairline and a handlebar mustache. The way his apologetic gaze was set on me it was almost as if he expected me to know who he was. 


  I looked to the two men that were both immediately to my right and neither of them seemed to know who he was either. Too bad we didn’t wear ‘Hi my name is’ stickers that indicated who we were; I wondered why Marcie had decided to forgo that option, because it would’ve made for a much less awkward situation right then.


  “Hi, how are you?” I didn’t want to promptly start off by asking who the hell he was and what he wanted, even though that was surely what I was thinking at the moment.


  “I’m fine,” he answered quietly, acting a mixture of shy and a bit unsure of himself. I had never seen a grown man so fidgety in all my life.


  It was Baylor who finally recognized the man standing before us, “Jeff Kissinger?”


  “Yeah, I was hoping to talk to Eden for a moment.” Color me freaking stupid! I wouldn’t have ever known who he was if I ran into him out in the street. More than likely he would’ve come face to face with my pepper spray or even my favorite defense mechanism, a knee to the groin. In fact, now that I knew who he was, he was still pretty likely to receive my knee. Stupid ass.


  “Uh,” I said trying to delay the inevitable. “Actually you can just say whatever you need to in front of Baylor and Dean as well.”


  He seemed a bit perturbed by my answer but proceeded anyway. “Well,” he began wringing his hands together and in many ways reminded me of a small child when you were trying to pry information out of them when they wouldn’t be so forthcoming. “My wife,” he looked over his shoulder to a petite round woman who was sitting at another table across the gym staring at Jeff, “made me enroll in Alcoholics Anonymous in order to try to save our marriage. Well, step number eight is to make a list of those we have wronged, and number nine is actually confronting those people to try and make amends. I just wanted to apologize for what happened during our one and only date and then lying about it to everyone else. You were a sweet girl, Eden, and I was the horny teenager and I ultimately tried to take advantage of you. So for everything, I truly am sorry.” I could see the deep sincerity in his eyes and the beads of sweat forming along his brow. What type of person would I be if I didn’t forgive him?


  I graced him with a small smile and replied, “It’s quite all right, Jeff. It’s all water under the bridge now, promise.” He took my acceptance with great relief by immediately relaxing his shoulders and releasing his breath.


  “Thank you, Eden. After that face off that occurred earlier with Kristina I wasn’t exactly sure what was going to happen. I told my wife that I was scared for my life, but of course she commended you. Why do woman always take each other’s sides?” He was truly curious.


  Shrugging my shoulders, I said, “It’s just what we do, I suppose. You enjoy the rest of your evening.”


  Once Jeff was far enough in the distance and out of ear shot, Dean chuckled with a smirk, “You sure let him off easy. I distinctly remember on graduation night you threatening certain anatomy with piping hot movie theater butter.” His chuckle ended up a full blown laugh, which was contagious and soon all three of us were laughing with tears springing in our eyes.


  “Stop it,” I furiously fanned my hands in front of my face, “I don’t have tear-free mascara on, I’ll look like a freaking raccoon if I don’t quit.” That made us laugh even harder and by that time my side was hurting. “Ok, seriously cut it out! I’m leaving, I’m going to go dance.”


  I hadn’t even been paying attention to The Nation’s Capital but as soon as I started making my way towards the stage, weaving around the tables, they began playing a more upbeat song. All it took was the first few notes to be played and even before Toby began singing, “Hey, hey!” I knew it was, “Don’t You Forget About Me” by Simple Minds. I swear I could’ve handpicked the soundtrack to that evening just based on my experiences. But the tables had certainly turned. Baylor hadn’t forgotten about me when I saw him in the airport, he just didn’t know that I was coming and was in a state of utter shock. That day seemed like so long ago when really it had only been a week. I began swaying my hips slowly to the beat of the music and Toby chose that time to look up at me and wink in my direction.


  After having such amazing week with Baylor I really didn’t want to leave. I would be willing to talk to my boss about breaking my contract and try to get a job here at the local radio station; it wouldn’t be like the two stations were competing when they were in totally different area codes. The ultimate question was would he want me to stay? I was completely confused and my mind was running in so many different directions that I was just ready to shut it off. It seemed Baylor knew exactly what I needed before I even did because his arms suddenly wrapped around my waist from behind and his lips moved in towards my ear, “You look all sexy up here dancing by yourself. I had to hurry up here and claim my dance before someone else tried to.”


  “You’re hilarious,” I joked.


  He nodded his head over towards the table, “You did a good thing back there with Jeff. You could’ve ripped him a new asshole like you did with Kristina but instead you didn’t. How come?”


  I had to take a moment to mull over my answer because I didn’t really know the answer to that. “Honestly, I had forgotten all about what Jeff had done, spreading lies and all that. Plus he looked so incredibly sad and nervous about having to confront me, I didn’t see the need to make him feel even worse. Kristina is a totally different can of worms, I never ever forgot for a second anything she ever said to me. She was always hateful and did things just out of spite because she could. I may never understand why she did any of it, but she took a big portion of my life away from me. And I will always hate her for that. Hate is an extremely strong word and I don’t normally throw it around but in this instance it’s completely true. I hate her with every fiber of my being. But now I don’t only hate her for me, it’s also because of what she’s done to you and more importantly to Norah.” I started to get choked up because of what I was saying and needed to move onto much brighter territory. “This is our last night together, let’s not ruin it any longer with talks of Kristina or anything that’ll make me cry,” I tried to chuckle to make it a bit lighthearted.


  He moved a strand of my curled hair back out of my face, “Anything you want, Edie. Since you brought up this being our last night, how about we get out of here? I don’t know how much more I can take of everyone seeing you in this dress.” He smoothed a hand down my back until it rested on my hip. My body always reacted to him and his touch and that time was no different; I was ready to get out of there.


  I looked around to see if there was anyone else that I really wanted to talk to before I left and no faces really stood out to me. My life had always revolved around Baylor and Dean; they were the ones who I came back for, no one else.


  “Let’s go…”
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  The red illuminated lights on Baylor’s bedside clock indicated that it was well past two in the morning. We had laid there for a good hour just talking before his breathing evened out and he drifted off to sleep. I was still wide awake, letting my mind roam and wondering how I was ever going to get past that incredible week. I couldn’t go back home and pretend that everything was all right. I was more confused than I had ever been; when I thought of home I immediately thought of Cottage Grove and not Nashville, even though it had been my home for the eleven years since I graduated college.


  I finally knew why none of my other relationships stuck; I had been constantly comparing them to Baylor. And after finally being intimate with him, any other relationship would be doomed from the start. I guessed I really should start getting used to the idea of cats, because that’s what I’d end up: the crazy old cat lady who’s on the radio.


  Baylor’s arm that was wrapped around my waist pulled me into him further; even in his sleep he knew what I needed. A single tear streamed down my face as I tried my best to fall asleep.


  When the clock read seven in the morning I decided that I could no longer lay in that bed. I’d been watching the minutes tick by on that annoying clock all night, taunting me that my time with Baylor was nearly up. I slowly pulled away from his clutch, trying my hardest not to disturb him in his peaceful state. I took a few minutes to just sit on the end of his queen-sized bed, watching him sleep.


  He had an arm thrown over his face and I wished that he would just move it out of the way so I could study him once more. I wanted to memorize the lines of his face and the traces of stubble trailing down his jawline to his chin. If I stayed in his room any longer I was bound to throw myself on him and beg him to ask me to stay, to be there with him.


  I got up to retrieve my dress off the floor and grabbed my purse and cellphone and headed into the bathroom to clean up a little. I shot my mom a text asking her to pick me up in fifteen minutes so I could run home and shower before we left for my flight at nine. Yeah, I may have lied to Baylor about the time my flight was leaving. Go ahead and call me a coward, it wasn’t anything worse than what I’d already called myself.


  I’d come to the realization that it just wouldn’t work between us because it had always been the wrong time. We tried our hardest to come together and life just kept pulling us apart. Or maybe that was just my mind’s way of thinking before completely shutting itself down. I felt the edge of depression threatening to pull me under, like drowning in a pool of water and not being able to gasp for air.


  Before I quietly went outside to wait for my mom I left Baylor a note saying goodbye. I neatly placed it on his fridge next to a self-portrait that Norah drew of her and her dad and secured it with a magnet of a covered bridge.


  Walking out the front door and shutting it behind me, I turned around with my shoes clutched in my hand and ran directly into Norah.


  She startled me but I quickly tried to cover up my reaction because I didn’t want her to think that I was taking the coward’s way out and just leaving, which was the God’s honest truth. I ran a hand down her arm, “Goodbye sweetie, it was great to meet you. Thank you so much for the email, this week has been one of the best of my life and exactly what I needed.” I felt the tears welling up in the creases of my eyes.


  She adjusted the backpack on her shoulder and raised her eyes up to meet mine, “Then why are you leaving?” she asked, perplexed.


  “It’s time for me to leave; I have a home, a dog, a job.”


  “I love dogs,” I knew what she was trying to say but it just wasn’t possible.


  My hand was still placed on her shoulder, “It’s not that easy, sweetheart. I’m under contract for my radio station.” I noticed my mother pull her car into the driveway. “Bye,” I ended quietly. I felt horrible for just leaving her standing there on her front porch, but I had to go. As I walked down the sidewalk towards my mother’s car in the drive I quickly turned back to Norah to see her just standing there watching me, the onslaught of tears swimming in her eyes. I pointed towards the house, “Your dad is still sleeping, please don’t wake him up.”


  I quickly pivoted on my foot and rushed into the car and I didn’t release the breath that I was holding until I made it to the airport.


  My parents insisted on walking me into the airport before saying their farewells. My mother had already become a blubbering mess on the ride over and my dad was his usual quiet self. I was trying to remain strong but my heart was shredding into pieces by the second and I had no one to blame but myself.


  “Ok Mom, Dad, I gotta go.” My luggage was checked and I was holding my carryon bag with my purse slung over my arm.


  “Honey,” my mom said in between sobs as she came forward to give me a giant hug that literally took my breath away. “I’m going to miss you so much. I hope you don’t wait another fifteen years before returning home again.” I closed my eyes tightly and opened them to look directly at my dad. He knew exactly what was reflecting back at him.


  She finally let me pull away from her clutch and I walked straight into my dad’s arms. “It was great to see you again, Eden, your mom and I miss you when you’re not around.” I could hear the faint hitch in his voice. “You know you can come back home anytime and you wouldn’t even have to see him,” he whispered into my ear. Thank the Lord he didn’t mention his name because I was certain that would’ve been my breaking point. “I know you know that, but I also know that if we want to see our only daughter again we will have to come visit you. I want you to know that it’s completely all right. Your mother may not understand, but I do. I love you, Eden.”


  I released my father’s neck and looked up to him, “I love you too, Daddy.”


  During the plane ride back to Nashville I tried my hardest to fall asleep but the elderly gentleman next to me thought it was a good idea to keep me entertained by recounting his story about the one that got away.


  “It was so many years ago, I met June right before I was drafted for World War II. I remember writing her every day and fighting with guns blazing just so I would be able to get home to her.”


  I had nothing else to do for the remainder of the flight other than to wallow in my own misery, so I decided why the hell not make my heart hurt even worse. “What happened when you returned home?”


