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      Vibrations reverberated throughout the minuscule apartment. The sound dulled and then died, not even registering on the tiny figure wrapped in a heap of hand-me-down quilts. Again, the electronic noise pierced the early morning silence. Lexi groaned, nearly rolling off the twin sized bed. Her hand fumbled clumsily for the alarm clock, slamming on the snooze button several times before realizing that it wasn’t even plugged in, let alone set for an early Saturday morning wake-up call.

      She peeled her eyes open searching desperately for the obnoxious noise before zeroing in on her crummy old cell phone. It was situated between a box of photographs, last night’s cup of coffee, and her laptop, which had turned itself off when she hadn’t been kind enough to plug it in for the night. She stared across the room, debating whether the call was worth getting out of her cozy nook so early on a Saturday morning, just as the third ring blared through the apartment.

      Shoving the covers off of her bare legs, she stumbled out of bed and immediately stubbed her big toe on her nightstand. She swore profusely and barely kept from falling over as pain shot through her toe. Reaching out for the cell phone, she extended her arm and saved it from falling over the side of the cluttered desk.

      “Mmm hmm?” she mumbled groggily into her phone.

      She succumbed to the throbbing pressure in her foot and collapsed on the gray area rug she had indefinitely borrowed from her college roommate.

      “Lexi.”

      It was a statement not a question. The voice was familiar, but it was so ridiculously early, she wasn’t going to blame herself for not immediately recognizing the deep masculine tone.

      Lexi pulled the phone from her ear and looked at the time. She groaned when she saw it was only six; four hours before she needed to be awake. The number glaring blindly from the screen wasn’t programmed into her phone, but this came as no surprise. Two months earlier, she had accidentally dropped her phone into a toilet in a nightclub. The phone had miraculously survived, but she had lost all of her numbers.

      What perplexed her was that it wasn’t an area code local to New York City, where she had been residing the last two years for law school. Strangely enough, it was an Atlanta area code, and the only people she still talked to from home were her parents. When she had replaced the numbers in her phone, she hadn’t retained any other Atlanta phone numbers. Since moving to the city, she had tried to let go of her past and move on to her bright future.

      “Lexi, are you there?” the unidentified voice repeated into the phone. “I know…”

      “Do you realize it’s six o’clock in the morning on Saturday?” she asked. “Some people do like to sleep in.”

      “Yeah, look, I’m sorry,” he said. “I would have never called if I didn’t absolutely have to.”

      Her brain was trying to signal to her that she knew that voice. But there was no way it could be that voice.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. She rubbed her tired eyes. “Who did you say this was again?”

      The person on the other end didn’t say a word. That wasn’t good.

      The silence prolonged as neither person seemed willing to speak up. Finally, he emitted a tiny sigh and said, “Lex, it’s Jack.”

      Chill bumps broke out across her arms and neck as his name registered and she was able to finally place the voice…that voice. It was him. Oh God! Why was he calling her?

      The sound of her heart palpitating inside her chest could be heard out the door, down the hall and quite possibly outside in the nearby construction zone through the jackhammer slamming against the concrete…not to mention through the phone. Her mouth felt like she had been chewing on chalk all night. Butterflies whacked their tiny wings violently against her insides, assaulting her stomach. All she could do was cough in disbelief. Her mind was whirling with indescribable possibilities for the purpose of his phone call. Each new idea seemingly more ridiculous than the last.

      She wasn’t sure if she was overreacting. So she hadn’t heard a word from him since their last encounter over a year and a half ago? That didn’t mean that he couldn’t randomly drop her a line at six o’clock in the morning. After all, they had been friends, of sorts, for nearly six years now.

      “Look, I know I shouldn’t have called so early. I didn’t mean to intrude,” he said quickly.

      She was terrified that he might hang up after only a few short minutes of his time.

      “What? No. Of course you’re not intruding. I just wasn’t expecting…well, you. I wasn’t expecting you.”

      She could hear how breathy and uneven her voice had gotten and wanted to kick herself with her hurt toe for being such a girl.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry. I know it’s been a while since we last spoke.”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      He didn’t say anything for a second. She figured he just didn’t have a response to that. “I guess I’ll just cut to the point. I need you.”

      Lexi froze, not able to comprehend what she had just heard. Her mind poured over the countless interpretations of that statement. “You…what?”

      “I mean, I need you here.”

