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Chapter 1

High School Senior Year

––––––––
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If Paige Daniels didn’t know better, she’d swear she just saw her boyfriend Gavin checking out another girl’s butt.

She hated to be paranoid; they were just teenagers. But she still didn’t like seeing him check out other girls. He seemed to do that more and more lately when he thought she wasn’t looking, and she usually just let it go. 

Not this time, though.

“Hey,” she chirped, hitting him on the arm in what she hoped seemed like a playful manner. “Like what you see?”

“Huh?” Gavin Foster looked at her, a look of confusion and something else Paige couldn’t quite place in his eyes.

Paige quickly debated how to broach this. She didn’t want to start another argument. “You’d think there was something stuck to Rachel’s butt, as hard as you were looking at it.”

Gavin looked flustered for a second before playing it off with a chuckle. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re being paranoid again.”

“Don’t try that, Gavin. I saw you.”

“Babe, why would I be checking out somebody else when I know you’re standing right there?” 

“But you didn’t know I was standing right here; that’s my whole point. You’re always sneaky with it.”

“I’m not really trying to argue with you right now,” Gavin sighed, adjusting his backpack. “I’ve gotta get to class ‘cause I don’t wanna get detention for being late again.”

“Okay.” Paige didn’t appreciate being brushed off, but she told herself to drop it. That it wasn’t that big of a deal. “You’re still coming over to study after school, right?”

“Yeah,” Gavin muttered, already starting to walk off. 

“Uhh, aren’t you forgetting something?”

He stopped, stepped back over to her, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Then without another word, he headed off down the hall.

Gavin knew Paige had seen him looking at Rachel, just like he knew she’d seen him most of the other times. He purposely checked out other girls in front of her in the hopes that she’d get ticked off enough to break up with him. They’d been dating since sophomore year, and he was feeling the need to break free. As much as he loved Paige – and he really did – he felt they were too young to be so serious. He wanted to enjoy being young and carefree, only worrying about himself.

But whenever Gavin looked into those honey brown eyes of hers, he could never bring himself to end it. The thought of hurting Paige caused an ache in his gut, but the longer he dragged it out, the more miserable be became. 

All of this was on his mind throughout the rest of the day. He pouted through his classes, trying to work up the nerve to finally tell Paige the truth about what he was feeling. 

“What’s wrong with you, bro?” his friend Ahmad asked, catching up with him on the way to their last class of the day.

“Gotta go over to Paige’s after school,” Gavin glumly replied.

“That’s a bad thing?”

“I don’t really wanna go. She’s gonna wanna talk about prom.”

“So?”

“So I don’t really even wanna go to that. I’m just going for her. But she wants us to coordinate our outfits and stuff like we’re five years old or something.”

“Man, quit trippin’. A lot of couples do that. Be glad you’ve got a good girlfriend to go with.”

Gavin hadn’t told his friends that he wanted to break up with Paige. He knew they’d think he was nuts, probably. Paige was one of the cutest girls in school; lots of boys wanted her. And he had been proud when she got with him two years ago, but now, the novelty had worn off. He needed a break.

“I’ll check you  later,” he finally said, not wanting to get into his musings. Checking his watch, he sulked off down the hall.

After his last class let out, Gavin took his time gathering his things. Paige had to run an errand for her mother before going home, and thankfully hadn’t asked him to go with her. He wandered outside to watch track and field practice, wondering just how willing he was to twist his own ankle to get out of going to Paige’s.

“Hey, Gavin.”

Glancing over his shoulder, Gavin saw Luna Franks sauntering over to him. His brow arched as he eyed her up and down. Her body was as curvaceous as any grown woman’s, and it looked like it was poured into the white turtleneck, jean skirt, and black ankle boots she wore. She definitely had it going on, and she knew it.

“What’s up?” he finally replied, turning back towards the athletes on the track.

She walked around in front of him, looking at him flirtatiously. She’d been sending him major signals the past few weeks, and he’d done his best to ignore it. Not because he wanted to.

“Why you sittin’ out here all by yourself?” 

“Just killin’ some time.”

“Hmm.” Luna brushed her long bangs out of her eyes and nudged her ponytail off her shoulder. “How much time you got?”

“About a half hour or so. Why?”

“You can come sit in my truck. We can listen to some music and you won’t be out here in all this pollen.”

The pollen wasn’t bothering Gavin, but he was still intrigued by Luna’s offer. 

“You don’t have anything else to do?” he made himself ask her.

“I got all the time in the world for you,” she winked at him. She boldly took his hand, automatically stroking his skin with her thumb. “Come on. You know you want to.”

“Oh, you know what I want, huh?”

“Sure do.”

He could smell her bubblegum lip gloss. As his eyes traveled down the length of her body, he felt certain parts of him wake up. 

“I shouldn’t.” His voice was strained as he eased his hand from hers. He glanced around, hoping no one saw the brief hand-holding. Luna had something of a reputation and he knew even being seen talking to her for any extended period of time would have tongues wagging. “You know I have a girlfriend.”

Luna’s sculpted brow arched curiously at the resentfulness in his tone. “Yeah, I know. But it ain’t like y’all are married or somethin’. And all I suggested was us listening to some music; nothing wrong with that. Just some innocent hanging out.”

Gavin knew that Luna’s intentions were anything but innocent but he still found himself tempted. And part of him resented that he had to deny himself. 

But he couldn’t do that to Paige. Regardless of how he’d been feeling about their relationship, he sincerely loved her. And he knew that it would devastate her if she knew he was even considering getting into Luna’s truck, for any reason. 

“I shouldn’t,” he said again, turning away. “Thanks, though.”

Luna just stood there eying him, and he wished she would go on about her business. He was trying to do the right thing. Surely Luna wouldn’t have a hard time finding another guy to ‘listen to music’ with in her truck.

“Okay then, Gavin,” she finally said with a frustrating amount of amusement. Gavin hated that she probably knew he wanted to take her up on her offer but was making himself resist. “I’m gonna go on to my truck. You know which one it is. I’ll hang out for ten minutes. If you don’t change your mind by then, I’m gone.”

Turning on her heel, she sauntered away, swinging her hips and her long ponytail in the way that had most of the guys in school lusting after her. She knew he was watching, and Gavin hated that she was right, because he surely was.

His hands rubbed together anxiously. He patted himself on the back for resisting the enormous temptation that was Luna Franks. She’d been around, having enticed several members of the football, basketball, and baseball teams and if rumor was correct, one of the young teachers. Gavin wasn’t trying to be another notch on her bedpost. He forced himself not to look at his watch. 

But eight minutes later, he was covertly glancing around him as he knocked on the back tinted window of Luna’s Explorer. 

Nothing has to happen, he told himself. All we’re going to do is listen to some music for a while, and then I’ll go over to Paige’s to talk about the dumb prom stuff.

As soon as he heard the door unlock, he yanked it open and dove inside, slamming it shut behind him. Luna immediately reached for him, but Gavin automatically eased away.

“Where’s the music?”

Luna grinned, her straight white teeth gleaming in the dimmed lighting of the truck. Her long fingernail grazed around the shell of his ear. “We can make some if you quit playin’.”