  “I found out that shortly after I left she was killed by a random burglar.” He looked down at his frail hands, “She never even received any of my letters. She died not knowing how I truly felt about her because I was a coward. I left with the mindset that I may not return home so I didn’t want to leave her with any false hope. But I loved her with every breath that I took. I always had that feeling of ‘what if.’ What if I didn’t get drafted and was able to be there to protect my June? What if I told her that I loved her, would she have tried to fight off her attacker knowing that she was loved?”


  Now my heart was aching even more for this old man who didn’t get to even enjoy being in love. I covered his hand with mine, “So did you ever get married?”


  “I did. I met Mary about five years after I returned from war and found out about June. I kept comparing every woman to June and it was hard to be happy when I did. As hard as it was I had to push June out of my mind so I could lead a meaningful life. I met Mary and her grace captured my heart. Ended up being married for sixty wonderful years before she passed away four years ago. I loved Mary with everything that I was, but June always seemed to creep into my mind at the strangest of times. I hadn’t thought of her for many years and for some reason you reminded me of her.” His eyes seemed to grow heavy behind his framed glasses.


  “How old are you?”


  “Clifford, but you can call me Cliff. I’m ninety two years young,” he chuckled as he hung his head and proceeded to drift off into a nap until the plane landed.


  While he breathed heavily through his mouth I studied the clouds that were beneath the plane as we flew over them. I never confessed how I felt towards Baylor; he knew that I loved him when we were younger but I never told him that I still did. Never actually stopped.


  Thankfully the flight home had minimal turbulence and was actually rather peaceful, not even a baby cried during our time onboard. I gently nudged Cliff on his shoulder until he awoke, somewhat startled and disoriented.


  “I’m sorry, I just wanted to let you know that we landed,” I said apologetically.


  He took his turn to stand and made his way out into the aisle, “Thank you for waking me. And thank you for letting me reminisce, it was nice talking to you, June,” he said with a wink before he used the backs of the seats to steady his pace while he exited the plane.


  I just stood there with a faint smile on my face before someone let me out before them. I got my luggage which was actually where it was supposed to be for once and went to look for Julia.


  Once my eyes landed on hers the first wave of tears broke free. I rushed off towards her and into her open arms; she knew by my tear-stained face that I needed reinforcements.


  She rubbed along my back, “Oh honey, was it hard leaving him? Did he beg you to stay?”


  I began crying harder and between sobs I tried my best to formulate the words, “No, he didn’t ask me to. I left before he woke up.” I buried my face in her shirt knowing that I was going to have to owe her a new one.


  “Let’s get you home, your mutt misses you and I have ice cream waiting in the freezer. We can dig in while you tell me all about it.”
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  Chapter 15


  Baylor


  I awoke startled as I sat straight up in my bed. I looked over to the space on my bed that Eden had been occupying for the majority of the week and it was empty and cool to the touch. She had been up for a while. Something wasn’t settling right in my stomach so I threw on a pair of shorts and rushed out into the kitchen.


  The TV in the living room caught my attention so I went towards the couch to see Norah watching cartoons with her feet tucked underneath her and a bowl of cereal in her lap.


  “Where’s Eden?” I asked, starting to feel a bit frantic.


  “She left,” she answered in between lifting bites of soggy cereal to her mouth.


  “What do you mean she left? When?” My heart was beginning to sink into my stomach, fear was settling in.


  “About two hours ago. I couldn’t sleep well last night so I came home around seven, she ran into me on the porch and said not to wake you. And she left you a note on the fridge.”


  I ran my hands through my hair wondering why she would leave without saying goodbye.


  “Why in the hell didn’t you wake me?” I yelled, not meaning to have as much force behind it as what came out.


  Instead of Norah cowering to my raised voice, she straightened her posture and yelled right back, “Because she asked me not to!”


  “The one time you choose to listen is now?” Her eyes narrowed and I felt awful, so I quickly calmed down, “I know, you always listen. I’m sorry, but I wanted to tell her goodbye. I didn’t even get to say goodbye.”


  My shoulders slumped and I slowly shuffled my feet into the kitchen to retrieve the folded note that was on the fridge.


  I only got through the first sentence before I started to take matters into my own hands.


  Baylor,


  Please let this count as our goodbye.


  “Norah, get dressed! We’re going to the airport!” I folded the note again without reading the rest and shoved it into the pocket of my shorts.


  “I’m ready, Dad,” she replied breathlessly as she ran into the kitchen. “Let’s go get her.”


  I darted to grab my keys and started running into the garage before Norah stopped me, “Uh Dad…You may want to put on a shirt and some shoes if you want to be allowed entrance into the airport.”


  I stopped dead in my tracks once my foot hit the cool concrete of the garage floor, reiterating what Norah just said. “Shit,” I said under my breath.
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  I skidded to a halt in one of the open parking spots right next to the terminal entrance. It was a crooked parking job but it would have to do. I threw the Camaro in park and turned to look at Norah.


  “Go, Dad, I’ll sit right here.”


  “Thanks, sweetheart,” I yelled as I slammed the door on the car and rounded the front of the hood to rush inside.


  Once I got through the door, I really didn’t know where I would go from there. No one would let me past security without a ticket and boarding pass but I was going to try and give it a shot. I went over to the board that listed the arrival and departure times and saw the one from Eugene to Nashville. I followed the line that told me what the flight number was, but the departure time was wrong. That couldn’t be, it said nine a.m. and that the plane had already departed.


  I approached a ticket agent to confirm that the board was misinformed. “The arrival and departure board, is it always accurate?”


  The agent continued pecking away on her computer for a few moments before she looked up at me with a sour expression painted on her face. “Sir, whatever those boards say,” she pointed to exhibit A, “is the most up-to-date information we have. Now if you’ll excuse me I have work to do,” she ended with an eye roll.


  I walked away from the counter just wandering around aimlessly. How could Eden outright lie to me about the time her flight left? I had to physically palm my chest because I felt my heart breaking. Had the entire week just been a bit of fun for her? I was under the assumption that she felt the same way I did, but you knew what they said when you assume. I really hoped that I wasn’t the one to be made an ass.


  Feeling my phone vibrate in my pocket, I quickly fished it out and connected the call before bringing it to my ear. “Eden?”


  “What? No, it’s Dean,” he replied.


  “Dean, she’s gone. She left without telling me goodbye. I don’t understand it.” I found an empty bench and sat down while listening to Dean.


  “Did she leave a note?”


  Him asking that sparked my memory and I felt around for the note in my pocket and dug it out. “Yeah, she did.”


  “Well, what does it say?”


  Baylor,


  Please let this count as our goodbye…


  I had already read that part but I actually kept on reading until the very end.


  I know you, Baylor, and I know you ended up running to the airport without reading the rest of this letter. I could’ve saved you the time. I want to admit that I did indeed lie to you about the time my flight left because I figured this would be easiest for all parties involved. I didn’t sleep much last night because my mind was constantly running in a million different directions. How would our goodbye go? Would you ask me to stay? Would you send me on my merry way? You might think that this wasn’t the right way to go about this, but in my heart it was.


  This week was one of the best ones of my life and I’m so thankful that we were able to reconnect and explore each other in a more intimate light. You were my first love, Baylor Jenkins, and they say that the first is always the hardest to get over. If nothing more becomes of us I wish you a happy life with lots of laughter. Take care of yourself and Norah.


  Love Always,


  Eden


  I finished reading the letter, more confused than before. “Baylor? Are you there?”


  Focusing my attention back on Dean, “Yeah, I’m here. Listen, is there any way that Eden can get out of her contract at the radio station?”


  “I don’t know, man, I’m not that kind of lawyer. You know that.”


  “Well, don’t you have friends or contacts that can find out for me?” I snapped.


  Dean replied, deadpan, “I can try. Listen, I’m coming over, I need to run something by you. I’ll be there when you return from the airport.”


  I ended the call and quietly walked back to my car without my precious cargo in tow.


  Noticing an airport security officer standing in front of my car and Norah’s wide eyes from inside I knew that I was going to be on the receiving end of a ticket. Rushing up a little faster, I raised my hands in surrender, “Officer, I’m getting ready to move.”


  “Sir, is this your car?” He pointed his pen towards the Camaro, I nodded in response. “This isn’t a parking zone for your pleasure, it’s an unloading zone. Now I’ve already written out the warning,” he ripped off the paper and shoved it in my direction, “Consider this your lucky day.”


  “Yeah, thanks,” I grumbled under my breath and then got into the car.


  “Did you find her?” Norah immediately asked, the optimism apparent in her voice.


  “No,” I was sad to burst her bubble because her face immediately fell, “Her plane had already left.” The sadness in my own voice was obvious and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I wanted to understand where Eden was coming from, but I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. She’d spent the week drilling into my head that she was under contract so this was just a visit, but I definitely didn’t expect to go falling even deeper in love with her. If I had known of there being even a remote possibility of her staying I would’ve begged every moment of every day. I wasn’t above begging, especially when it came to matters of our hearts.


  When I pulled back into my driveway, Dean was waiting just like he said he would be. I couldn’t help it when my hand accidentally slipped and slammed the car door after I exited.


  “You’re taking this hard, aren’t you?” Dean asked.


  Norah spoke up first, “That’s an understatement. You didn’t have to sit the entire twenty-five minute return home in absolute silence.”


  “Norah,” I warned.


  “What, I’m just telling the truth. I’ll be inside watching TV if you happen to need me,” she waved a hand as she walked away from us and into the garage.


  “Well, this may warrant some bad attitude from you, but you and Eden never were the best at communication. I’d think that after all these years it would definitely be stronger now, but by the look on your face I’d be wrong. So what’s your next move?”


  That earned him a murderous glare and I was almost inclined to sucker punch him in the gut so he’d at least be feeling the same as me, but I decided to spare him. He seemed like he was in a really good mood and there was no reason to bring him down as well. I released a long drawn-out sigh, “I’m not for sure.” Placing my hands on my hips, “But I need to come up with something fast, I already miss her. She belongs here with me, with her family.”


  “Speaking of belonging here, that’s what I initially called to tell you. Remember old man Baxtor?”


  I looked at him quizzically, “The only lawyer in town?”


  “That’s the one. Well he wanted to sell his law firm and retire, that’s the business I had while I was up here for the reunion. You are now looking at the sole owner and operator of Baxtor’s Law Office. I’m here to stay!”


  This was definitely a turning of events and I couldn’t be more happy or proud of my best friend. Even in my state of emotional duress I couldn’t contain the smile that broke out across my face as I pulled him in for a hug and clapped him on his back.


  “Congratulations, man! That is great news. Norah will be excited that her Uncle Dean will be sticking around.” We pulled away from our bro hugs and he arched a brow at me. I chuckled, “Yeah, well I can’t deny it, I’m pretty excited too.”


  Dean clapped me on the back and guided me inside the house through the open garage and said, “Now, let’s figure out how you’re going to get your girl.”
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  Chapter 16


  Eden


  Three Weeks Later


  Things were back to normal, for the most part. Only it was as if I was just going through the motions of life, completely void of any and all emotions, because it seemed as if my well of tears had run dry. I went to work and performed my job almost on full autopilot, came home, slept when I could turn my mind off and did the same thing over again the next day.