      Her eyes bulged out. She could feel them drying out, but somehow couldn’t bring herself to blink. She couldn’t process what he was saying. He needed her? Not just needed her, but needed her there with him. Needed her home. She shook her head realizing she must be misunderstanding him. There was no way, after everything that had happened between them, he would ever call her like this.

      “I’m sorry…what?”

      “I’m not getting this out right. It’s kind of hard to explain. Do you have a minute?”

      She glanced around her tiny room, as specks of light began to filter in through the window. She visualized her planner, filled to the brim with meetings and appointments weekdays, and then her lame Saturday with only a haircut on the schedule. All she had was time.

      “It’s six in the morning. Might as well.”

      “Are you sitting down? This is kind of a strange story.”

      “Uh…yeah, I am,” she said, glancing around her tiny apartment. Her bedroom walls were covered in cracking soft green paint that had probably been there since the dawn of time, and a collage of hooks and holes from previous tenants. Her floor was scattered with dirty laundry and destroyed textbooks. The sparse amount of furniture she had been able to haul up the seven daunting flights of stairs still managed to make the space look cluttered, something she had never quite been able to figure out.

      “Okay, well, just hear me out, because I promise I wouldn’t have called if it wasn’t for a worthwhile reason.” He sucked in a long deep breath before continuing, “So, I’ve been dating this girl. She’s, uh, really great. Actually, I think y’all would get along. Anyway, she is really into, uh…marriage,” he said awkwardly. “And…well…you know me.”

      She did know him. He despised the idea of marriage. The idea of being tied down to one person, suffocating under the monogamous bonds forced upon him by a legally binding document. Knowing that after that moment, there was no turning back. Except, of course, there was always divorce. She was pretty sure that the only thing he hated more than marriage. Breaking up was bad enough without the added effort of divvying up possessions, possibly children, moving out, starting a new life, and not to mention court fees, custody battles, and worst of all, lawyers.

      “Yeah, I know. Mr. Anti-Commitment.”

      He breathed out heavily. “Now that you mention it, that’s kind of what it boils down to.”

      “What? The fact that you have the capability of convincing women to hold out for you until you break their hearts?” she asked coldly.

      Why was he talking to her, of all people, about possibly marrying his girlfriend? He hadn’t spoken to her in over a year and a half, and she was pretty sure her opinion on marriage was irrelevant to his decision. After all, her opinions on relationships, in general, had always been irrelevant.

      “Yeah,” he replied. “Yeah, that’s what this is about. My girlfriend asked me if I wanted to marry her. Not like a proposal or anything. More like a question to see where our relationship was headed. I didn’t have an answer for her. I mean what kind of guy has an answer for that? But as you know…I mean, because of my parents…the thought of marriage tends to make me run head first in the opposite direction. She pinned me down though, and said she would leave me that second if I didn’t give her an answer.”

      Lexi felt like she was sitting on the edge of her seat about to witness a train wreck. Any girl who had ever tried to pin down Jack Howard for anything experienced rejection like a blow to the face.

      “So, I told her that was what I wanted.”

      “What?” she sputtered into the phone. “You told her you wanted to marry her?”

      He chuckled lightly at her reaction. “I told her I could see myself marrying her, but that I wasn’t ready to commit yet. I mean we’ve only been dating for a year and a half.” Jack cleared his throat before continuing. “Luckily, she took that as a positive answer and didn’t break up with me. Then comes the part of the story where you come in.”

      “Me? I don’t see how I could possibly come into a story about you marrying someone else.”

      “Well, she wants to meet you.”

      She never could have prepared for that answer.

      “I think I must have missed something. The girl that you are dating, that you want to marry, wants to meet me. Why? I’m so…insignificant.”

      She couldn’t even think about the different times her and Jack had tried to form a relationship. Nothing had ever worked, and the last time…no, she stopped herself from entertaining the thought. The hole that Jack left still ached when prodded, and she avoided irritating the wounded feeling that crept through her.

      “Don’t say that. You know you’re not insignificant.”

      Silence settle between them.

      After listening to her breathe for a while, he spoke again, “She got this idea in her head that she wants to meet every girl I’ve dated to find out why I was unable to commit to them. I guess she thinks it will help her figure out why I’m not committing to her. And don’t try to say this doesn’t apply to you, because we didn’t date. I wouldn’t have dragged you into this, Lex, but she heard about you from Kate.”

      Lexi recoiled at the mention of Jack’s ex-girlfriend.