He looked away. I shouldn’t be in here. It’s sad that I’m so weak that I couldn’t wait two more freaking minutes; then Luna would’ve left and I wouldn’t be here about to do something really, really stupid.

Luna scooted closer, her breasts brushing his arm. She grabbed his chin and turned his face towards her, looking him square in the eye. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t want to be.”

Gavin hated that she was right. No one made him go to her truck. He knew he should get out and head to Paige’s, but he couldn’t make himself move.

Luna leaned forward and kissed him, her hand slowly sliding down his chest to his lap, resting on his crotch. What was left of Gavin’s defenses melted as Luna began stroking him through his pants as she eased her tongue into his mouth. In no time, they were full-on making out, their greedy hands all over each other. It felt surreal for Gavin to be kissing and touching someone new; it had been all about Paige the last two years.

“Baby,” Luna whispered as they grinded against each other, Gavin now on top of her. Her legs gripped him tighter. “I’ve got condoms.”

Gavin was enjoying himself, but he knew he wasn’t going there with Luna. Even though his desire to lose his virginity had been increasing steadily over the past several months, he told himself he could wait for Paige to be ready instead of letting his first time be with the known good-time girl. It was bad enough he was fooling around with her at all. 

That didn’t mean he didn’t let himself enjoy having certain accesses that Paige hadn’t allowed him yet. Luna was way more obliging, letting him put his hands and mouth anywhere he pleased. Being allowed to touch what he wanted, and get touched where he wanted, only made him want more of it. And he got so caught up in enjoying this momentary freedom that he totally forgot he had somewhere to be. 

Thirty minutes came and went.

“Oh shit!” Gavin exclaimed, getting a glance at his watch. How had almost an hour passed already? “I gotta go!”

“Why?” Luna climbed onto his lap, jamming her tongue into his mouth and resuming their frenzied making out for a few more moments.

“I’m supposed to be somewhere-”

“Just tell Paige you got a flat tire or something. I know you’re not ready to leave yet,” she purred, her hips starting a slow wind. 

Gavin wasn’t. What they were doing felt so good and part of him hated that he had to stop.

But he didn’t want to push his luck. It was already going to be tough looking at Paige after what he’d just done; now he had to come up with an excuse for being late, too. 

And as he looked at Luna, sitting on his lap in just a bra and short skirt with kiss-swollen lips and her arms on his shoulders, it started to hit him just how much he had majorly messed up.

He needed to get out of there.

“I’ll see you later,” he grunted, moving her off his lap, ignoring how she sucked her teeth in annoyance. Hurriedly buttoning his pants, he glanced out the window around them. Thankfully no one was in the parking lot, and he quickly got of Luna’s truck and hurried towards his car, running a hand over his mouth as reality as cold as the outside air hit him. He had just done something he swore he’d never do, and that was step out on Paige. And all because he hadn’t had the balls to be honest with her about how he’d been feeling about their relationship. The realization almost made him sick.

His fingers nervously tapped the steering wheel as he sped to Paige’s house. Since he didn’t have a cell phone, he couldn’t call her to let her know he was on his way. He knew she was worried sick, and had probably already called his house to see if he had gone by there. He still had no idea what he was going to tell her when he saw her. Guilt was already starting to make him itch, then anger at himself made his skin burn. His fist slammed against the passenger seat. How could he do something so stupid and reckless? And with Luna, of all people??

He parked his car in Paige’s driveway and grabbed some wet wipes from his dashboard, wiping away any traces of Luna’s lipstick and hopefully any remnants of her fragrance. He peered at himself in the visor mirror as he tossed a breath mint into his mouth and prayed to high heaven that he’d sufficiently erased anything that might make Paige suspicious, aside from the fact that he was so late.

“Gavin!” Paige exclaimed, throwing open the door after he finally made himself ring the doorbell. She threw her arms around his neck. “Where have you been?”

“I lost track of time, I’m sorry,” Gavin mumbled, avoiding her eyes.

“What were you doing?”

“Just...watching track practice.”

“I wish you would get a cell phone. Then at least I’d know where you are.”

Gavin kept his mouth shut. He could’ve had a cell phone but told his parents he wasn’t in a big hurry to get one, and this was one of the main reasons. He didn’t want Paige having that kind of access to him. Well-intentioned or not, she’d drive him crazy.

“Well, come on in; we can start our homework and then I’ll tell you about some ideas I had for prom night.” Paige grabbed his hand, leading him to the den. “And Mama made some cookies, if you want some.”

“What kind?”

“Oatmeal raisin. I don’t know why she made your favorite cookie instead of mine. I swear she spoils you.”

“That’s ‘cause she loves me,” Gavin joked.

“Not as much as I love you,” Paige muttered with a smirk, pulling him to her for a kiss. He stiffened, wondering if he’d gotten all of Luna’s scent off him. “You’re my Gavie.”

Gavin couldn’t help but smile a little at her pet name for him, despite his momentary anxiety. His boys might have teased him about it whenever Paige said it in front of them but Gavin quietly loved it.

Thankfully the kiss was quick, and they proceeded to do their homework together. Gavin couldn’t concentrate, though. He kept glancing at Paige, who was humming and tapping her pencil against her book like she usually did when she was deep in thought. Some days he thought that little habit was cute; other days, it annoyed him. Today it was the latter.

Gavin felt conflicted because he sincerely felt guilty about what he did with Luna, but his feelings about him and Paige and lack of enthusiasm about prom still remained. He knew he was mostly on edge because of his indiscretion. Even with all of his reservations about Paige and their relationship, he’d remained faithful to her. He mildly flirted, he looked, but he hadn’t touched anyone else since he and Paige got together.

So what made him go there with Luna today? It wasn’t like she was the first girl to show him any interest; between his deep dimples and his physique, he drew plenty of attention. It wasn’t that he’d reached the point where he didn’t care, because he was itching with guilt. Clearly, he was trying to sabotage things with Paige again, maybe hoping she would find out about it and dump him. Luna wasn’t exactly known for her discretion.

“There’s my baby!” Pauletta, Paige’s mother, poked her head into the room. She and Paige looked nothing alike; Paige was cinnamon-skinned with wispy brown hair that she usually wore in braids, not to mention she was rather thin. Pauletta’s skin was dark brown, her hair was short and black, and she was definitively thick. Paige mainly took after her father, Duncan. 

Gavin grinned as he stood up to greet Pauletta. She had come to love him over the course of his and Paige’s relationship, doting on him whenever he came over. 

“Hey, Mrs. Daniels,” he greeted, hugging her. 

“Did you get any cookies?”

“I’m gonna get some in a little bit. Just wanted to get some of this work knocked out first.”

“Want me to bring you some in here?”

“Mama, you don’t even do that for me!” Paige exclaimed. 

“Hush, girl,” Pauletta waved her off with a smile. “You live here.”

“I’m okay right now, Mrs. Daniels,” Gavin said with an appreciative smile. “I’ll go in there and get some in a minute.”

“Okay; I’ll leave y’all alone. It was good seeing you, baby.”

“You, too.”

Pauletta left the room, and Gavin tried to go back to pretending like he was focusing on schoolwork. He knew he needed to confess what he did to Paige, and come clean about his recent feelings about their relationship, but he chickened out every time he opened his mouth to start talking. 