  After I initially returned home, I cried my eyes out and had sobs torturing my entire body for an entire day, but after that I couldn’t will myself to shed another single tear. And it wasn’t for my lack of trying. I hadn’t heard from Baylor at all for the twenty-one days after my abrupt departure. I wanted to wallow in my self-pity and keep on force-feeding myself insane amounts of ice cream, but true to Julia fashion she put her foot down and quickly squashed any desire to remain in bed for days on end.


  “You’re going to have to suck it up buttercup and pull up those ugly ass granny panties.” She raised a brow at my dirty laundry pile that had begun ascending up the wall, “And for Pete’s sake do some laundry.” She jutted out her hip and continued on with her rant, “At least you’re showering, because if not I wouldn’t dare come within a three mile radius.”


  “And what, miss out on this nice little uneventful visit from you? Not in a million years,” I retorted as a small giggle escaped my throat. No matter how hard I tried to fight it she always had a way to make me laugh.


  I was sitting at my desk with my headphones on, fiddling with my bracelet that I hadn’t dared to remove from my wrist, and stared off into space wondering what Monday morning would bring. Having spent the entire weekend washing, folding, and putting away every last piece of dirty laundry that had accumulated in my laundry basket and overflowed to the floor and cleaning my house from top to bottom I was still in need of recovery. So a nice relaxing day would certainly be appreciated.


  So far it had been the exact opposite of a relaxing, easy going show; the phone lines were already ringing off the hook and it wasn’t even seven a.m. Apparently teeny boppers and fan girls alike got wind that we were going to be giving away a pair of tickets to see Two East, one of the biggest boy bands of the past couple years, and thought that they would just continuously redial the station’s number, thus clogging up our phone lines.


  For every ten phone calls I answered, nine of them were teenagers begging and pleading for the tickets; why they weren’t getting ready for school I didn’t know. I was almost near the point of shouting out on air that Blaine would be in the parking lot personally giving them away just to give him a little taste of his own medicine. Let’s put him in the spotlight and see how he liked it. The show of course would have to be placed on hold because there was no absolute way that I would miss him being trampled down to the ground just for the possible chance at a ticket.


  The remaining one phone call would be a random proposal to me. The stream of proposals had for the most part dwindled down since my return, but every now and again we would get the one inconsiderate fellow who thought he was the bee’s knees and had an ego to prove it, who would call in with his cocky attitude and demand my hand. I was over it, plain and simple.


  Honestly, I was beyond ready to release a whole spiel about finally putting an end to the nonsense, but apparently I was the only one not amused. The producer himself said, and I quote, “This shit is quality entertainment.” So there you had it, my single life was useful for amusing radio, who would’ve thought.


  I would bet if the numerous mundane proposals were spouted off to them they’d quickly be changing their tunes. So for the moment I had to bite my tongue and go with the flow, biding my time until men decided that they were done. I knew I was giving the entire male species a little too much credit by believing that they would just up and quit on their own accords.


  “Eden, how about we take the next call on the air…” Blaine chuckled, his voice laced with amusement. I was nervous about taking a call live without the option to edit anything out; it wasn’t a wise decision but I guessed things could definitely get a little more interesting.


  Rolling my eyes in his direction as my way of a reply, I muttered a few expletives under my breath for good measure. Pressing one of the numerous nonstop blinking phone lines, I connected it to my headphones. “Hey, you’ve got Blaine and Eden in the morning, who’s this?” I answered with my upbeat tone even though I was cringing inside and praying like crazy that the call wanted Two East tickets instead of the alternative, me.


  “Oh my God!” A young girl screeched on the other end of the line. I was never so relieved to hear a teenage girl’s voice in all my life. I could have done without the screaming hysterics, but it came with the territory. “This is Meagan! Did I win? Oh my God, this is the best day of my entire life!”


  Blaine chuckled upon hearing her reaction, “You did indeed win two tickets to see Two East next Saturday, Meagan! So what are you up to this morning?”


  “AHHHHH!!!” she screamed again, this time a few decibels higher than before. “I was supposed to be getting ready for school, but I spent my time trying to get through, which was SO worth it! Even though now I’m going to school in my pajamas. Anything for Two East. AHHH!” I looked up to Blaine with extra wide eyes and made a cutting motion across my throat, trying to convey to him to get her the hell off the air while people still had their hearing.


  “Ok, well, Meagan, hang on the line while I get your info and just try to have a good day at school, I know that’ll be hard for you.”


  I quickly put the line on hold and began speaking in a normal tone to our audience, at least those still with us after all that excitement, and allowing Blaine to handle the rest of that phone call. Just as a little payback to him, I smiled brightly in his direction before I began speaking, “Wow, how about that? She was full of all kinds of excitement. Well, how about we go ahead and play a few songs, but don’t worry, if you didn’t get your chance to win a pair of tickets to Two East, we will have another chance tomorrow morning right here on 98.9 Nashville’s Powerhouse!” I turned off my microphone and quickly began playing the next song that was up in the queue which just so happened to be “Love Story” by Taylor Swift.


  How freaking ironic.


  As I listened to the song, completely ignoring Blaine, I couldn’t help but compare it to my life, wondering if Baylor would’ve actually asked me to stay if I hadn’t gone on about my contract at the studio, and what my answer would’ve been. It all didn’t matter, but there was always that inkling of debate in the back of your mind after you made a major life decision. It would take root and continue to force you to dwell on it until it took over your life entirely.


  He was supposed to be my Romeo and me his Juliet…Where the hell was my fairytale ending? Perhaps Julia was right; with her two failed marriages she did have a bit more insight into love than I did. Her motto was that fairytales were for losers and happy ever after’s didn’t belong outside of a story or Hallmark card. It still didn’t help with the way my heart was hurting.


  Blaine was off of the phone with Meagan and pecking away on his cell phone as the Taylor Swift song ended and another song began. It wasn’t much better for my mood: “Let’s Get Married” by Jagged Edge. I slid off one side of my headphones and looked across the room to Blaine, “Seriously, did you queue up these songs just because you knew how much they went along with my pathetic life?”


  He jerked both of his hands up in a mock surrender, “Hey, I just had a request for this song. Just looking out for our listeners, nothing pertaining to you and your life. Please stow away the dirty looks; I can only be killed so many times today by your stares. Definitely not a cat with nine lives, and besides,” he shot me a knowing glare of his own, “you know you love this song…”


  Ugh, he was completely right. I remembered when I first heard it on the radio back in February of 2000. It wasn’t the slow-paced version that many radio stations played; no, this was the Remarqable Remix. I was still very much bitter towards the ordeal that transpired between Baylor and me, or rather the vicious lies that Kristina spewed. I wanted to hate the song about love and meeting at the altar on that one special day, but I couldn’t. They beckoned me with their lyrics and catchy beat that just made me want to bust out dancing. Even now I couldn’t resist getting a little groove going while seated in my chair, add a little lip sync to the mix and I was sure I was one hell of a sight.


  Blaine replaced his headphones in their proper position so he could talk on-air; normally we had a specifically timed script that we abided by, but that morning had been so out of whack that we’d long since ditched it. “That was ‘Let’s Get Married’ by Jagged Edge which was requested by a recently newfound loyal listener. Now, why don’t we open the phone lines for another call this morning…Hello, good morning, you’ve got Blaine and Eden on 98.9 Nashville’s Powerhouse.”


  “Uh yes, hello,” a small female voice spoke up. “I wanted to thank you for playing my requested song, it wasn’t really for me but for my dad. You see he has this longtime love, who he’s let slip through his fingers one too many times.” My ears had since perked up and I was hanging onto her every word. Her voice sounded extremely familiar to me, but sometimes on air they could appear a bit distorted. I was quite certain that this wasn’t the first time hearing her; I just couldn’t quite place where I had heard her before. She could very well have called into the station before for all I knew. But something about what she was saying compelled me to listen a bit closer. Letting a longtime love slip through your fingers one too many times was something that I could relate to on an extremely personal level. “And this time he finally learned his lesson and he wasn’t going to back down. Eden, hear him out, please. He’s in a fragile state and will soon be there on bended knee if he needs to be, pleading for you to choose him, and choose Oregon.” My heart rate began speeding up and my bottom lip trembled in response, “For you to choose us…”


  “Norah?” My voice finally broke, as well as the dam that was keeping my tears at bay, letting just a single solitary tear roll down my cheek. “Baylor…he’s here?”


  About that time a knock sounded on the door to the studio and Blaine stood up, waving the guest in. I sat completely still in my chair, with my hand closing in around the wrist that held my bracelet, just willing it to be him. I didn’t want to turn around until I was entirely certain, because if by some chance it wasn’t Baylor I didn’t know how I was going to keep my composure and finish out the rest of the morning set.


  I felt his presence even before his hand touched my shoulder. Swiveling my chair around to face him, I looked up into those pale green eyes that I’d dreamt of so much of the past few weeks and took in his disheveled state. He looked about as bad as I felt: a little more scruff was apparent on his chin and the square of his jaw, and those magical eyes of his looked as if they hadn’t slept a wink since I’d been gone.


  He crouched down so he was almost down on both knees, just so he could be on eye level to me, and brought both of his hands forward to cup my face, being cautious of my clunky headphones that were perched in place on my ears. I quickly moved to pull one of my earpieces off my ear so I could hear him clearly.


  It took him a minute before he began to talk because he was taking his time roving his eyes over my face, never once breaking contact. “Edie,” he broke the silence in a pained whisper and slid his hands from cupping my face, bringing them down to tightly grasp my hands. “I couldn’t let you slip through my fingers again. I wouldn’t allow my future to be left to chance again and let another fifteen years go by without seeing you, so with the help of Norah and Blaine, I took matters into my own hands, which I should’ve done the first time. You gave me no greater joy than getting just a glimpse of waking up next to you in the mornings. And when you took that away, when you left this last time without saying goodbye, I found myself dreading falling asleep because I knew you wouldn’t be beside me. I know we have had our problems with communication, but that stops here and now.” I pulled my bottom lip in between my teeth and saw the brief flash of desire shine in his eyes as he continued saying the most heartfelt words I had ever heard in my life. “You, Eden, are meant to be more than a memory and I want you as my reality for the rest of my life. I love you, Eden, and I’m here to bring you back to where you belong, back to Oregon with Norah and me. That is, if you’ll have us.”


  I had to force myself to take a breath before I could even give him an answer. It was still so surreal that he was kneeling there before me, pleading for me to come back with him. My heart already knew the answer and was shouting it faster than my brain could register what was going on. I slowly released another breath and nodded my head, “I love you too, Baylor. These past three weeks have been miserable and I’ve kicked myself on a daily basis for leaving you asleep in your bed like a coward. In my mind I knew that my heart wouldn’t be able to take it if you let me leave without asking me to stay behind with you, so I took out the option for the both of us.” Tears were beginning to gather in the creases of his eyes and he nodded his head, silently encouraging me to go on. Contracts be damned, but I was gone. Nashville wasn’t my home; I supposed it never really was, it was just a place I resided until someone deemed it was time to go back. That time had come; better late than never, I guess. “I will go back with you, Baylor; there isn’t a reason in my mind that would cause me to stay.” I flipped off the other side of my headphone, causing it to crash with a thud onto the floor, and launched myself into Baylor’s arms, sealing my mouth with his.


  “Well, you heard it here, folks, I think our beloved Eden has just quit and is now officially off the market,” Blaine explained amusedly into the microphone.