      “So, by the way you say that, I’m guessing you actually went through with this insane decision. You are letting this girl pick and pry through your past, so that you don’t have to commit to marrying her right now?”

      This was low…even for him.

      “It’s not like that,” he said defensively. “I let her talk to them, because I wanted to show her I had nothing to hide. When Kate mentioned you and I didn’t, you can guess how she reacted.

      Lexi couldn’t help nodding even though she knew that he couldn’t see her. She wouldn’t be happy. Any female would be unhappy with the description Kate had likely bestowed upon her. Knowing the way Kate felt about her, it probably went along the lines of temptress, devious, manipulative, conniving, two-faced whore.

      “So Kate told her what happened, which is how she got my name, but we were never, um…together.”

      “She doesn’t seem to care. She thinks that since I didn’t tell her about you, you must hold all the answers. So, I guess what I’m saying is that I need you, Lex,” he said, affectionately using her pet name. “I need you to meet Bekah and convince her I’m worth keeping around.”

      Lexi rolled her eyes to the ceiling in exasperation.

      “You’ve failed to explain how any of this is my problem,” she stated as firmly as possible. “It’s not like I can dash away from my busy schedule to take a wonderful jaunt in the park with you and your girlfriend, or fiancée-to-be, or whatever the hell she is. I have other things to do. I’m kind of busy.”

      She could practically feel him cringe through the phone. “I know you’re busy, but I thought that maybe since school wasn’t in session, you might be able to take some time off.”

      “Actually, I’m interning. I’ve been working my ass off all summer. I don’t even know if the firm would give me the time off,” she said.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize,” he said quietly. “I guess I’ll have to tell her you weren’t able to come. Let me know if you happen to change your mind. It really would help me out immensely.”

      Jack had a talent for making her feel bad about the decision she made, especially if it wasn’t directly in his best interest.

      “I’d really like to help,” she said, lying through her teeth. “There’s just no way that I can get the time off, and anyway I couldn’t afford the flight.”

      “I wouldn’t make you buy your own ticket,” he added hastily. “You would be doing me a huge favor. Of course, I would take care of you, uh, it…the ticket.”

      “Oh.”

      The last time she had seen him he was just out of college, poor, and practically starving for a job. Of course he would be doing significantly better financially two years later. Unlike her, sitting in a hundred thousand dollars of student loan debt with a year left in school.

      “I guess I’ll let you get back to your morning. Sorry for waking you up so early. You have my number now,” he said as if that solved all the issues. “You can call me if you want.”

      “Right. Okay. Thanks.”

      “Later.”

      “Bye.”

      She hung up the phone, closing it with brutal force. Somehow, she restrained herself from flinging the stupid thing across the room. She was so angry and worked up and also terrified he would never call again. Too many emotions were roiling through her body right now, so she did the first thing that came to mind. She added Jack’s name into her contacts.

      Despite the nagging urge to erase his number, all recollection of the phone call, and him.
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      Lexi ground her teeth in frustration. She couldn’t believe that after all of this time, this was why he was calling her. He called her, because he was in love with another woman.

      She shook her head hoping she could wake herself from this nightmare.

      When that didn’t work, she pushed herself off the ground, careful not to put too much weight on her sore toe, and stalked out of her bedroom into what only a resident of New York City would consider a living room.

      Dusty wood floors creaked as she walked to the kitchen to brew the pot of coffee she so desperately needed. After Lexi poured herself a mug, she leaned back against the cool counter and ran her fingers through her brown matted waves. Her laid back Saturday had gone from relaxing to a spastic panic attack in the span of a fifteen-minute phone call.

      She thought about it the whole time she drank her steaming coffee, took a quick shower, and slicked her long hair into a high ponytail. But still her mind wouldn’t shut up. So, she threw on a pair of Nike shorts, a flimsy black tank, and a pair of running shoes. Making her way back into the kitchen, she poured the remaining pot of coffee into a traveler’s mug and scribbled a quick note for her roommate since this was the one morning she had actually woken up before her.

      Lexi trekked on auto-pilot across town, haphazardly knocking into eager tourists staring skyward. She remembered being one of those clueless people when she had first arrived in town. Now, she could navigate the city nearly as well as any homegrown New Yorker, except for her best friend, Chyna.

      Who was precisely the person Lexi was after as she meandered down Park Avenue on the way to the Upper East Side. It always baffled her that her best friend was wealthier than she would likely be in her lifetime. But they got along, and Chyna didn’t seem to mind the financial discrepancy.