“So did you say you were cool with us wearing yellow?” Paige asked him. “I saw the cutest dress.”

“Umm, that’s not my favorite color but if that’s what you want...”

“I think we’ll stand out ‘cause I know a lot of folks are wearing red or all-black. Ooh, what about hot pink?”

Gavin threw up a hand. “Whatever.”

“You want to see the dress? It comes in more than one color.”

“I’m not supposed to see it beforehand, am I?”

“That’s only if we’re getting married, silly,” Paige chided with a laugh, nudging his elbow. “We’re not doing that yet.”

Yet? Gavin hated how she talked about them getting married and they hadn’t even graduated high school yet. He simply was not ready for all this and knew he needed to end it.

But as he looked at her excitedly talk about how much fun they were going to have at prom together, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He loved her more than he wanted to be free of her.

So he sucked it up and went back to listening to her talk about cummerbunds.

Chapter 2

––––––––
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Paige wasn’t an idiot. She knew something was going on with Gavin. 

He hadn’t seemed like himself for a while now, but he always insisted that he was fine whenever she asked him about it. Paige just figured the usual senior year stresses were getting to him; upcoming finals, preparing for graduation, and he was still waiting to hear back from a couple of colleges. She hoped he got accepted to Southeastern with her so they could see each other every day, but he was keeping the places he applied to close to the vest. Said he didn’t want to jinx it.

She’d hoped to talk to him at lunch, but he sent her a note that he was going to study in the library during lunch hour. So she ate with her friend, Eva.

“That jacket is too big for you, you know,” Eva informed her, referring to Gavin’s black and gold letterman jacket that Paige wore to school at least once a week.

“I don’t care. My baby gave it to me to make it known who I belong to and I’m gonna wear it.”

“Belong to? Barf.”

“Whatever. Did you decide who you’re going to prom with?” Paige asked, opening her carton of chocolate milk.

“I’ve narrowed it down to Chauncey and Dillon.”

“Aren’t they brothers?”

Eva blinked. “What’s your point?”

“Anyway,” Paige shook her head. “I’m so glad I don’t have to worry about that. Gavin looks yummy in a tux.”

“He didn’t seem to enjoy wearing it that much last year at junior prom.”

“That’s just Gavin; he can be a little moody when he wants to be. But he would absolutely say something if he really didn’t want to go.”

“I think he’s just going ‘cause you want him to.”

“And I think I know my man better than you do.”

“Whatever. Have you ever thought about dating other guys? I know a few that think you’re cute. Especially Luke; he’s always asking about you.”

“I don’t even know who that is. But it doesn’t matter, anyway. All I want is my Gavie.”

“Girl,” Eva shook her head, dropping her fork to her tray. “You are too young to be so sprung.”

“What does age have to do with anything? My parents got together when they were young and they’re still together and happy. I know you’ve heard about people meeting their soul mates when they’re in school. Well, Gavin is mine. We’re gonna get married, have a bunch of babies...which will all be hella cute, by the way...”

“Oh lord.”

“And we’re gonna grow old together. We’ll be like those couples you read about that were together, like, eighty years.”

“You’re so dramatic, not to mention old-fashioned. Girl, this is the 90’s. You seriously don’t think y’all are gonna get tired of each other before that? How do you know Gavin doesn’t want to date other people when y’all go to college?”

“Because he doesn’t. We’re happy together. Don’t hate.”

“Hey, I’m not hating at all,” Eva assured, her hands up. “Just sayin’. I don’t know too many folks that wanna be tied down when they go off to school. Especially guys.”

“Well, you’re wrong. Me and Gavin have been together for two years; why would he waste time like that if he wasn’t all in?”

Eva just looked at her friend, choosing not to say anything else. Gavin hadn’t said anything to her, but Eva saw how unhappy he looked most of the time. Paige’s head was just too far up in the clouds to notice. Eva hoped she was wrong, but she had the feeling that there might be an unwelcome change in her girl’s relationship sooner rather than later.

––––––––
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“How come you’re eating out here and not with Paige? Y’all break up or somethin’?”

Gavin glanced at Ahmad and wiped his mouth with a napkin, shaking his head. “Nah. Just need a break from her.”

“Why? What she do?”

“Nothing. I mean, she didn’t do anything wrong, I just...needed a break.”

“Sounds like something off of one of those TV shows my mama likes to watch,” his other friend Brayden commented. They were sitting at one of the picnic tables on the back lawn that a lot of students frequented during lunch or between classes. “Somebody in a relationship always needs a break for no reason at all.”

“Who said I didn’t have a reason?”

“Well, you said she didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I’m just...well, I kinda did something wrong. And I don’t know how to tell her about it.”

“Ooh, what you do?” Ahmad asked excitedly, sitting forward. “You cheated on her or somethin’?”

“No! Well...does kissing count as cheating?”

“Paige will probably think it does,” Brayden answered, shaking his head. “Who’d you kiss?”

Gavin hesitated a moment before answering. It was bad enough that he wasn’t telling his friends the whole truth. “Luna.”

“Oooh!!” Ahmad and Brayden hooted loudly into their fists. Gavin looked around frantically and nudged them both in the shoulder.

“Will y’all shut up??” he hissed.

“Man, you kissed Luna?” Ahmad marveled. “Why would you do that? You know she’s probably kissed more dudes than chapstick.”

Gavin and Brayden looked at him strangely. 

“Man...that doesn’t even make any sense!” Gavin exclaimed.

“If you’re gonna try to be funny, at least come up with better material,” Brayden added.

“Whatever,” Ahmad dismissed. “Point is, Luna gets around. I knew she was gonna make her way around to you eventually. So you told Paige about it and she’s mad at you or something?”

“Nah, I haven’t told her anything about it yet,” Gavin admitted, raking his fork through the rest of his fruit cocktail. “She’ll just flip out.”

“What do you expect her to do? You cheated on her.”

“Shut up, man!”

“G.,” Brayden grew serious. “What’s up with you?”

“Honestly, y’all...I’ve been trying to find a way to end things with Paige for a few weeks now. I’m just not feeling being tied down like this anymore. She’s always talking about our future and stuff all the time, and all I can think about is how I won’t get to really have any fun when I go off to college ‘cause I’ll have to be worried about her.”

“So you wanna dump her.”

“You ain’t gotta say it like that, Bray.”

“Well, that’s what it is. So why haven’t you told her yet? I thought y’all were going to the prom together?”

“We are,” Gavin droned.

“Why are you wasting her time if you don’t want to be with her?”

“Dang, man; I mean, I love her. It’s not exactly easy to tell her this stuff.”

Ahmad pushed his tray away. “If you do dump her, can I ask her out?”

Gavin’s eyes snapped to him. “Excuse me?”

“I wouldn’t mind asking her out.”

“Yeah, if you want me to kick your ass, go ahead and ask her out.”

“If you dump her, she’s fair game, man.”

“G., you can’t say you’re over being with her in one breath and then get mad when somebody else says they wanna step to her,” Brayden jumped in. “If you don’t wanna be with Paige anymore, you need to just tell her. Don’t let her keep thinking y’all are good when you’re already halfway out the door.”