  I pulled away from Baylor after hearing Blaine speak and our eyes danced with merriment. “Was all that on the air?” He nodded. “Shit, so I basically just quit on the air?” He nodded again, while a little smirk appeared on his face. I rolled my eyes and guessed I would wait to take the wrath of my boss whenever he dished it out; I wasn’t going to actively seek him out. Knowing him he was probably right behind me with his hands folded in front of his chest with his icy cold glare intact as if Blaine or myself had said a curse word or something controversial on-air. I stood up, smoothing out my clothes, and helped Baylor get to his feet as well. Looking to Blaine, I gave him a small smile and shrugged one of my shoulders, silently apologizing for placing him in this predicament.


  He walked across the room in our direction, extending a hand out towards Baylor, “Take good care of our girl,” he smiled as the two of them shook hands and then he turned to me, opening his arms for a hug, and I didn’t hesitate entering his embrace. We had worked together for ten glorious years, he was like a brother to me and I would miss him dearly. He whispered into my ear while I was still in his clutch, “I would’ve taken you up on that marriage proposal if I had known he was going to be stealing you away. You’re an amazing woman, Eden, enjoy your bit of happiness.”


  He released me and I took two steps back, wiping a tear from my face. I couldn’t leave things sad and melancholy between us, so I retorted, “I really am sorry for quitting so suddenly like this, I hope they don’t stick you with Ryan as a cohost now.” That realization hadn’t dawned on him until then and his eyes widened and his nostrils flared; you could just tell that he was picturing the new version of the show without me.


  Raising his extended index finger in my direction, “You had better turn around and march out of here real fast before I bring you back and duct tape you to your chair so you can’t leave!”


  I knew he was joking of course, but I wasn’t about to take any chances, so I grabbed Baylor’s hand and we darted from the studio room and directly into my boss. Just as I had suspected, he was outside of the doors with his arms crossed in front of his chest and a deathly glare on his face. “Mr. Richmond,” I stammered, feeling Baylor’s stance stiffen behind me. “I suppose you heard what happened, huh?” I wasn’t one to go actively seeking confrontation, in fact, despite what happened at the reunion with Kristina, I actually loathed it. Especially when it was coming from my boss, whom I had known for several years but who still managed to scare the living shit out of me.


  “Eden, what kind of game do you think you’re playing? You are under a contract with the radio station for another two years. Don’t you think you should’ve thought about this instead of making a rash decision?” I could feel my anger and annoyance level rising by the minute and the moment I opened my mouth to speak, Baylor beat me to the chase.


  “Mr. Richmond, is it? After consulting with my attorney, even though you are a larger radio station within Nashville, you still don’t hold any legal rights over Eden. She didn’t quit to go to another rival station within the city, she quit to move entirely out of state. Now I apologize for this all happening quite abruptly, as that part is my fault, but should you choose to take this matter to court I think it’ll just be a waste of all of our time. Now if you have nothing further, we will go clean out Eden’s desk and be out of your hair in the matter of minutes.”


  Not only was my mouth hanging agape, so was Mr. Richmond’s. During my entire time working there, I had never seen someone actually go up against the ape and the fact that it was my Baylor made him even sexier in my eyes. I quickly closed my mouth and looked up to Mr. Richmond to see him lower his hands down to his side and nod in my direction, “Eden, it’s been a pleasure to have you working with us here at 98.9 but as of now, you’ve fulfilled your duties here. Please empty out your desk and proceed with leaving the building in a timely fashion so I don’t have to call Security on you for loitering.” He tried to come across as macho, like normal, but for some reason unbeknownst to me he seemed to be lacking some of his luster.
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  Chapter 17


  Baylor


  I placed my hand on the small of Eden’s back as we sidestepped past Mr. All Talk. He didn’t seem too big and bad once I put him in his place. Eden looked up towards me and a bright smile lit up her face. “What?” I asked, knowing exactly what she was going to say.


  “I thought Dean made it perfectly clear that he was strictly a Divorce Lawyer, so how did he find out about contractual agreements in the workplace?” Her eyes twinkled up at me, reassuring me that what I had done was more than all right with her.


  Shrugging my shoulders, closing the door behind us and shoving my hands into my pockets after we entered Eden’s small, dimly-lit office, I replied, “He is, but he’s Dean, nothing that a little coercion can’t fix. He knows people and I just sort of took advantage of that.” She was facing away from me, shuffling some papers on her desk and then throwing them in the trash. I took the opportunity to walk up behind her until I was flush with her backside. She was wearing her hair up in a ponytail, so I just moved it off to the side to let it flow across her shoulder and placed a single open-mouthed kiss in the middle of her slender neck. I continued on by trailing my nose up the length of her neck until I reached just below her ear where I placed another brief, feather-light kiss. “God, I’ve missed you, baby. Now that I’ve gotten a taste of you and have been spoiled by your touch, I don’t want to ever go without it again.” Dragging my fingertips ever so lightly down the exposed flesh of her arm, I felt her skin stiffen and goose bumps break out on the places my touch just encountered.


  It didn’t matter that we were in her office, at a job where she was no longer employed; I wasn’t shying away from what we both wanted and craved at that very moment. I took her by her shoulders and spun her around to face me, her eyes were slightly parted and desire was shining back at me. I moved my hands to cup her face, but we were interrupted by the phone on her desk ringing with an incoming call.


  Eden blindly reached behind her and began fumbling with a few of the buttons in what I thought was an attempt to shut it off, but instead she pressed the speaker button.


  “You bitch!” A squeaky voice roared on the other end of the line, causing Eden’s entire stance to freeze and turn rigid. “I just heard the entire show and your breakup with Nashville.” Without even taking a breath, the enraged female voice continued, “You couldn’t think of a reason to stay? Well, I can think of two words right off of the top of my head and they are the most important: Julia Caldwell.”


  “Oh shit!” Eden gasped, bringing both of her hands to cover her mouth for a brief second before she haphazardly attempted to reach for her chair and finally sat down, scooting closer towards the phone. “Jules, you know I didn’t mean it that way. I was completely in the moment; I mean tell me you wouldn’t be?” Eden’s backpedaling stung a bit but I knew that she was just trying to calm her friend off of the ledge of her tirade.


  “Oh, I know, but you know that one of my favorite pastimes involves holding grudges. And well, so is Mrs. Schaefer’s.” Her voice lost its candor, resulting in a bit of trepidation.


  “Who the hell is Mrs. Schaefer?” Eden demanded. I was certainly glad that I wasn’t the only one lost by the turning of the conversation.


  “Well, you see she was the client in my chair at the time of your little broadcast. She wanted a seven a.m. appointment to get a quick cut before work and got a little more of a snip than what she bargained for. While she loves her now-shortened layers, it wasn’t initially the vision she saw in her head.”


  “Oh I see, and your little mishap with your scissors is naturally all my fault.” I could tell that the two of them together would result in an absolute riot, with Eden being the more mellow and down-to-earth woman while Julia was the high-strung and high-maintenance diva.


  “Naturally. I’m glad you see it my way,” Julia said, causing Eden to huff and throw her hands in the air. “Listen, I just wanted to give you a bit of shit before I actually congratulated you on your happy ever after. They don’t come along too often in a lifetime, believe me I would know. You better call and fill me in on all the juicy details.” Her voice became small and had an air of sadness about it, “And you know, don’t leave town without coming to say goodbye to me and all.”


  “Jules…” Eden conceded.


  “Bye, babe.”


  Eden slowly pressed the speaker button on the phone and left her head hanging low; I knew she was feeling a mixture of a lot of different emotions, from happiness and pure elation, to having your friend guilt you into wanting to stay. I moved closer to her slouched form and just placed my palm in the middle of her back, “Edie, I understand if this is moving a bit too fast, but I missed out on fifteen years with you and I really didn’t want to waste another minute.”


  She raised her head and swiveled her chair to face me before yanking me down to my knees so I was eye level with her. “Baylor, don’t mistake my sadness towards my friend for being regret at what is happening here.” She looked down at her hands in her lap as they fiddled with the bracelet that I had given her just a few weeks prior then returned her gaze to mine. “I love you, Baylor Jenkins, I always have. You were my first and only true love and I wouldn’t want any of this to take place any differently than it is now. If you hadn’t come to get me, I was going to end up coming to my senses and going after you myself. We were meant to be, I can’t fathom to think otherwise.”


  I continued to toy with the small square box within my pocket and even with my heart racing with nerves and my palms breaking out in a sweat, I knew that if I didn’t go for it I would regret the missed chance. I cleared my throat, wishing I had a bottle of water to furiously gulp down before proceeding, “I wanted to give you something that made everything a bit more permanent. I consulted with the only other woman I trust besides you and my mother. Norah agreed that it was a good idea. But if you want to wait a bit, I completely understand.”


  I knew I wasn’t making a lick of sense, but true to Eden and her sweet, caring self she placed a hand on my forearm which immediately made all of my nerves dissipate. “Baylor, you’ll never know what I think unless you let me know what it is.” The side of her mouth raised in a small smile right before she pulled her bottom lip in between her teeth. I was suddenly certain that I was doing the right thing.


  She was right, I needed to just get my point across the best that I could and see what she had to say about the entire thing. It was a scary moment for me, but being with Eden made it more bearable.


  I looked her deep in her chocolate-brown eyes and just let my heart do the talking. “Edie, when I first saw you in the airport after all of that lost time the only word to describe what I was feeling was stunned. I had instilled it in my brain that you weren’t ever going to return to Cottage Grove. I wanted to believe in my heart that someday you would but it just wasn’t logical thinking. Then I found out what had happened between us so long ago and that it was nothing that we each intentionally did. You have the best heart and are the absolute easiest person to fall in love with. I know we each need to work on our communication, because it’s been twice we’ve missed out on open opportunities but I’m not letting it slip by once more. Eden Nicole Richardt, would you do me the extraordinary honor of becoming my wife?” I pulled out the black velvet box, cracking it open to reveal the diamond solitaire engagement ring. Her eyes glistened with tears and I had one more thing to say before she revealed her answer. “I know that it was Norah who wrote the letter that was the deciding factor of your return home, she’s much smarter than me. But if I had known that was all it took I would’ve done it years ago. Norah is so much more than my amazing daughter now; in my eyes she was my saving grace. She wanted her dad to be reunited with his first and true love and she set out to make that happen. She definitely had more guts than me.”


  The tears began rolling down her cheeks, so I took my hand that was entwined together with hers and swiped it across her skin trying to clean off the salty droplets, still awaiting her answer.


  “Baylor, there is no question in my mind. I would absolutely love to marry you,” I was ready to celebrate and lift her high up in the air but she continued on with a bit of hesitation, “as long as you’re all right with me not having a job for a while. I have some money saved up but I’ll need to sell my condo. The last thing that I want to become for you is a burden.”


  “Baby,” I started, keeping my eyes locked on hers, “you could never ever be considered a burden to me. It wouldn’t matter to me if you never worked again, but with that being said, I know how much you valued and loved your job, which is why I secured you an interview at a station in Eugene. It was a bit presumptuous of me and while it’s only part-time starting out, it could eventually lead to a full-time position. Now, they are a much smaller station and aren’t as prestigious or well-known as the station here, but with you possibly on their team some big opportunities could arise.”


  Eden paused a moment to bring one hand to her chest and braced her head with the other, “I can’t believe this is all happening and you are going to such great lengths for me.”


  Wow, she really just must not get it. “There is absolutely nothing that I wouldn’t do for you.”