      Lexi and Chyna had met nearly two years ago, standing in line at a nightclub. Well, Lexi had been in line. Chyna absolutely refused to be subjected to waiting outside, when there was fun to be had on the inside. Lexi was next in line, wearing a scandalous outfit more fit for her home in Georgia than fall in York. She had been freezing her ass off for the past hour, when Chyna arrived at the front entrance, gliding out of an onyx Mercedes, and directly through the rope.

      Having seen one too many of these girls flounce into the club in front of her, Lexi began throwing a fit, yelling about another skanky whore taking her place inside. She didn’t even care that the bouncer looked like he was itching to kick her out of line.

      Surprisingly, Chyna stopped in her tracks, turned toward her, and asked her what she had said. Lexi repeated herself, smiling through chattering teeth the whole time. The bouncer’s eyes had bulged at her comments and tried to remove her from the line, but Chyna put her hand out, stopping him in his tracks. She then demanded he allow Lexi inside. Ever since that night, they had been all but inseparable.

      Lexi planted herself on the front steps of Chyna’s apartment building, smiling at the doorman. “You’re here early, Miss Lexi,” Bernard said, opening the door for her.

      “Yeah, I had a pretty shitty morning to be honest, Mr. B.”

      “I’m sure it was nothing you can’t handle,” he said with his ever-enthusiastic smile as she stepped across the threshold.

      “Thanks, but you give me too much credit,” she said. “Chyna upstairs?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Alone?” She threw the question over her shoulder.

      He smiled that all-knowing smile and winked at her. Lexi laughed, wondering if Chyna ever slept alone.

      Lexi took the elevator to the top floor, listening absentmindedly to the classical ballad playing through the speakers. After exiting, she located the door to Chyna’s apartment, slid the gold key into the lock, and twisted it. Swinging the door open, she smiled inwardly at the new renovations Chyna had effectuated into her foyer.

      Her taste was constantly changing, and with a trust fund hovering somewhere around the nine-digit range, why not adjust your life, home, and wardrobe whichever way the wind blew. In square feet, the living room alone was larger than Lexi’s entire residence. The pure white carpet was pristine. The only contrast to the white was the original oil paintings Chyna collected while traveling throughout Europe.

      Advancing across the room and through the arching hallway, Lexi made her way to Chyna’s bedroom. She cracked the door open and peered into the expansive space to see if Chyna did, in fact, have a companion in her king-sized, four-poster bed.

      “Chyna,” she whispered into the darkness. “Chyna. Wake up, chica.”

      A deliberate grunt sounded from the other end of the room. “Go away.”

      “Get your tiny ass out of bed! Is there someone in there with you? I’m not afraid to do jumping jacks on your five million thread count sheets,” she taunted with surprisingly more enthusiasm then she thought she was capable of that particular morning.

      “You wouldn’t,” a muffled cry emanated from the darkness.

      “Come on. How well do you know me?” Lexi questioned.

      The covers flew to the foot of the bed, and Chyna sat up grudgingly, swishing her glossy black hair over one shoulder. “All too well.”

      Lexi pursed her lips with envy as Chyna slung her long olive-toned legs over the edge of the bed and hopped down. With the genetics of an Italian supermodel, Chyna was enviable from head to toe. Chyna felt more comfortable sauntering around in skimpy lingerie than probably anyone else in existence. But why not? Her flawless complexion had never seen a blemish. Her large emerald eyes were almost always smoky and seductive. She was one-hundred percent her mother’s daughter in appearance, and her father in personality, which explained why she didn’t get along with either.

      When she was in high school, Chyna’s parents had made a public mess of their divorce, spreading their personal affairs all over the tabloids. Chyna had never known why they had gotten so angry with each other. She had known since she was ten years old that both of her parents were having affairs. But now, her father couldn’t look at her, and her mother couldn’t be around her.

      “What are you doing here so early? Unbelievable, Alexa,” she chided, using Lexi’s full name as always. “You know I need a minimum seven hours of beauty sleep or I look like shit all day. Do I look like I went to bed at midnight?”

      Lexi smiled at her. Chyna looked like she had never gotten less than seven hours of sleep in her life. “Oh wow, I’m sorry,” she said in mock repentance. “You look like an ugly old hag this morning. Perhaps you should sleep for another three hours.”

      “You’re right.” She nodded. “I’ve only been sleeping for four hours.”