Gavin was still glaring at Ahmad, but he knew Brayden was right. It wasn’t fair to Paige to keep leading her on. He’d have to figure out some way to break the news to her; about fooling around with Luna and about ending their relationship. She deserved that.

“Yeah,” he grudgingly agreed. He cut his eyes at Ahmad. “But I still think it would be messed up if one of my boys tried to get with her, though. Friends aren’t supposed to do that.”

“Whatever,” Ahmad sucked his teeth, taking a bite of his burger.

The three friends continued to talk, moving on to other subjects. A few feet away, Leelee, Paige’s cousin, stood with her back to them and her jaw on the ground, floored over what she’d just heard. She immediately pulled out her phone and started texting.

Chapter 3

––––––––

[image: ]


Being in high school and somewhat popular meant sometimes being the subject of gossip, and usually Paige just brushed it off when it happened to her. But she couldn’t do that this time.

She stalked through the crowded hallway towards Gavin’s locker, knowing she wouldn’t be able to wait until after school. Her hands were actually trembling. What she heard couldn’t be true.

Not wanting to cause a scene, Paige pulled Gavin to the far end of the hall. 

“What’s wrong?” Gavin asked her, adjusting the backpack she had practically yanked off his shoulder when she grabbed his arm.

“You tell me.”

“Huh?”

“Gavin, why is everyone saying that you’re gonna break up with me?”

“Wh-what?” 

“It’s all over school. That didn’t just come out of nowhere. Now, why are they saying that?”

“Babe, don’t you know better than to listen to gossip?” Gavin deflected, chuckling nervously. “Folks are always saying something.”

“So you’re denying it?” Paige persisted, looking up at him with eyes that were both angry and desperate. “You’re not planning on breaking up with me?”

Gavin tugged on his ear, as he did when he was nervous. He knew this was his chance. She was giving him the perfect opening. He should just tell her and get it over with.

“Don’t you think I would’ve said something by now if that was the case?” he finally said, chickening out. He slid an arm around her shoulders. “We’ve been together too long for me to play you like that.”

Paige looked relieved though some skepticism remained. “If you were thinking about doing that...you’d tell me, right? You’d let me know so we could try to work it out? I just don’t wanna be out here looking stupid.”

“Babe, think about it. You know how many dudes are sweatin’ you. One of them probably started that rumor just to cause some trouble.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “And you don’t like anybody else? Wanna get with anybody else? If you do, I wish you would just tell me.”

Gavin wondered if she knew about Luna, but he knew Paige wouldn’t be so calm if she did. She’d be freaking out. 

And as much as he’d talked about needing a break from Paige, he couldn’t make himself tell her that now that she was in his face questioning him about it, and wearing his jacket. He told himself it was just because they were at school surrounded by people; if he was going to do it – and he insisted to himself that he was – he would do it in private. He didn’t want to embarrass her. 

“There’s nothing to tell, babe, okay?” He lifted her chin and gave her a tender peck on the lips. “I love you. You’re my girl. Quit listening to all these petty folks around here. You know they just like to stir up trouble.”

Paige’s skeptical expression lingered for a few moments before melting into a bright smile. She hugged him around his waist, gazing up at him. 

“You’re right, Gavie,” she agreed. “Gossip is always flying around here. I guess I just need to shut out the nonsense and focus on us, huh?”

Gavin swallowed, his smile tight. “Right.”

“Thanks, baby. I feel a lot better.”

She gave him a parting kiss and headed off to her next class. Gavin just looked after her, jamming his hands in his pockets. He knew he had punked out yet again.

He didn’t know who had spread the word about his desire to break up with Paige, but he had an attitude about it. He couldn’t imagine that Brayden or Ahmad had told anyone, even though Ahmad had been talking about asking Paige out himself. He and Ahmad had been friends since grade school and were always competing, trying to one-up each other. Gavin never took him that seriously, because Ahmad usually just ended up being all talk.

It was only a minor relief that the rumor-starter left out the part about him and Luna.

Choosing to put it out of his mind for the time being and deal with it later, Gavin went on about his day. Just like his relationship with Paige was making him weary, so was school. He couldn’t wait for the year to go ahead and end, even though he wouldn’t have that much of a break before he started college. Paige still didn’t know that he had chosen to go to State instead of Southeastern like she wanted him to. A school four hours away would be perfect for him to make the needed break from her.

That is, whenever he got around to actually breaking things off.

At the end of the day, Gavin took his time getting his things from his locker. He was just going to head home and get started on the mountain of homework he had, and the chores he didn’t finish the night before. 

He was heading out to his car when he heard what sounded like Paige’s voice. Sighing, he turned. It was Paige, all right, but she wasn’t talking to him. She was a little ways off laughing and talking to Luke, who Gavin knew from the football team. Gavin didn’t even know they knew each other. He frowned. Why was Luke standing so close to his girl? And why was Paige laughing so much? Luke was never that funny.

Gavin stood there watching them, wanting to see if Luke was going to try to hug Paige or anything else that would send him running over there throwing fists. But Paige just waved at Luke and walked off, glancing at her watch. Luke stood there gazing after her, biting his bottom lip.

Jealousy ripped through Gavin like a lightning bolt. He didn’t like seeing anyone look at his girl like that. Paige didn’t seem like she’d been doing any flirting, but Gavin still wondered why she was talking to Luke in the first place. Was she trying to have someone else in place in case Gavin actually did dump her? That didn’t seem like something Paige would do, but his imagination was doing its own thing right then.

Once Luke quit ogling Paige and went on about his business, Gavin finally continued to his car. The frown was still on his face. The sight of Paige with another guy, however innocent, bothered him. Paige was his girl. And while he trusted her, he surely didn’t trust Luke. He saw that look Luke had in his eyes when he was watching Paige walk away. There wasn’t anything casual or platonic about it.

The more Gavin thought about it, the more it bothered him. It occurred to him that maybe he wasn’t as ready to let Paige go as he thought. Just the sight of her talking to another guy was driving him crazy. No, he didn’t want to lose her; she was an amazing girlfriend. All of the skepticism and reluctance he’d had about their relationship over the previous weeks was immediately out the window.

He smiled to himself, actually feeling good about his decision. While part of him still wished he knew who spread the rumor about him planning to dump Paige, he was thankful that he’d been able to put her mind at ease about it. He wasn’t even dreading going to prom as much as he was before; he’d make it clear to Luke and whoever else had their eye on Paige that she was his, and he wasn’t giving her up.
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Prom night had finally come, and Paige and Gavin were together and having a great time. Gavin thought Paige looked hot in her yellow strapless dress. As she predicted, they were the only ones in that color, with her dress and his matching tie, and she moved around the ballroom like a floating ray of sunshine. Gavin couldn’t keep his eyes off her.

Of course, though, his friends were full of questions.

“Umm, I thought you said you were breaking up with her,” Brayden inquired in a low voice, after Paige went to talk to some of her friends.

“Yeah, you’ve been complaining about coming to the prom for weeks,” Ahmad added. “And now y’all show up looking like old Halloween candy.”