  A glimmer appeared in her eye and an evil smirk on her face; I was beginning to rethink the exact way I put that statement but in the end it wouldn’t have made a bit of difference. It was true, there wasn’t anything that I wouldn’t at least attempt to do for her.


  “You know,” she said, “I may take you up on that because I just may have an idea up my sleeve…” She wouldn’t elaborate further on her phrasing so I had to drop the subject for a while.


  I took her hands in mine and helped bring her to her feet from her sitting position. “Let’s pack up your desk so you can show me your bed,” I winked and in that moment she was complete putty in my hands. The same level of desire that I was feeling was reflected back to me tenfold from just the glint in her eyes.


  She looked around and picked up a small trophy in the shape of a microphone and a picture of her and a blonde woman, which I would assume to be Julia, opened her bottom drawer to yank out her purse, then turned to me, slinging it over her shoulder and slamming the bottom drawer closed with her foot. “I’m done.”


  I gazed around the mostly empty space that she called her office and realized that she really didn’t have much in there, especially for as long as she had worked there. “That’s all you have?” I questioned.


  She took one last glance around, making sure she had collected everything, and shrugged, “I just never felt the need to clutter my desk, so yeah.”


  [image: ]


  As she drove us to her condo she took a little extra time showing me her favorite hangouts. The coffee shop she would frequent most mornings and where they knew her name and drink order by heart, the local music store in which during her early days as a radio DJ she would broadcast live from inside. She even took me down Broadway Street and showed me some of the best bars that she and Julia would make appearances at on Saturday nights. Eden was taking a chance and leaving behind a huge portion of her life; after college all of her adult life was spent learning the ins and outs of this beautiful city. I needed to consider myself a lucky man and count all of my blessings that she was taking such a giant leap just to be with me. If that didn’t tell me that she loved me, then I didn’t know exactly what would.


  Once we arrived in front of her condo and she pulled into the driveway she sat there a second with the biggest smile on her lips, holding her hand out to admire her new piece of adorning jewelry. She was practically glowing and was the most breathtaking woman I’d ever seen.


  “What is it, sweetheart?”


  “I’m just so happy,” she announced and made a little wiggling movement in her seat.


  I leaned across the console in the car and grasped her chin with my fingers, directing her head until her eyes were trained on me. “I’m glad, so am I. Norah will be extremely excited, too.”


  I noticed the telltale sign of a tiny bead of tears welling up in her eyes, “I’m going to have a daughter?” she said as if she had just come to the realization. I had no doubt in my mind that Eden would be a terrific mother for Norah, it was just the type of woman that she was. Norah would be absolutely thrilled to actually have a positive female figure in her life, paying attention to her, unlike her own mother.


  As we made our way towards her front door I heard the yapping of a little dog even before the white head poked out from in between the blinds. Just as soon as Eden’s key hit the lock, the dog’s head disappeared and its faint whimpering started to build until it was a full blown howl.


  Eden just barely inched the door open and a little fifteen pound dog darted out and started spastically circling our ankles. “Petunia, settle down,” Eden said in a soft tone and bent down just in time to catch the white Westie in her arms. “Baylor, meet Petunia,” I leaned forward to let her sniff my hand before I began scratching behind her ears. “She’s only a bit rambunctious when I first get home. Within a few minutes she’ll have worn herself out and you’ll find her in her bed passed out for a nap. Isn’t that right, girl?” She cooed.


  After Eden gave Petunia a minute of attention she bent over to let her down and straightened back up again. “So,” she said, slapping a palm on her hip almost as if she was a bit nervous. “This is my home, well, for now.”


  I wiped my hands down my pants to try and dry my sweaty palms and walked further into the room so I could take it all in. The room was immaculate and decorated with rustic colors of gray and teal. She definitely held a woman’s touch and my house, our house, could use some sprucing up.


  Our house.


  Our house would soon be comprised of three people, two adults and a child. And adding a new dog to the mix, it would be absolutely complete. My breath became staggered as I tried to process everything that was occurring. Did I want this? One hundred percent yes but, truth be told, I was a bit nervous as well—not enough to end up in a panic attack but enough for me to break a sweat. Before when Eden and I were together there was always that looming expiration date. And now that it’d progressed to what I hoped in my heart was forever, would things still feel the same?


  I tried to stuff my worries and insecurities to the back of my mind. I could allow them back out when the timing was right.


  Several of the picture frames sporadically placed about her living room caught my eye. I took my time walking around to each of the few that were hanging on her wall, studying them as I moved along. There was one of her and Blaine in the studio, another was of her and the same blonde that was in the picture on her desk, and then one of her and Petunia as a puppy. She looked completely happy and carefree in each of the pictures. My heart panged with guilt at the thought of uprooting her so abruptly from her former life. I didn’t want her to regret this decision several years down the road.


  A teal frame perched upon one of her end tables was what took my attention next. Something in the photo drew me in and I found myself picking it up to examine it closer. I ran my free hand along the ceramic swirls just taking in how happy the three people in the photograph were at that time.


  Dean, with his goofy ass smile, was on the left and a much younger version of myself was on the right. Eden was sandwiched in between the two of us and she looked absolutely beautiful, with a twinkle in her eye.


  “Graduation?” I asked, but it was already clear to me that it was. There weren’t many times that Eden willingly wore a dress back then and the royal blue unzipped gowns that we all had on sort of gave it away. I vaguely remembered Eden’s mom taking the picture but I had never seen it; given the circumstances I could understand why.


  Seeing the picture itself made a lump form in my throat, but it was the phrase engraved on the bottom of the ceramic frame that threatened tears to well up in my eyes. I ran my rough fingertips over the cursive letters, feeling the smooth etching under my calloused skin, and released a pained sigh. So much fucking time wasted and for what? A bitch with a vendetta on our happiness?


  “The Three Musketeers,” Eden said, approaching me, looking down at the frame that was now tightly grasped in my hands.


  “You kept this out all this time? Even with the hatred that loomed inside?” I questioned, not sure that I was ready to hear her honest answer.


  Her eyebrows furrowed and she looked perplexed. “Baylor, there was never hatred. Sadness, yes. Despondency, yes. Heartsickness, absolutely. But never was there ever any hatred towards either you or Dean. I kept this as a memory because at the time that’s all you were. I didn’t want to forget that happy-go-lucky girl in the picture with her two best friends, because it was that next day when my entire life changed, including my outlook. I’ve come to the conclusion that Kristina instilled all of this bitterness inside us because of her own unhappiness in her life. She wasn’t a people pleaser, she just molded and changed people to what she wanted them to be. And when you fought back against it by standing up and stepping into the family business she knew that she had lost.” She took the frame from my hands and replaced it back on the end table where it belonged and then ran a hand down the side of my face and across my jaw, “She’s gone now and not hindering us any further. Now is our time to be happy and I for one am not going to waste another minute of it trying to dwell on the past or what could’ve or should’ve been all along. I now have a fiancé who I love more than life itself, who has a daughter that I would love nothing more than to call my own.” Tears were swimming in her eyes, threatening to release, and my own heart was thumping loudly in my chest. “Sure, this is all happening very fast, but you have to remember I’ve waited fifteen years for this moment, and I know this will be an adjustment for all of us. But I’m done with waiting around; it’s our turn for our happy ending.”


  I was so glad that we were on the same page as one another and she squashed my fears with her powerful words and positivity ensuring that everything would be all right. We needed to get away from the sadness and tears because it absolutely killed me inside seeing her cry, even though they would’ve been tears of joy. I grabbed ahold of her hips in my hands and pulled her flush against me, so she had to crane her neck just to look up at me. “So you have this fiancé now? I think I might go off in a fit of jealous rage because he’ll get to see you naked anytime he wants. I don’t want any other information, but please tell me this, is he as good-looking as me?”


  An almost silent giggle escaped from her throat as she stood up on her tiptoes, trying to get closer to my face, “Oh but he’s more than just good looking,” she swooned seductively, “he is the sexiest man I have ever had the pleasure of laying my eyes on.” Her hand traveled up my forearm and bicep, all the way up to the base of my neck where her fingers began fiddling with the edge of my hairline. “And now, he’s all mine,” she said with a moan as her other hand moved to cup my ass through my jeans.


  My dick sprung to life as she began grinding her pelvis into me and pushed her voluptuous breasts against my torso. I bent my body just a bit so I could scoop her up against me and into my arms. There wasn’t time to go searching amongst the rooms just to find her bedroom, so I chose the next best thing to her bed or any flat surface in the kitchen; I picked the couch. I carefully laid her on her back against the tan-colored microfiber cushions and reached behind me to pull my polo off over my head and discard it somewhere on the floor. Her breathing was already labored with the anticipation of what was going to occur in the minutes ahead and she immediately lifted her back clear from the cushion so I could remove her shirt and unclasp her bra leaving her entire torso bared to me.


  I braced myself on my exposed forearms as she clutched her hands together behind my back and I took a brief moment to study her entire face and chest before engaging any further. You could tell her embarrassment was beginning to get the best of her when her cheeks and chest turned the faintest of reds. I knew that just by staring at her that there was no possible way for me to ever grow tired of seeing her before me. Eden was right, it was time for our happy ending and there was absolutely no one else on God’s green earth that could make me feel as complete and as elated as she did.


  Apparently I wasn’t moving in a timely enough fashion for her as she abruptly yanked on my sides, trying to bring my face closer to hers. She tried her best, but still she was no match for my upper body strength, and it was a bit comical seeing her getting more and more flustered and frustrated by the second.


  “Kiss me, Baylor,” she demanded before immediately letting go of her grasp on me altogether and skillfully sliding out from underneath my body, ending up on her knees directly in front of my face. This way was much easier for her to shift my head to where she wanted it to be. By that time I was raised up completely off of my forearms and resting on the palms of my hands and instead of bringing our lips together she stopped my mouth at the stiff peak of one of her round breasts. I hesitated before pouncing on her again and she released a throaty pout. “Bay, I need you. Don’t sit there and pretend that you don’t need me too.” Her movements were beginning to grow a bit bolder as she shoved her hand down my pants and took my throbbing erection in her clutch, emphasizing her point in my need for her as well. With her gentle yet abrasive touch, it was turning me on even further. She knew exactly what she was doing to me too when she squeezed my dick just a bit harder.


  I rose up on my knees quickly, having the element of surprise on my side, and wasted no further time before taking her mouth. I was rough and ravenous as I pushed into her gateway with my tongue making sure to give subtle nips with my teeth. The kiss was brief but extremely erotic and when I pulled away I made sure to pull that sexy as hell bottom lip with me, giving it a liberal suck before releasing it from my assault.


  Kissing my way down her neck to her exposed breasts, I flicked my tongue across the tip of her nipple and heard a throaty growl rip from her throat. I proceeded to enclose my entire mouth on her breast and gave each of them the attention they deserved. When I chanced a peek up at Eden, her eyes were closed tightly and that lip was pulled in between her teeth and her fingers were shoved into her tousled hair as if she couldn’t take the extreme pleasure. I sat back on my haunches and just studied her as she kept pulling on her hair that was still shoved into a haphazard ponytail. Reaching behind her, I pulled the binding constriction out of her hair and let the strands fall in wayward directions, covering her bare shoulders. She finally opened her eyes and the extremely pure lust that was shining back at me from within the depths of her milk chocolate irises was my complete undoing.