      Lexi sighed dramatically. “The world will end.”

      Chyna poked Lexi’s shoulder playfully. “Shut up, you.”

      “Bernard mentioned there was someone with you?”

      “What do I pay him for anyway? I threw that boy out hours ago,” she said. “Now, what in the world are you doing here so early? Our hair appointment isn’t for a few more hours.”

      Lexi brushed the fly-aways behind her ear anxiously, a clear indicator of her anxiety.

      “Oh God, it’s a boy,” Chyna squealed in excitement. “Tell me everything!”

      Chyna always got excited when Lexi mentioned a new guy. Mostly, Lexi figured because it happened so infrequently. Every now and then, she would go out on dates with guys from class or someone Chyna recommended, but it never worked out. When it came to her luck with men, Lexi preferred to avoid the situation entirely.

      “Well, it’s kind of a strange story,” she began. Chyna nodded enthusiastically, bouncing on her toes in anticipation. “So, you remember Jack?”

      Chyna’s faced clouded over and a crease formed between her eyebrows. “Oh no, not him. Please tell me this has nothing to do with him.”

      “What’s wrong with him?” Lexi asked, strangely enough, finding herself getting defensive.

      “Alexa, Alexa,” she scolded, “do you not remember yourself after that boy left?”

      Lexi did remember. She could still feel it every time she thought about him. When she stumbled across a picture of them together or passed a particularly cozy looking coffee shop, she remembered it all like it was yesterday. Only in the past six months had a numbness started to take over that feeling. Sometimes it still hit her fresh nearly two years later. She was amazed she had turned him down over the phone. If he had called for anything else, she was certain she would have crumbled.

      “Yeah, I remember,” Lexi said softly.

      “Well, then, why would you bring him up?”

      “He called me.”

      “And?” Chyna asked with a look of firm protectiveness.

      Lexi sighed, and then quickly gave Chyna the run down on the mess Jack had gotten himself into and what he had requested of her. She forced all the words out in quick procession, not allowing Chyna to get in one word edge wise. When she finished, she breathed out heavily and looked up to find Chyna staring at her curiously.

      Somewhere throughout her story, Chyna’s features had changed, softened. Lexi wasn’t quite sure what it meant.

      “You turned him down?” she asked clearly surprised.

      “Yeah, I did. Aren’t you proud?”

      “I think you should do it,” she stated simply.

      “What?” Lexi asked, bursting from her comfortable lying position on the bed. “This morning is just nuts. Jack calls, and then you, of all people, tell me that I should go visit him and meet his fiancée?”

      “Fiancée-to-be,” Chyna quipped.

      “Whatever! Just explain this to me. Why should I go see him? Nothing good ever comes out of me being around him. I know this and you know this. The whole world should know this. Give me one good reason I should go see him.”

      “Closure.”

      “I don’t need closure,” Lexi stated stubbornly.

      “Come on. Honestly, Alexa. I’m not sure you have ever gotten over this guy. You need to move on, but how can you do that, when you’re still hung up on a guy you haven’t heard from in two years? Oh wait, you can’t! You need to go to Atlanta, meet this girl, tell her exactly how much of a scumbag Jack truly is, and then get the hell out of there!”

      Lexi hesitated and then nodded seeing her logic. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “No, I know I’m right,” Chyna said. She hopped off the bed and moseyed into her walk-in closet, as if that ended the discussion.

      Lexi stayed seated, considering Chyna’s argument. The girl had a point. After everything she had gone through with Jack, maybe this was exactly what she needed, even if it wasn’t necessarily what she wanted.

      Still undecided, Lexi joined Chyna in her closet. As Chyna chose something to wear, Lexi remained lost in her thoughts. She knew that Chyna’s statements made sense, but how could she ever face Jack? Once Lexi had realized who was on the line, she had nearly hyperventilated. How would she react when she saw him in person? She really didn’t know, but she didn’t think she could turn down the opportunity to see him either.

      “Okay, I’ll do it.”

      “I knew you had it in you,” Chyna said. “Now, go make that phone call while I fix my hair and makeup.”

      Lexi gulped. She had agreed to do it; now, she had to calm herself down enough to make the call. Her palms felt slick with sweat as she sat down at the mahogany writing desk and pulled her phone out of her black handbag.

      She worked up the courage to press the button, and then immediately hung up. Her hands were shaking so furiously, she nearly dropped the phone. Taking a few breaths to try to calm down, she punched the send button again. Listening as the phone rang twice nearly unnerved her, but then the line clicked over.