His friends shook their heads at him. “Dude, you are not good at that,” Brayden told him.

“Whatever. So what’s up, G.?”

Gavin shrugged. “I changed my mind.”

“Just like that?”

“Yeah. Just like that.”

“What made you change your mind?” Brayden asked.

Gavin didn’t want to admit that jealousy was the main reason he decided to stay with Paige. Whatever he might have been feeling about their relationship, he didn’t want to see her with anyone else.

“Just realized that I didn’t want to let her go,” he finally replied. “And make sure y’all keep this to yourselves; you almost got me in trouble last time.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Somebody spread the word about me considering breaking up with Paige, ‘cause she asked me about it. I haven’t told anybody but y’all.”

“Man, I haven’t told anybody,” Brayden insisted, his palms raised. “I swear to God.”

They both looked at Ahmad. “And what about you, Mr. Do-You-Mind-If-I-Ask-Her-Out?”

“I didn’t tell nobody!” Ahmad exclaimed. “Yeah I asked you that, but I wouldn’t go around spreading your business. I’m not foul like that.”

“Well, somebody told somebody,” Gavin said, eying Luna as she sauntered towards her date for the evening. She was decked out in a shiny silver dress that hugged every curve and was right on the borderline of the dress code, as far as how revealing it was. Luna had never been shy about showing off her body.

Brayden followed Gavin’s eyes. “Y’all still foolin’ around?”

“No,” Gavin quickly replied. “We’re not foolin’ around at all. I messed with her once. I don’t have anything else to say to her.”

“Paige still doesn’t know about that, does she?” Ahmad surmised.

“No, and there’s no need for her to know. It was a one-time slip-up. I’d rather just forget about it.”

“You sure are keeping a lot of secrets, man,” Brayden told him. “That usually doesn’t end up well in relationships.”

“It’ll end fine ‘cause she’s not gonna find out about it.”

Paige approached moments later. The smile had barely left her face since they’d arrived, and Gavin couldn’t deny how nice it was to see her so happy. 

“Come on, Gavie; it’s time to go take our pictures,” she told him.

“’Kay,” Gavin quickly agreed, taking her hand as he stood. He was glad for a reprieve from being in the same room as Luna, who had been giving him sly looks and subtle winks whenever he made the mistake of looking at her. He hoped she wouldn’t be bold enough to openly flirt with him or allude to what they’d done in her truck, but he didn’t want to take any chances.

While Paige and Gavin went to preserve their prom memories, Paige’s cousin Leelee was frantically looking for Eva, her long dress clutched in her fist to avoid tripping over it a third time. She’d seen Paige and Gavin leave the room and wanted to do this before they got back. She could only hope there was a long wait for the prom pictures.

“Eva!” she exclaimed in relief, rushing over to her. Eva had been giggling about something with her date Chauncey, and looked startled when Leelee appeared seemingly out of nowhere.

“What’s the matter with you?” Eva asked with a slight frown of curiosity.

“I need to tell you something,” Leelee panted, grabbing her arm and trying to tug her away. She looked irritated when Eva resisted.

“What are you doing?” Eva yanked her arm free. “Why are you pulling on me?”

“Because I need to tell you something and I need to do it now.” Leelee leaned in closer where Chauncey couldn’t hear and hissed, “It’s about Paige and Gavin.”

That got Eva’s attention. She held up a finger to her date and followed Leelee to a somewhat-vacant corner of the ballroom. 

“Okay, what’s going on?” Eva asked, folding her arms. “This isn’t about that stupid rumor going around about Gavin wanting to dump Paige, is it?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, it is. Except it’s not a rumor.”

Sucking her teeth, Eva dropped her arms. “Girl, really? You’re seriously believing that nonsense? You know these clowns around here are always trying to start some mess. They love trying to break folks up.”

“I’m telling you what I know,” Leelee insisted, glancing at the entrance to make sure that Paige and Gavin hadn’t come back yet. “Look, the other day, I was outside during lunch and Gavin and his boys were sitting near me. He was saying that he was sick of being tied down and wanted to be able to have fun when he went off to college. Said he’s been trying to find a way to break up with her for a while now.”

Eva’s jaw dropped, then her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Are you sure you didn’t misunderstand him?”

Leelee rolled her eyes, exasperated. “How could I misunderstand that?? I heard him with my own two ears!”

“So...he’s been planning to dump her for who knows how long and Paige has no idea?”

“None. And she has no idea about what else he did, too.”

“What?”

“He got with Luna.”

Eva gasped loudly, and Leelee quickly shushed her. “You lyin’!!”

“I wish. He said they just kissed but I wouldn’t be surprised if it was more than that. Everybody knows Luna is a ho. He’s probably been smashing her for weeks.”

“I cannot believe this,” Eva muttered, placing a hand on her chest. She anxiously tapped her fingers, her iridescent nail polish reflecting in the light. “And Paige doesn’t know anything. This is so messed up!”

“It is!”

“Wait, so if you heard all this yourself, why the hell haven’t you told Paige yet? Are you the one that spread this rumor about him planning to dump her? This is the first I’m hearing about him and Luna.”

“I wasn’t really trying to start a rumor but I guess I was hoping that Paige would hear it and check Gavin about it,” Leelee admitted. “And I left the part about Luna out on purpose ‘cause I didn’t want everybody knowing my cuz got played for that skank. I hoped the part about Gavin wanting to dump her would be enough. I guess I was wrong, though, since they’re still together.”

“So you should’ve told her the truth, then, and set her straight. She’s just been walking around here with her head in the clouds looking like a fool. And you’re her cousin!”

“That doesn’t mean I wanted to tell her this! And you know she’s been mad at me ever since I spilled bleach on her favorite pair of jeans I borrowed.”

“I would think you could get over that enough to tell her that her boyfriend is playing her!” Eva sucked her teeth again and began looking around the ballroom. “I’ll tell her my damn self. Where is she?”

“I think she went with Gavin to take pictures,” Leelee replied, relieved that Eva was going to be the one to deliver the bad news. She’d been trying to work up the nerve to do it herself for days and hadn’t been able to. 

“You picked a fine time to want to confess this stuff,” Eva muttered. 

“Well...” Leelee shrugged. “I was gonna wait but then I saw Gavin all hugged up on her, acting like everything is everything. Not to mention him and Luna sneaking all those looks at each other. I just couldn’t hold it anymore.”

“Whatever.”

“That dress is cute, by the way. And did you cut your hair again?”

“There she is!” Eva exclaimed when Paige and Gavin re-entered the ballroom, hand-in-hand. Ignoring Leelee’s questions, she hurried towards Paige. She didn’t look forward to delivering bad news, especially at prom, but she wasn’t about to let her best friend continue looking like a fool for Gavin. Eva had sensed that he didn’t seem totally happy with Paige and apparently she was right.

Paige and Gavin had just started slow-dancing to “I’m Still in Love with You” from New Edition. Paige gazed up at him, the same lovesick grin she’d worn all evening still plastered on her face. She couldn’t believe how lucky she was. Gavin was such a sweetheart to her, and he respected her more than any other boyfriend she’d had in her seventeen years. Not to mention, he was incredibly cute; his big brown puppy dog eyes and deep dimples still made her heart jump even after two years together. She could just imagine what their kids would look like...