  I swooped in and pinned her body to the cushions once again, roughly attacking the button and zipper to her jeans, which were giving me fits. Our pants and underwear were the only barriers to exposing our complete bodies to one another and her jeans were proving to be insubordinate and quite frankly if I could have gotten away with cutting them from her body I would have. With my brain not communicating with my fingers on how to release her from the rest of her clothing, Eden shoved my hands out of the way and proceeded with ridding herself of them without my being in the way. I watched like a horny teenager ready to pounce while her nimble fingers seemed to take the barrier with great stride and within no time at all she had her jeans and her panties slipped from her legs and tossed them over my shoulder to some undisclosed location in her living room.


  “Now you,” she said, goading me to try and get my brain to work again so I could try and remove my own clothing barriers. After she noticed my faltering movements, she took matters into her own hands and began unzipping my pants and directing me to stand so she could pull them along with my boxer briefs down my thighs. Once they were bunched up around my ankles, I stood there as she continued to stay bent in front of me. Her eyes widened at the sight of my fully engorged erection and her pink tongue darted out and smoothed across her plump lips. She looked up, eyeing me carefully as if she was looking for permission for her to continue on her own accord. I nodded my head urging her on and she proceeded to take my cock in her hand, guiding it towards her parted mouth.


  Once her tongue hit the underside of my dick, it sprung to life, hardening even further and a deep guttural moan escaped my chest. She kept taking my dick as far back as her mouth would allow, eventually hitting the back of her throat before she slowly pulled it back out again, exposing all but the very tip, and proceeded to swirl her tongue around the head as if I was her very own personal lollipop.


  I couldn’t take the sweet torture much longer so I reached down and pulled her to her feet, leaving her with her lips downturned into a frown. I could imagine her crossing her arms, pushing up her bare breasts and stomping her foot like a petulant child because I took away her fun, and the thought almost made me laugh. I lay down on my back against the cool fibers of the cushions and pulled her hand towards me. “I want you to ride my face, Edie,” I said, boldly. Her reaction was just as I expected, her eyes widened and her cheeks flushed but after a little coaxing, she was bracing her knees on either side of my head and edging her center towards my awaiting salivating mouth. Once her pussy was exactly where I wanted it, I gave her an open-mouthed kiss directly over her center and guided her clit into my mouth. I had one hand coming up behind her, cupping her ass while my other hand reached up to cup a breast. With her juices on my tongue and her moans escaping her mouth, I was exactly where I wanted to be. She began rocking her body, grinding her pussy further into my open mouth and causing my tongue to pursue deeper into her core. The faster and harder she rode my face, the louder her moans were coming from her throat and in no time her hands that were braced on the end of the couch were shoved into my hair as she released a rather strong orgasm. I happily lapped up everything she gave me, ready to give her another orgasm, but she pushed up off of my face and guided herself down onto my throbbing erection, stretching herself until she was fully seated in my lap.


  My hands automatically went to her swiveling hips as hers traveled up her body until she was cupping her breasts. Her movements were quick and controlled as she continued to carry out the majority of the work riding my dick. “Oh, fuck, Eden!” I yelled as she raised herself up the entire length of my penis until she reached the very tip then slammed herself back down on me. 


  Her speed accelerated and I could feel myself getting closer, but I tried my hardest to hold back until she had received at least one more orgasm. No sooner than the thought entered my mind, her walls tightened around my erection like a vice as she fell over the edge of another release.


  “Oh my God, Baylor!” she yelled as she squeezed one breast with a hand while the other was braced on the center of my chest, continuing to ride me throughout her powerful orgasm. I was proud of myself for holding back, but my impeding release was hanging in the balance. Eden collapsed onto my chest, her heart racing against my pecs, beating uncontrollably.


  Once her breath returned almost back to normal she slipped off of me and I instantly missed being inside her. I moved her hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear and her closed eyes finally opened as she snuggled her face into my open hand. I raised myself until we were face to face and I lifted her off my lap and off the couch and stood her up with her back flush against a random wall in her living room.


  Hooking her legs around my hips, I slowly entered her once again, this time with our eyes never leaving one another. As I slowly pushed my way in and out of her, my lungs heaving to catch up, I spoke in a low voice, “Eden Nicole, I love you so fucking much. I always thought my life was entirely complete with just Norah and I, but now with you in it promising to be by our side, it has come full circle.”


  Her breath hitched as she dug her nails into my shoulder, “I love you too, Baylor. I need you, harder please, but don’t take your eyes off of me. I want to watch you as you come inside of me. I need to have that connection with you, to watch you love me.” I took in her request and complied by grasping her hip harder and bracing my other hand against the wall for a bit more stable leverage. My eyes never left hers as I increased my speed, pumping into her furiously and relentlessly. With our eyes connected it felt like making love, but the way my speed and force was hammering into her core it was anything but. There was a time and place for slow and tender, but that was definitely not the time, especially with her request. My primal instinct was taking over and I felt the familiar tingle begin at the base of my spine, traveling at a speed like no other with my impending release. Her bottom lip curled into her mouth once more and her fingertips tightened into my skin as her breasts bounced furiously at the potency of our coupling.


  “Baylor, oh, I’m almost there, please don’t stop. I need it, I need you to come inside me, with me.” I fucking loved how vocal she could get when she was looming on the edge of ecstasy. After a few more strokes I felt her walls tightening once again and this time I didn’t try to stop my own orgasm from unleashing.


  “Take it all,” I groaned as I spilled my seed deep inside her, wondering if this was going to be the time I finally got her pregnant. She had told me once before that she was on the pill, but it never stopped me from wishing that one of my swimmers would run free and seal himself to her, creating a child of our own.


  She collapsed against me again and I had to will my knees to keep from buckling and continue to keep me upright. Once our labored breathing returned somewhat to normal again, she said in between the quick rise and fall of her chest, “So now that we are acquainted with my couch and my wall, why don’t we venture to my bed?” She was still clinging to me with her legs locked around my hips, so I adjusted her to make it more comfortable for me to carry her and followed her directions to her bedroom. She laughed before saying, “Why are we so opposed to beds? I feel like I just ran a marathon and we still have to travel to go lay down.”


  “We? Who do you think is doing all the dirty work, transporting your ass to your bed?” I joked, which caused her to grind her heels deep into the flesh of my ass. “Ow!”


  “Don’t make it sound like it’s such a chore, you should feel lucky to transport my ass,” she said with the very same twinkle in her eye that had been there at graduation. Eden was finally and thoroughly back. I finally knew for myself without her having to tell me, that she was indeed truly happy.
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  Chapter 18


  Eden


  Lying curled up next to Baylor in my bed, my fingers were lazily drawing circles on his bicep that was encompassed around me because I couldn’t sleep. I had hoped that hearing his breathing even out as he fell into a peaceful slumber would lull me into my own blissful sleep, but to no avail. I thought it was just the overwhelming feeling of happiness blanketing over me. I was excited for everything that was going to come. We had spent the entire day in bed except when we got up to order pizza and to call Dean, who I had found out was staying at a local hotel in town. I never even knew he had accompanied Baylor on the trip. We talked the day away, laughing and making plans for our future, and even added a few more rounds of lovemaking to the mix. There was just something about his primal self, rearing its head as he took me against the wall. I wouldn’t exactly call it making love, but the connection we had spiraling between us was more than I had ever felt before.


  I was sad to leave Nashville and my friends behind, but it was well worth it to be able to someday soon call myself Mrs. Baylor Jenkins. We had also called Norah earlier in the day to tell her the news and ended up having to hold the phone a good two feet from our ears in order to try and avoid the shrill scream that she let out. She was completely overjoyed, and I couldn’t exactly pinpoint if it was all because of me moving there or because Petunia would be in accompaniment. Either way, I was tickled myself to gain such a witty and amazing stepdaughter.


  I also texted Julia to see if she could get me in in the morning for a quick style before I left. She didn’t answer back right away and even when she did it was just single-word answers. It stung to know that she wasn’t as supportive as I wanted her to be but it was also a big deal leaving my best friend behind. She was hurt and scared to lose someone else that she loved and I understood that, so I hoped the next morning wouldn’t be filled with sorrow and tears rather than happiness and lots of laughter.
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  The cold, wet nose on my face and the sharp toenails of a certain dog weren’t really what I was hoping for in the form of a wakeup call. “Petunia, seriously, you have the absolute worst timing,” I groaned, whining about being woken up far too early for my liking. I moved to peel back my covers and remove myself from the juncture in between Baylor’s body and his arm, when his other hand covered mine, halting me in my tracks.


  Just barely opening one eye, I turned towards him, peeking to see what he was doing. “I felt you tossing and turning all night, let me go take Petunia out and you lay here and rest for a few more minutes. I know you don’t want to be late to meet Julia,” he said in a soothing, sleep-filled voice. I turned the other way to allow him to pull his arm from underneath me and snuggled beneath my covers a bit more, curling them around my body. There wasn’t a cold chance in hell that I was going to refuse his offer; a girl could get use to this kind of treatment.


  He was absolutely right though, I wasn’t going to be able to stay in bed for long, as there was too much to do. The goal was to pack up my belongings that I wanted to bring with me and load them into the U-haul that would be attached to my SUV so I could be on the road the next morning. The thirty-eight hour drive wasn’t one that anyone looked forward to, but traveling with Baylor and Dean meant there were bound to be many memories to be had. Besides, with three different drivers we could each take turns behind the wheel and make good road time.


  We had discussed renting out my condo and leaving it fully furnished for the time being. There was no reason to bring all of my furniture with me to Oregon when Baylor’s house was fully stocked. I was bringing some accent pieces to try and spruce up his house; it just needed a woman’s touch and he gave me absolute free rein. It thrilled me to no end that he trusted me so wholeheartedly to do whatever I saw fit in his house.


  I heard Baylor talking to Petunia from the other room and I decided that I wasn’t going to be able to get any more rest, especially when he was talking to her in such a high-pitched tone as if he was talking to a baby. I had to force back my laughter from erupting, but it was definitely hilarious. And what topped it was that when I finally made it into my kitchen, he was sitting on the linoleum in the middle of my floor giving her belly a good rub down.


  The smell of coffee instantly invaded my nostrils. It was one of my favorite fragrances of all-time, only coming in second to Baylor’s natural scent. I walked towards the cupboard that housed all of my various mugs, making sure to sidestep around the little love fest that was taking place on my floor.


  Removing the carafe, I began pouring two cups of steaming coffee before replacing it in the holder. Petunia was making a calming moaning noise, which was her way of showing that she was loving the attention. I wanted to grumble under my breath but refrained from doing so because it would make me seem like a jealous nitwit.


  “Oh my god,” I said aloud without any intention to do so, “I’m jealous of my dog.” I turned around and took a sip from my steaming mug and leaned against the edge of my countertop. Baylor’s eyes were instantly trained on me and a smile was playing on his mouth. “Yeah, yeah. Go ahead, laugh it up,” I said to him in the midst of an eye roll. I pointed to Petunia who was still as relaxed as before, showing her belly and allowing her tongue to hang freely from her mouth, “Don’t you forget where you came from and who fed you all of those treats for so long.”