      “Lex,” Jack said surprised. “I didn’t expect to hear from you.”

      “You implied,” she began, her voice cracking slightly with the effort of staying calm, “that I could call you.”

      “Sure. I said you could call me. I just never thought you actually would.”

      “Yeah, I’m full of surprises.”

      “Always were,” he said quietly.

      Lexi sighed before venturing forward. “My internship ends in two weeks. I will probably be coming to Atlanta to see my parents after that. So, I guess, what I’m trying to say is that I’ll do it. I’ll come see you…and meet your girlfriend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          SEPTEMBER SIX YEARS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      When Lexi first arrived at her freshman dorm, her resident assistant called a hall meeting for all the freshman students where she distributed a directory listing local restaurants, clubs, bars, and an array of study nooks for the incoming freshman. Nearly every girl tossed the packet into the garbage as soon as they left the meeting, but Lexi held onto it, hoping it would come to good use in locating a perfect place to study. She investigated a handful of these locations but found them not to her tastes.

      When she finally stumbled upon one particular coffee shop near the end of the list, she instantly fell in love. The coffee shop itself was nothing spectacular. To be honest, it was on the small side, especially for a college town. But when she set foot in the dimly lit shop, the rich aroma of freshly ground coffee beans that enveloped her senses sold her. It was perfect!

      As the winter months gradually approached, a roaring fire crackled in a corner fireplace. Cushioned green lounge chairs and dilapidated couches were scattered haphazardly against the walls and surrounding the fireplace. On any given day, the tables were occupied by students and professors alike discussing anything from nuclear physics to Aristotelian philosophy to Freudian psychology.

      After Lexi spent a few late nights in this cozy nook, she laid claim to one of the tables facing the counter. She had chosen that particular table specifically for the instances when he was working.

      At first, she hadn’t even really noticed him. But the more time she spent there, the more often they crossed paths. And she couldn’t stop coming by, hoping to catch a glimpse of him. Her friends, who preferred to study at the university library, kept trying to rouse her from the coffee shop. None of them could understand why she would want to work in such a loud, crowded, poorly lit space with a feeble internet connection. When they asked her why she refused to leave, she gave them the excuse of enjoying the atmosphere, but they finally weaseled it out of her.

      Him.

      The next day after her secret was revealed, Lexi found herself sitting at her usual table with her friend, Olivia, for company.

      “Well, what do you think?” Lexi asked. She flipped through her introductory philosophy class notes, skimming through the most recent lecture on Empiricists.

      “You’re right. He is pretty hot,” Olivia confirmed. She ran her fingers through her bleached blonde pixie cut, letting the tiny strands of hair fall effortlessly back into place.

      “I meant about Locke.”

      “He’s dead right?” Olivia asked uninterested.

      Lexi rolled her eyes. “No, I mean…what’s his idea about knowledge?”

      “Honestly, I don’t care. I hate this stuff. I might drop the class altogether. I don’t get it,” Olivia said. She glanced back up at the guy working the counter. “Him, I can fully understand. You should give it a shot.”

      Lexi brushed her off, feeling the weight of her gaze uncomfortably. “No, what I need to shoot for is an A on this test.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes dramatically. “Whatever. You know you’re going to get an A, but don’t you want to at least meet him? Know his name?”

      It was Lexi’s turn to shrug. “Yeah, I guess,” she conceded.

      “Have you ever even had a boyfriend?” Olivia asked.

      “Of course I’ve had a boyfriend,” Lexi retorted defensively. “I’m just not looking for one now.”

      “I didn’t say you wanted or even needed a relationship. We’re freshman. We’re just supposed to have fun and make mistakes anyway. So you should at least meet him and hang out with him,” she uttered persuasively. Lexi shrugged noncommittally returning to her notes.

      After a pause, Olivia changed topics, “So, anyway, are you coming to Nick and Neal’s show tonight at The Theatre?”

      “Yeah, I should be there.”

      “Good. I’ve been helping them plan this for a month. I need as many people there as possible.”

      Lexi just nodded since she had heard this same rant nearly every day since Olivia had decided to become their publicist.

      “I’m going to get myself a drink from sexy Coffee Guy, and then, I’m going to head back to the dorm to get ready for tonight. You coming with?”

      “Nah, I’m going to finish here.” She gestured to her notebooks sprawled on the table. “But I’ll meet you later.”