“You daydreamin’ again?” Gavin smirked.

Paige giggled, caught. “Maybe.”

“What was it about this time?”

“About how it’s gonna be when we get married,” Paige replied dreamily. Her arms tightened around his neck. “If our son would look more like you or me.”

Gavin’s smile faltered, but only for a second. This wasn’t what he wanted to talk about, but he wasn’t about to dampen her spirits. She’d been in an amazing mood all night and he wasn’t going to ruin it. One day he’d find a way to ask her to chill with all the talk about marriage and kids, but he’d just suck it up for the time being.

“Thanks for such an amazing night, baby,” Paige continued, seemingly unbothered by his silence. “I’m so glad we’re here together. And like I thought, we’re the cutest couple here.”

“Yeah, we are pretty fly, huh?” Gavin gave her a peck on the lips. “I’m glad you’re having a good time.”

“You are too, right?”

Gavin caught a glimpse of Luna across the room and his hands clenched around Paige’s waist. A flash of him on top of Luna in her truck slobbing her down replayed in his mind, and he swallowed nervously. He wished he and Paige could just get out of there. 

“I love you, Paige,” he said sincerely, looking right into her eyes . “Love you a lot. You believe that, right?”

Paige’s smile widened before she blinked curiously. “Of course. Why would you ask that?”

“Just wanted to be sure. I just don’t want you to-”

“Paige!” 

They both turned towards Eva storming over to them, her smooth brown legs moving swiftly under her short pale pink dress. She had a determined frown on her face, glaring at Gavin. 

“Eva, what’s up?” Paige asked warily. “Why you look so mad?”

“Because I am mad. I’m mad that I even have to tell you this, girl, but I’m not about to have you keep looking like a chump.”

A thin line of cold dread shot through Gavin. Did Eva know?

“What are you talking about?” Paige asked. “And can’t it wait?”

“No, it cannot wait! You need to know this now!”

“Girl,” Paige pulled Gavin’s arms back around her waist and returned hers to his shoulders. “Just tell me tomorrow. I’m trying to dance with my man, here.”

“Paige, if it wasn’t important, you know I wouldn’t be bothering you,” Eva persisted, unmoved. “I just heard something and you need to hear it, too.”

Gavin struggled to keep his face even. He was all but sure that Eva was going to tell Paige something about him and Luna. Gavin just wished he knew how she found out. Confiding in his friends had clearly been a mistake, since they apparently couldn’t keep their mouths shut.

“Look, Eva, she said she doesn’t wanna hear it right now, so why don’t you go on back over there to your date and leave us alone?” he demanded, trying to put some bass in his voice. He might have sounded strong but his eyes pleaded with her to give him a break. 

Eva noticed, but she didn’t care. She liked Gavin all right – or, she did - but her allegiance was to Paige. They’d been best friends since fifth grade and there was no way she was going to just stand by and watch her get played.

“Yeah, I bet you do want that, but it ain’t happenin’,” she snapped. “Jackass.”

“Eva!” Paige exclaimed. “What is up with you??”

“Why don’t you ask Luna Franks?”

“What?”

“Ask your man about Luna,” Eva repeated, glaring at Gavin’s face that was getting paler by the second. He knew he was caught, and Eva didn’t feel sorry for him one bit. Served him right. “And while you’re at it, ask him what he told his boys when they were all eating outside the other day.”

She turned on her platform heel and stomped off. Paige looked after her before turning her confused eyes to Gavin, who wished he could just vanish into thin air.

“What is she talking about?” Paige asked him. “Why is she telling me to ask you about Luna, Gavin?”

Gavin’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. He knew there was no way out of this, other than outright lying. And he had lied to Paige enough. 

He tugged on his ear. “Let’s go outside,” he suggested, grabbing her elbow. If he was going to do this, he didn’t need an audience.

“No...” Paige eased her arm away. “We don’t need to go outside. Tell me what’s going on.”

“Babe...can we just enjoy the rest of our night and talk about this later? You’ve been looking forward to tonight too long to be letting some drama mess it up.”

She narrowed her eyes, turning her head slightly. He was avoiding. And she was starting to get a bad feeling in her stomach as to why.

“Gavin...” She fought to keep her voice even. “Stop stalling and tell me what you did.”

Sighing, Gavin ran his hands down his face. A few people were looking at them curiously, sensing that some drama was about to pop off. He wished this didn’t have to happen in the middle of the dance floor at prom, but he didn’t see a way out of it.

“Me and Luna...” he finally made himself begin, “We, umm...”

She frowned. “You what?”

“We...kissed.” His eyes were averted, too ashamed to look at her. 

“You kissed her??” Paige practically screamed, causing nearly everyone around them to stop dancing. All eyes were on them now, but Paige’s bugged eyes were fixed on Gavin. “When?”

“Why does that mat-”

“When, Gavin??”

“Before I came over to your house the last time,” he admitted, trying to keep his voice low. “It was...we were in her truck-”

“What?? So when you were late and I was worried that something might have happened to you, you were making out with that skank Luna in her ho-mobile??”

“Hey!” Luna shrieked from somewhere in the crowd. There were snickers all around at the exchange, but this was anything but funny to Paige or Gavin. 

“I’m sorry, babe!” Gavin exclaimed, finally looking at her. Tears were already brimming in her eyes; he hadn’t seen that level of hurt in those honey browns he loved so much since her favorite grandfather died. He reached for her, but she shoved his hands away. “I didn’t mean to-”

“You didn’t mean to what? Cheat on me? What else did you do with her?”

“Nothing! That was it! Babe, can we just-”

The slap across his face caused a chorus of enthusiastic “Ooohs!” from their riveted audience. Gavin’s head remained turned after the slap, the shock of everything momentarily paralyzing him. When he finally dared to look back up, Paige was running from the ballroom in tears, almost tripping in her heels. Eva immediately ran after her, shooting a death glare at Gavin before doing so.

Brayden and Ahmad appeared at Gavin’s side. “Dang, man...” Brayden marveled, not knowing what else to say. 

“You had to tell her that now?” Ahmad asked incredulously. “You couldn’t wait until after the prom to confess all that?”

Gavin glared at him. “Man, you think I wanted to do this here? If Eva hadn’t called me out, me and Paige would still be slow-dancing right now.”

“How did Eva find out?”

“You tell me.”

Ahmad’s eyebrows shot up. “How am I supposed to know?”

“The only people I told about this was y’all,” Gavin snapped, looking back and forth between him and Brayden. “So one of y’all had to open your big mouth.”

“Man, I already told you I didn’t tell nobody!” Ahmad insisted, his hands raised. “I swear on my daddy’s grave!”

“And you know I wouldn’t do that,” Brayden added. “We were sitting outside; maybe somebody overheard you. But anyway, this might be a good thing. She needed to know what’s up.”

“Yeah, but this isn’t how I wanted her to find out,” Gavin said, looking in the direction Paige had run out, feeling the sadness cascade over him. He should’ve known his secrets would only stay hidden for so long, and he didn’t take into account how it would actually feel to cause that look in her eyes. He knew that was going to haunt him.
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Paige sat cross-legged on Eva’s bed in her yellow prom dress, barefoot and crying. Her head throbbed and she felt like she was going to throw up. The makeup that her mother had helped her meticulously apply was now a mess. Paige didn’t care. She felt like her insides had been ripped out.