  That was all it took for Baylor to go completely ballistic. He fell over to his side barking out a laugh at my expense, but all in all it was pretty hilarious that I would get so bent out of shape because my wonderful Petunia was receiving all of his attention when it should’ve been me. I joined in on the laughter because Baylor’s reaction and his contagious laugh from deep within his belly made it too hard to contain.


  He braced an arm on the floor so he could push himself to a standing position, then moseyed his way over towards me to encircle his arms around my waist. I turned to place my hot mug down on the counter and turned back just in time for him to run his nose along my collarbone and up to my ear.


  “Was my Eden really that jealous of the attention I was showing to my new dog?” Shoving at his shoulder I released a drawn out huff and tried to cross my arms over my chest. “Does Eden need me to scratch behind her ears?” He teased and ran his finger lightly behind my ear, descending all the way down to the swell of my breasts that were peeking out from the top of my tank top. My annoyance was quickly dissipating; all this man had to do was gently touch a random place on my body and I proved to be putty in his hands. “Maybe she needs some kisses?” He asked then leaned forward and swiped his tongue across his lips before biting down softly on the apex of my neck and shoulder, sending chills rushing down my spine while his hands moved back to my hips, lightly fingering my exposed flesh. “Or perhaps she needs a good old-fashioned,” I was lost in his words, anticipating what would come next. Would he tease me more, turning me on a little more with each movement? I wasn’t expecting what came next, “tickling!” he yelled before pinching his fingers on my sides and going to town, tickling away at my stomach and under my breasts.


  Erratic laughter spilled from my lips at an uncontrollable sound level; my hilarity was teetering on the verge of being a cackle. “Seriously, stop!” I yelled, trying to catch my breath but failing miserably. “I can’t breathe,” I relented, trying to think of anything that would make him stop his tickle assault. “I gotta pee!” I screamed next, but he wouldn’t take the bait, just kept ignoring me as he continued. “Oh my crap, Baylor, you’ve gotta stop! I’ll cut you off from sex!” I said next, knowing that he would immediately halt his movements and release me, which he did. I knew I had gone a bit too far, but my ribs were screaming out at me from the mixture of tickling pain and laughter. “You punk,” I shouted and launched myself into his arms, encircling his waist with my legs as I wrapped them around him, locking my ankles together. In my mind I was some superhero about to bring the evil, or in his case, sexy, villain to justice.


  But the next thing I knew I was being placed on the countertop, Baylor’s hands enclosing my face, and at the last moment, right before he completely smothered me, he cupped my cheeks and initiated contact, invading my mouth in a silent but feral attack. I melted into his embrace as he caressed my tongue with his but pulled apart way sooner than I would like to have because we really needed to get a move on. Once his eyes opened he had a serious pout marring his face, and it was my turn for payback.


  “Oh, is my Baylor sad?” I teased as I braced his head and brought him close enough to press my lips against his forehead. “Does he need some more lovin’?” I said in a voice usually reserved for Petunia and proceeded to softly kiss both of his cheeks. “I’m sorry, but we need to get a move on. So much to do today and first things first I have to make sure my best friend won’t kill me for moving away from her.” I took the pad of my thumb and tried smoothing away the pout from his lips when he took it into his mouth and gave it a subtle nibble, creating a rush of wetness at my core. Unfortunately it was definitely not the time to pursue that any further.


  “Baby, I love you and all but if we continue to sit here we won’t get anything accomplished at all. The faster we can get things done, the sooner we can be in our house, the three of us together, well, four including Petunia.”


  He released my thumb from his mouth, rested his forehead against mine and intertwined our fingers together, “I love the sound of that. But now I’m seriously going to be outnumbered, three girls in the house and me.” He brought a hand forward and rubbed my belly ever so lightly, “I’m going to have to rectify that soon.”


  My heart completely melted and it would give me no greater joy than to give him a son, when the timing was right. Our relationship was all too new and we each needed to settle into our new changes. Not only was my life going to chance by being completely uprooted, I had to think of how everything would affect Norah. She seemed to be a strong young lady and an absolute trooper, so I just hoped that everything would transition smoothly for her. I decided to be a smart ass instead of melting even further with the thought of having a baby, “Oh, you mean we should get a male dog for Petunia to have her own playmate?” I joked and immediately his brows furrowed. “One thing at a time, Baylor. Let’s adjust to everything that is going on then we’ll definitely discuss having a baby, that is, if that’s what you want.”


  “My heart has never been more completely full than it is right now. Bringing you into our life and home will be the best thing that has happened to Norah and me in a long time. But I do agree, when the timing is right we can discuss having a baby, and in the meantime won’t all that practicing be a thrill?”
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  “Julia Caldwell, if you don’t remove that scowl from your face I won’t allow you within five feet of my hair with those scissors,” I warned, almost feeling like a mother scolding her young. I had just barely stepped in through the front doors of Violet before Jules came charging my way with a menacing expression and her scissors in tow. I was officially scared for my life and I couldn’t very well leave because Baylor had dropped me off on his way to pick up Dean and check out of their hotel.


  Her shoulders slumped forward and a few tears glistened in her eyes; at any moment they would spill over and then I would have to cry right along with her. In all the years that I had known Julia I’d never known her to shed one single tear. She had already gone through husband number one and was on the verge of divorcing number two when we met, so her heart was already a cold and frozen organ. It took her a while to even warm up to me, and I would like to think it was because of our friendship that her hardened exterior began to thaw.


  “You can’t leave me, Eden, you’re all the family I’ve got,” she exclaimed, coming closer towards me and allowing that first initial tear to finally fall free down her cheek.


  I opened my arms to allow her entrance and embraced her tight. Talk about heartbreaking, I knew our goodbye was going to be bad, but I had no idea it would become that brutal. I rubbed my palm up and down her back, “Oh, sweetheart, I know it’s so soon but I’ll only be a phone call away. And besides, there is nothing tying you to Nashville, why don’t you think about moving to Oregon too?”


  She pulled away from our embrace and wiped the few signs of sadness away as she raised a brow, “Me live where it is constantly raining and gloomy? Yeah, no offense but I really don’t prefer to live someplace where my head would be a permanent frizz ball.” And she was back, her little moment of weakness was all but forgotten and she was ready to move on.


  “Come on,” she waved an arm towards her stylist chair, “you owe me big and I’m thinking I’ll cash it in in the form of a new haircut.”


  My eyes widened, matching those of a deer in headlights, “Now, Jules, let’s not get irrational. I’m not just going to let you have free rein on my hair.”


  Feigning annoyance, she shoved her finger in the direction of the chair, “Sit down, shut up, and let me see that ring that’s weighing down your left hand.” She cracked a small smile before going back to her signature resting bitch face where no emotions would show through.


  Following instructions, I did as she asked, sitting in her chair and then raising my hand so that my ring was perched beautifully on display for my best friend to admire.


  “Eden, it’s absolutely beautiful. You definitely deserve it. And I suppose I could say that I’m a bit envious of you, but if you blab that to anyone else I’ll deny it to my grave.”


  Blanketing a violet-colored cape around my body, she secured the Velcro on the backside and went to work. She started making little snips and cuts here and there on my dry hair, making me supremely worried it would come out looking hideous. But I hadn’t needed to worry; after she was all finished it looked as if she had only taken a little off the bottom, getting rid of all the split ends so my hair was fresh. She didn’t talk much as she was busy doing her thing with her magical scissors, but every so often I heard a sniffle come from her. She wanted everyone to think she was brave by putting up this bitchy exterior, but really on the inside she was a scared little girl and I really couldn’t tell you what made her that way.


  Being her best friend I knew almost everything there ever was to know about her second husband, the rat bastard that he was. But she never once spoke about her first husband Logan and it wasn’t for my lack of trying. The only reason I knew his first name was because I basically pried it out of her one night while she was severely drunk.


  I was sure that whatever had gone down between the two of them had to have been bad, especially for Julia to be so tight lipped about it. She dogged and made fun of Paul, her second husband, every single chance she got.


  For example, I told her about how Baylor and Petunia was getting along so well so far, because Petunia wasn’t the type of dog that went to just anyone.


  “Paul loved his fucking dog more than me, I really think. But that’s great that Petunia went to him willingly, I know she took a while to even warm up to Blaine,” she joked as she leaned up against her violet tool chest at her station, filing her nails as we talked.


  “So when is lover boy coming to get you?” Just as soon as she asked, the door opened and there was my man in all his sexy glory, his broad shoulders filling out a Jenkins Plumbing t-shirt paired over khaki cargo shorts. The man was absolute sin in anything he wore. Julia had only seen the picture that was placed on my end table so seeing her initial reaction to Baylor was priceless. Her mouth was hanging open and her fingernail file suspended in midair. Yeah, she liked what she saw, but careful, girlfriend, he’s mine.


  She quickly recovered herself and straightened her posture just in time for Dean to come into the Salon right behind Baylor. Baylor’s face lit up once our eyes connected and he came straight over and bent down to give me a brief peck on my lips. “Your hair looks nice, babe,” he complimented me.


  Julia had her scissors back in her hands, as if they were her own personal shield to fend others off. “I hardly cut anything off and he still noticed? Do you have a brother?” She teased, knowing damn good and well he did from my stories of the past.


  Baylor held out his hand, like the gentleman he was, “You must be Julia, I’m Baylor. I want to say what a pleasure it is to finally meet you.”


  “He’s handsome and polite? Sign me up!” Julia exclaimed as she grasped his outstretched hand. “Oh, and big strong hands.” She looked at me and said, “You know what they say about big strong hands,” and winked. Oh yeah, I knew all right.


  “What’s that?” Baylor retorted while placing his hands into the pockets of his shorts, hiding the evidence.


  I don’t think Jules intended for him to comment but she was quick with a comeback, “Oh you know, big hands equal massive gloves,” then released a giggle.


  Dean was standing a ways back, looking quite uncomfortable. “Dean, come up here,” I said while waving my arm at him. “Dean, this is my best friend Julia. Jules, this is one of my best friends from high school, Dean.”


  Julia didn’t look amused in the slightest and when I finally focused on what Dean’s gaze was fixed on I couldn’t say that I blamed her.


  “Hey, chump!” Julia yelled, and pointed two fingers at her eyes, “my eyes are up here.” Finally Dean snapped out of his transfixed stare on her breasts, which by the way were fake. She would randomly yell that out to strangers because it was the one thing she had been able to get out of Paul and she was proud of them puppies. So I found it rather odd that she was directing him away from her cleavage that looked to be spilling over the top of her low-cut shirt. She perched a hand on her hip and jutted it out, “Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to piss a lady off while she’s wielding a weapon?” She brought her other hand forward and pointed her scissors in his direction, showing him her weapon of choice.


  Dean, not having spoken a single word since he arrived in the Salon, cleared his throat, crossed his arms in front of his chest and said, “You know, I do recall her mentioning something about that, but the only lady I see around is Eden and it takes a lot for me to piss her off. Plus her hands are free.”


  Julia assumed her defensive position, “You ass clown,” she seethed, her chest heaving up and down. “Why I oughta,” she continued on, throwing her beloved scissors down on top of her work station and advancing towards Dean who was just standing there unmoving with a cocky smirk on his face.


  I had to quickly dart from my chair to get in front of Julia, and Baylor moved swiftly to my side to help hold her back and keep her from pouncing on Dean, who continued to stand there unphased by the whole ordeal.


  “Seriously,” Baylor said, “I feel like I’m trying to break up a fight between Norah and Polly. Calm down, you’re like a freaking spider monkey,” he continued on, struggling to keep her in his grasp.


  Finally, she calmed down and began fixing her clothing which just made her chest protrude out even further on display. “I’m ok, I’m all right.” But I didn’t think she was all right, I thought my moving out of state away from her was going to be harder on her than I had thought.
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  Epilogue


  Eden


  The trip home lasted three days. Three long, exhausting days, each with about twelve hours of drive time split between the three of us. Baylor drove most of the time, but there were times when my overprotectiveness took over and I made him switch places with one of us so he could rest.


  We were able to talk about anything and everything and there were things that each of us learned about one another.


  For instance, Baylor could not sing to save himself. I vaguely remembered his inability to carry a tune but it had gotten much worse as he got older. Even so, it did nothing to hold him back from belting Taylor Swift at the top of his lungs. I believe my ears rang for several days afterwards.


  Petunia wasn’t a fan of Baylor’s singing either, but she was even more wary of Dean. She was a spoiled dog who would choose to take up residence on your lap rather than rough-house, but Dean couldn’t seem to get that through his thick skull. He was bull-headed to a fault.


  I also learned of Dean’s two ex-wives and how heartbroken they had left him. Although he would fight it tooth and nail on the topic, he wore his emotions on his sleeve and wanted nothing more than a woman to take care of. My first thought initially went to Julia, but the way she went up against him, she would eat him for lunch and spit him out at dinner, so that was out. He seemed to think that being a divorce lawyer made him automatically ineligible for having a happy ever after of his own. He definitely didn’t see the potential in himself like I did.


  Even before we made it to our home, I made Dean, who was driving at the time, take a detour.


  Seeing the thrilled expressions on my parents’ faces when they opened the door and saw me standing there and then telling them the news was enough to erase away the exhaustion of the thirty-eight hour drive. As I’ve said before, my dad was a man of very few words but his actions spoke volumes. His eyes behind his glasses were filling with unshed tears as he pulled me into him for a joyous embrace. Whispering in my ear, he said, “Welcome home, Eden. Now I’m not saying that it will, but if something happens between you and Baylor and you try and skip town, I will personally drag your ass back. Kicking and screaming if I have to, because this is your home, always has been and always will be.”


  We left my parents after a few more tears were shed and a few more hugs were given, and soon we were walking into my new house through the garage. Suddenly my stomach started doing major somersaults as I was hit with an extreme case of anxiety. My nerves instantly dissipated as soon as Norah ran in from the living room with Baylor’s mom, Stella, in tow and came up throwing her arms around my neck, grasping on for dear life.


  She hardly even knew me apart from brief talks in passing and stories from Stella, Baylor and Dean and yet there she was, instilling her trust and happiness in me. Things were going to be just fine around there.


  I gave myself a few days for things to settle down after I moved in, then ventured out to Eugene to follow up on the part-time radio job that Baylor had mentioned to me. The schedule actually worked out perfectly, because I was able to drop Norah and often times Polly at school before my shift and I was home in time to meet Norah as she was getting off of the bus.


  She couldn’t be a more perfect young lady. She did have to be held on a short leash at times due to her sneaky and opinionated ways, but she didn’t have to be scolded to get her homework completed and usually only needed to be asked once to do her chores. Of course she was twelve, so it was a given that she would rebel at times, but for the most part she was pretty easy going. It also helped that she wasn’t the only female in the house anymore so I knew about most of the things she was going through at her age, if you know what I mean. Watching Baylor give a talk about girls and their periods was a conversation that I would like to erase from my memory. Poor girl was scarred even worse afterwards, so naturally I had to step in and smooth things over, informing her that while her monthly visitors were a pain, she’d get used to them in due time and it wasn’t the end of the world.


  I honestly thought there would be an adjustment period for Norah, but she was nothing if not amazing and I officially loved her as if she were my own.


  However, all that changed to an entirely different story if she and Polly were together too long. They were such complete opposites from each other that they often clashed and butted heads. It was a wonder they were such good friends, but then again it reminded me of Julia and myself.


  Dean bought a house that went up for sale…directly next door to us, and the majority of the time he was at our house bugging us. I just had to remind myself that he was lonely. And besides, Norah absolutely loved hanging out with her Uncle Dean, and Baylor enjoyed the fact that it evened up the male-to-female ratio within the household. I often tried to drill in the fact that they were still outnumbered when we included Petunia, which I always did.


  We had a standing dinner at my parents’ house every Sunday, and even Petunia got to tag along. My mother was absolutely tickled to suddenly have a twelve year old granddaughter. Norah could probably take or leave my mom but humored her anyway. After every Sunday dinner, we made sure to drive down by the old covered bridge, often times just to walk down along the banks on the edge of the stream.


  Julia, where to begin with her…She missed me, and I her, but she led me on a guilt trip almost daily and constantly threatened to move to Oregon. As if I would actually turn down the thought of her moving closer to me, especially since I was the one who had planted the idea in her head in the first place, but on the other hand, Cottage Grove wasn’t quite ready for the whirlwind known as Julia Caldwell.


  Standing at the stove, I stirred the giant pot of boiling spaghetti noodles through the billowing steam and heard the same sounds as I did just about every day: the garage door starting to open up and let my man in. My heartbeat quickly picked up from its leisurely pace with the increased anticipation of seeing Baylor after a long day at his job.


  The jiggling of the doorknob had Petunia rushing towards the back door, skidding to a sudden halt so she could be the first to receive attention. When Baylor came in for the day I couldn’t help but just to lean a hip against the counter and watch him perform his evening ritual. In a soothing voice, he said to Petunia as he quickly bent down to scratch her head, “Have you been a good girl today?” As I continued to keep the pot of noodles in my peripheral side view, my sight still lingered on him. He moved to secure his keys on the hanging hook just inside the laundry room and made his way into the kitchen, not yet even noticing that I was staring him down. I’ve said before that this man looked delectable in just about anything, including nothing at all, but there was just something about him being in a dress shirt and tie that made my inner sex goddess want to immediately make herself known and attack him right then and there.


  One night after moving all of my things into his house we were lying in bed, just having a normal conversation, retelling each other the events of our day. He said that Bentley was really becoming an asset to Jenkins Plumbing and was proving his initial assessment of how he would work out to be incorrect. Bentley had proven to be a hard worker who was meeting Baylor’s high standards, and you could see Baylor’s pride in his brother shining through all the doubt that he had initially felt.


  I mentioned to him that he should pursue his dream of being an architect and to give his brother Bentley a chance to prove himself that he was worthy of handling the family business. It took a little more coaxing and explanation and he agreed to give it a shot but would still help out from time to time, because he didn’t want to completely cut ties and disappoint his mom. He was a family man through and through and one that hadn’t hesitated to step up to the plate once his father passed away, which was one of the things that I found most attractive about him. His mother could never be disappointed in anything he did, least of all pursuing his own dream.


  So he did it, had a few interviews with a few of the Architecture firms in Eugene and within no time at all was hired on. Just being in the field that he was meant to be in, one that he excelled at and enjoyed tremendously, reflected in his demeanor. He never hated working within the family business but you could tell that he was being held back from the true talent that was instilled in him.


  With him having to dress in a tie most days it took quite a bit to keep my libido under control. He placed his lunchbox next to the sink and I knew that he was clearly aware of me watching him but had chosen to play a little game of cat and mouse. He was directly to my right so I backed up from the stove until I was leaning against the island in the middle of our kitchen, which had seemed to be our favorite place on more than one occasion.


  His eyes finally adjusted to mine and he stalked towards me, casually rolling up the sleeves to his crisp white dress shirt to above his forearms. He had gone for just the classic look: white shirt tucked into his fitted black pants and rounded off with a thin black tie, utterly sinful. He boxed me in against the freestanding island and darted out a tongue to wet his lips and then looked deeply into my eyes, “Hi honey, I’m home,” he acknowledged through a grin. My heartbeat was still steadily accelerating as it often did when we found ourselves in that position. I brought my hands forward to loosen up his tie around his neck and opened the top two buttons of his shirt, exposing a smattering of chest hair that I loved so much. With one hand still connected to his tie, I pulled him towards me and just before our lips connected, I whispered into his mouth, “I’ve missed you today,” and then closed the distance between us, capturing each other’s mouths in an extraordinary welcome home kiss.


  We continued on with our intimate embrace until we heard the garage door slam and Norah running into the kitchen yelling, “Ew! Oh my gosh, go get a room!”


  “I agree, I didn’t come here to see that mushy shit!” Dean added.


  Baylor was the first to break away but immediately leaned his forehead against mine, “I honestly don’t recall you being invited, Dean, so your opinion is moot,” he retorted, but then pushed off of me and flashed him a smile to assure him he was just joking.


  “I think it’s cute actually, kinda romantic,” Norah added with a dreamy look in her eyes.


  “Then why did you gross out when you came running in?” I asked, heading back to the noodles and giving them a quick stir.


  “Hey, I’m twelve, speaking before thinking is a part of my everyday life. It happens…” She turned to look at me, “When will dinner be ready, Mom?”


  My entire body froze, including my face, halting my smile in place. I was sure I hadn’t heard her correctly, did she call me Mom? I darted my eyes over to Baylor, who had almost the same expression on his face as I’m sure I had, confirming my suspicions. The onslaught of tears was mere seconds from spilling free. I looked back at Norah, who was none the wiser, as if her calling me Mom was a normal daily occurrence.


  “Uh,” I finally was able to find my voice to answer her question. I cleared my throat and continued, “Dinner is almost finished, about five more minutes, ten at the most.” The rest of the house was eerily quiet and I wished that someone would start talking or the tears were really going to start flowing.


  She shrugged a shoulder and a smile appeared on her face, “Cool, I love your cooking. Don’t get me wrong, Dad tries his best but it isn’t on the same level as yours.” She spoke as if she wasn’t just insulting her dad right in front of him. She began heading into the living room before pivoting on her foot facing towards me again, “Oh and Mom,” she paused, “thanks.”


  I had to clear my throat once more before I could answer, “Anytime, Norah,” then she disappeared into the living room and sounds from the TV floated in from the other room. That one word, thanks, was all I needed. It reaffirmed that I was right where I was supposed to be in life. That thanks let me know that she was thankful in all aspects of her life, making her dad a whole person again, and bringing a motherly figure into her life that loved and cared for her without making it an obligation. I glanced back to Baylor who at that moment knew exactly how I was feeling.


  Dean, Baylor, and I continued to stare at one another before we just burst out in laughter. The melodic sound filling our house was more than I could’ve ever hoped for in life. To think that these two men who were now constant fixtures in my life, just a few short months ago were nothing more than a distant memory. We would continue to make new memories while holding the ones of the past close to our hearts and never for a second letting them be forgotten.


  Baylor came towards me once again, closing in the distance between us and placed a brief kiss on my lips. “I love you, Eden. The sooner I can make you Mrs. Jenkins the happier I’ll be. I know I’ve said this before, but it must be said again, you were always supposed to be more than just a memory and I’m so thankful we were given our chance.”


  He said it absolutely perfectly, I didn’t think I could’ve said it better myself. But he wasn’t quite finished, “I’ve heard before that memories are referred to as treasures of the heart with the hopes that over time they won’t diminish. But with you, the memory never faded. You are my heart, my own personal Eden, my paradise on earth.”
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