“Here, girl,” Eva said softly, holding out a mug of hot apple cider to her. 

Sniffling, Paige took the mug, holding it in both hands and staring blankly at the steaming liquid. 

“Paige,” Eva joined her on the bed, having removed her own shoes and slipped on some leggings under her short dress. “I’m sorry to mess up your night like that. Now that I think about it, I should’ve just waited until tomorrow or something.”

“What’s the difference? I’d be humiliated either way,” Paige mumbled, still looking into the cup.

“Yeah, but still. I’m sure you didn’t want to find out about that in front of everybody. I know how much you had been looking forward to tonight.”

Shrugging, Paige took a small sip of cider before putting the mug on the nightstand. “Doesn’t matter.”

“It just pissed me off when Leelee told me about it; and then I saw Gavin smiling in your face like everything was good and I knew you probably had no idea...I just kinda snapped.” 

Before she could ask how in the world Leelee found out, Paige’s phone rang. She glanced at it, but made no move to answer. 

“Who is that?” Eva asked, eyeing the phone. “Is it Gavin?”

“Can’t be. He doesn’t have a cell phone, remember?”

The phone rang again and Eva reached over to grab it. “Want me to answer?”

Paige just shrugged, wiping her eyes with her manicured fingertips.

“Hello?” Eva answered the phone, a slight edge in her voice. Her eyebrows raised slightly and she looked at Paige. “Yeah, she’s over here. What you want?”

Paige looked up curiously.

Eva lowered the phone slightly. “It’s Gavin. Guess he’s calling from one of his boys’ phone.”

“I don’t wanna talk to him,” Paige quickly insisted, actually scooting away a little on the bed.

“Look, she don’t wanna talk to you,” Eva snapped into the phone. “Why don’t you go dance with Luna?” She hung up.

Paige winced a little at the mention of Luna’s name. She still couldn’t believe that her Gavie would do this to her. Just imagining him and Luna fooling around brought more tears to her eyes. What else had he done that she didn’t know about?

“If you wanna change clothes, I can give you something to wear,” Eva offered gently, placing a hand on her friend’s knee. “I figure you probably wanna get out of that dress.”

“I’m okay right now, thanks. Is it okay if I spend the night? I don’t wanna go home and have to answer a bunch of questions from my parents about how it went.”

“Girl, you know you don’t have to ask. Of course!”

“Thanks. And I’m sorry for taking you away from Chauncey. He didn’t look too happy when you asked him to bring us home.”

“He’ll get over it,” Eva dismissed. “And if he doesn’t, oh well. I knew you had to get outta there quick.”

“Yeah. I did.”

They sat there for several moments before Eva finally grabbed the remote and turned on the small television in her room. She was hoping she could find something funny that would lift Paige’s spirits at least a little bit, but Paige didn’t even notice. She looked absolutely devastated, and Eva hated Gavin for doing this to her friend.

Eva’s phone rang. She answered it with a hand on her hip. “What?” Pause. “Aww, hell...”

Paige looked up at her.

“He has a lot of damn nerve...fine, I’ll tell her.” She put her hand over the phone and looked into Paige’s curious eyes. “Gavin’s here.”

Her mouth fell open slightly, and Paige felt herself tingle at the fact that he’d come to see her. She hated getting that reaction after what Gavin had done, but she couldn’t make herself stop loving him just like that, regardless of how hurt and angry she was. 

“You want me to get rid of him?” Eva asked her.

Paige started to say yes, but figured she might as well face this. She felt the sudden urge to get some answers. It would help keep her imagination from running wild as to why in the world Gavin would do such a thing to her.  

“No, it’s okay.” She slowly unfolded her legs and swung them over the side of the bed. Gripping the bedspread in her hands, she took a fortifying breath. “I’ll talk to him.”

Eva just pursed her lips and got Paige a pair of sneakers and a sweater to put on. Paige slowly headed outside, where Gavin was standing in the driveway, nervously kicking around a pebble with his foot. His white dress shirt was unbuttoned and his yellow tie was gone. He looked up anxiously when she came outside.

“Hey,” he greeted softly.

“How were you calling me?”

“Ahmad’s phone. Him and Brayden are over there.” He pointed towards Brayden’s old Mazda that was parked a little ways down the street.

Paige glanced at them, then brushed her braids off her shoulder before wrapping her arms tightly around herself. “What do you want, Gavin?”

“What you mean, what do I want? I had to come see about you.”

“Why? You didn’t seem to care about me when you were messing around with Luna. Who else have you cheated on me with?”

“Nobody, babe. All Luna and I did was kiss, one time.”

“Luna is too much of a slut to just keep it at kissing. You’re really trying to tell me that y’all didn’t do anything else? You might as well be honest, Gavin.”

He briefly hung his head before returning his remorseful eyes to hers. “Okay...it was a little more than kissing. We...it was just hunching and heavy petting. But that’s it, babe. We did not have sex, like I know you’re probably thinking. I know that doesn’t make it any better-”

“No.” Paige looked away, the thought of Gavin and Luna doing such things making her legs feel like they were going to give out. Her eyes squeezed shut, trying to block out the image. “It doesn’t.”

“I know that, but I need you to know that’s all that happened.”

Despite herself, Paige felt more tears coming on. “How could you do that to me, Gavin? Why would you do that?”

“It was stupid, I know, but...” Gavin took a deep breath, knowing he had to come totally clean. He anxiously tugged on his ear. “I guess part of me was hoping you’d find out and break up with me.”

Paige’s jaw dropped. “What?”

“I know I should’ve been straight up about this from the jump,” Gavin began, searching for the right words. “But...I’ve been...I’ve been thinking that we should pump the brakes on things for a while now.”

Her chest heaving slightly, she verified, “Pump the brakes on what?”

“On us. Things are just too heavy for me....we’re seventeen and already talking about marriage and babies. I just...I just wanna be free for a while. Do what I wanna do without having to feel guilty for it.”

“So you wanna get with somebody else. That’s what this is all about.”

“No! There’s not anybody in particular I wanna get with. I’m just saying...I think we’re too young to be so serious. But I never meant to go about it this way. I’m so sorry for embarrassing you like I did. Whether you believe it or not, I still love you more than anything.”

Paige looked at him hopefully. “I love you, too. So why can’t we work this out?”

“Paige-”

“I’m willing to forgive you for what you did, even though thinking about you with somebody else makes me sick,” Paige forged ahead. “You really hurt me, Gavin.”

“I know. I’m sorry. But I still don’t think we should stay together. It’s just...I need a break, babe.”

Not believing her ears, Paige frowned and took a step back. “So you cheat, then dump me?”

“Why you gotta say it like that?”

“’Cause that’s what you’re doing!”

“Like I said, the way I handled this was stupid. But I hope you can understand what I’m saying.”

“No, I don’t understand, Gavin!” She was yelling, but she didn’t care. This night that she had looked forward to for months was rapidly turning into one of the worst ones ever. “You’ve been walking around for however long, smiling in my face knowing that you wanted to break up with me! Then you go and fool around with that bitch, and I get humiliated at my own senior prom! Not to mention, you lied to me when I asked you about all this the other day!”

Gavin looked pained. He wished he could go back in time and go about things differently. “I’m sorry about that! But before we got to the prom tonight, I started changing my mind and decided that I didn’t want to break up; that I loved you too much to leave you. Doesn’t that count for anything?”

“No, it doesn’t count for anything ‘cause you’ve apparently changed your mind again! How much are you gonna jerk my feelings around, Gavin??”

“I’m not trying to do that, babe, come on! You’ve gotta know this is killin’ me right now, seeing you cry and stuff like this! I love you; please know that I still love you, Paige!”

Paige gaped at him. His mouth was saying one thing but his actions were clearly going the other way. How could he love her so much but so easily throw away what they had? How could she mean anything to him if he could kiss and touch another girl? She stared, feeling her energy seep out like air from a balloon.

“But you still wanna end it.” Her voice was flat. She dropped her arms to her sides and looked at him, tears streaming down her face. “What I want doesn’t matter, right? You still wanna be free...from me.”

Gavin didn’t want to say yes, but they both knew that was the answer. He wished he knew how to make her understand; his feelings for her hadn’t changed. She still had his heart. Talk of marriage and babies before they were even eighteen put a level of pressure on him that he simply couldn’t handle. It was too overwhelming, and he needed an out.

He just looked at her, his eyes pleading for understanding that he knew he wasn’t going to get. He never liked seeing Paige cry, and knowing that he was the cause of it was tearing him up inside. This wasn’t how this was supposed to go. Not at all. 

“I’m sorry,” he finally said, his voice low and his eyes averted. 

“Wow,” Paige marveled. Her head began slowly turning from side to side, her body feeling like it was going to collapse right onto the cold driveway. This could not be happening. “You’re sorry??”

Gavin felt emotionally exhausted. Of course this wasn’t going to be easy. Part of him wanted to retreat to Brayden’s car, but he couldn’t make his feet move. 

“Yeah. I really am sorry.” He took a step towards her, wanting to give her a hug, but her reddened eyes warned him to stay back. Sighing, he rubbed the back of his neck. When he looked back up at her, her face was steadily crumbling into a fresh wave of hysteria and hiccups, realization hitting her that it was really over between them. 

Gavin knew there was nothing else he could say.

Tentatively walking over to her, he placed a lingering kiss to her trembling lips, then turned and quickly walked to Brayden’s car. Paige just stood there after they drove off, staring blankly ahead of her.

Chapter 4

College 
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Paige balanced her bags and her books as she pushed open the door to her dorm room. After dumping everything onto the empty twin bed of her dropout roommate, she collapsed onto the other, burying her face in the yellow and pink comforter. She was tired, but she knew a nap was out of the question because there was no telling when she’d get up.

It was nearing the back end of her freshman year at Southeastern and she had a lot on her plate. Finals to prepare for, papers to write, study groups to attend; and something had compelled her to volunteer as a tutor. Her days were full, and that’s the way she liked it.

Paige knew that the main reason she was keeping herself so busy was to keep her mind off of Gavin. She still missed him terribly, but they hadn’t spoken since he dumped her the night of their senior prom. Thinking about that night still caused an ache in her chest. There were plenty of times she thought about conjuring up an excuse to reach out to him, but all she had to do was remember him leaving her crying in Eva’s driveway to come to her senses.

She’d become cool with a couple of girls on campus, and they were always trying to set her up with someone; cousins, members of the football team, or some other cute guy in their dorm. Paige wasn’t interested, but she wasn’t to the point where she wanted to explain why with people she didn’t know very well. 

The truth was, she was still a little embarrassed about how her and Gavin’s relationship ended. She replayed their last few months together over and over in her mind so much that it made her head hurt. She didn’t know how she missed the signs that he was pulling away; when she thought about it now, it was obvious. His enthusiasm about them wasn’t there, his demeanor would change when she mentioned their future or even prom, he showed up late to dates or cancelled them altogether, and he was keeping things from her, like the fact that he planned to go to State instead of Southeastern like they’d talked about. But she’d been so in love that she overlooked all of that. Like a fool. 

Well, Paige wasn’t interested in being a fool for anyone else. The last thing she wanted or needed was the headache and heartache that came along with dating.

––––––––
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Gavin, on the other hand, was loving the single life.

He was so glad that he opted to go to college in the city. Partly to have some distance between him and Paige, but mostly because there were so many girls that he could now talk to right around town. He felt like he’d been locked up for the previous two years and now he was free and making up for lost time.

School was almost an afterthought; a distraction from how he really wanted to spend his time. A couple of bad grades jarred him back on track, but more of his energy still went into girls than school. 

It was nothing for him to see multiple girls in a week, making sure it was clear that he was only about fun, not relationships. The first semester wasn’t over before he finally lost his virginity; Paige had wanted to wait for that and he acquiesced, although he hadn’t been thrilled about it. But a buttery brown sophomore named Neicy took care of that for him. 

Speaking of Paige, he still thought about her, and at times even missed her. He had tried to leave any traces of their relationship in his old bedroom at his parents’ house - not having the heart to toss them - but there were a couple of pictures in his wallet that he’d forgotten about. One was the two of them at Six Flags, soaked and laughing after a turn on one of the water rides, and the other was just of Paige. They’d been hanging out at his house; she was lying on her stomach on the floor, playing with Gavin’s family puppy Jojo, and looked over at him and smiled right as he snapped the picture. They’d been together about a year at that point. She looked so content and happy in that picture. Gavin tried not to look at it too often.

He couldn’t help but wonder how she was doing. She’d already sent him back his letterman jacket. He used to love seeing her in that, and he knew she loved wearing it, so she must have really been hurt to send it back. As happy as he was to be on his own and do as he pleased, he still cared about Paige. That look in her eyes when he broke up with her still haunted him, when he let it. Still, he thought it was for the best. 

Every now and then, he was tempted to reach out to her, just to see if she was all right. But he figured the best thing to do was leave her alone. 

––––––––

[image: ]


“When are you coming home?”

Paige shook her head into the phone as she stuffed books into her bookbag. “I’m not sure. Probably won’t be for a while. I’ve got a lot going on.”

“Girl, don’t try that. You could come for a weekend if you wanted to.”

“No, Eva, I can’t. Why don’t you come down here?”

“Because I have to stay nearby in case something happens with Mama. She’s still in intensive care.”

“Oh god, Eva, I’m so sorry; I forgot all about that,” Paige admitted, feeling awful. Eva’s mother Pamela had been in a bad car accident a couple of weeks earlier and suffered considerable injuries. It was a wonder she was doing as well as she was, considering she hadn’t been wearing a seatbelt. “She’s not doing any better?”

“Not really, but she’s not doing any worse, either, so I’m thankful for that.”

“That’s definitely a good thing. But I’m not sure when I’ll be back home; most likely when the semester is over. Unless I get this internship I’m gunning for, then I’ll be tied up for the summer. But I’ll make it home eventually.”
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