      She watched Olivia slink over to the counter to get her coffee. Lexi quickly averted her eyes to avoid watching her friend shamelessly flirt with the guy she was interested in. She figured it didn’t really matter that much anyway. This guy was no one to her. He was just a pretty face in a sea of pretty faces. Or at least that’s what she tried to convince herself.
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      A few hours later, Lexi, Olivia, and fifteen other people they had managed to drag out of the dorms were casually standing in front of the stage at The Theatre waiting for Nick and Neal to begin their set. The Theatre was a large open space with couches positioned around the perimeter and for smaller shows, like tonight, on the main floor.

      As the time passed, the room gradually filled with regulars and other locals. Considering this was Nick and Neal’s first real performance, the crowd was relatively large. A unanimous bounce began as the throng of people fell into rhythm with the flow of the music that Nick was spinning, Neal’s original lyrics filling the room. Lexi sang along with some of the words she remembered from hanging out with them.

      “You’re not bad. Maybe you should show them how it’s done,” someone said to her.

      Lexi laughed out loud. She turned to address whoever had spoken to her and came face-to-face with him. She froze mid-laugh.

      “You think so?” she asked, trying to recover from her shock at seeing him here, standing next to her, talking to her.

      “Honestly, no,” he said with a sly smile.

      “Well, thanks. I’m very offended right now.” Lexi placed her hand over her wounded heart. “So, do I know you or do you always just insult people when you first meet them?”

      He bent down, so she was better able to hear him. He smelled heavenly. “I think you study at the coffee shop where I work.”

      She turned her head up to face him. His brown hair fell neatly across his eyes as he looked down at her. She had never noticed just how clear blue his eyes really were until they were set intently and solely on her.

      “I think you might be right,” she confirmed. She was having a hard time breathing with him looking at her so intently. She could practically feel the energy crackling between their bodies at his nearness. Trying to ease the sexual tension, she asked him, “Are you much into college boy rap?”

      His laugh was easy and sincere, and she loved the musicality of it. “No, not really, but this guy’s not bad. Is he a friend of yours?”

      “Yeah, he lives in my dorm.” She cringed, realizing she had given away her youth. She had no idea how old he was or whether he would consider a freshman to be worth his time.

      “Nice. Those guys over there.” He gestured with his thumb to three guys clustered behind him. “They lived on my hall last year in the dorms. Which one are you in?”

      Lexi let out the breath. “Um, Russell.”

      “That’s where we were,” he said. “Fifth floor east. You?”

      “Five north,” she told him. If she had only been a year older, she could have lived on the same hall as him for a year. Her head swam with the thought.

      “Small world.”

      “Yeah, it is. How exactly did you hear about the band? I mean, if you don’t really listen to the music.”

      He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a folded piece of purple paper. He opened it revealing the flyer Olivia had been relentlessly handing out for the past two weeks.

      “I believe a friend of yours gave this to me.” He pointed to Olivia over the crowd of people.

      That little devil. Olivia hadn’t been flirting with him, when she had gone to get her coffee earlier that afternoon. In fact, she had been helping Lexi, by convincing Coffee Guy to come here. “Well, yeah, that’s Olivia for you,” she said, shrugging. “Oh, I’m Lexi, by the way.”

      She extended her hand out to him.

      “Lexi, hmm, I like that,” he said. He took her outstretched hand. “Jack. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Silence fell between them as the show progressed. The hip-hop beats blaring in the background made it difficult to carry on a conversation. When the set was complete, the crowd filed outside for intermission, allowing the main act time to set-up on stage. She watched as some of her friends made their way to the back entrance to meet up with Nick and Neal. Lexi waited awkwardly with Jack at the front of the building.

      A few seconds later, Olivia exited through the doors. She bounded up to them humming one of the songs she preferred.

      “Hey, sweetie.” Olivia kissed Lexi on the cheek. Her eyes were glazed over, and she smelled strongly of beer and secondhand smoke. Before Lexi had a chance to respond, she stumbled along after the rest of the group.

      “I guess she’s a bit drunk,” Lexi said.

      “A bit?” he questioned with a smirk. “Hold on one second.” He directed his attention on his friends hovering behind him. “Hey guys, I’ll meet you at Chamber. I think Chasity said she was working.”

      Nodding, the three guys disappeared down the street leaving Jack and Lexi alone.

      “I’m not sure what my friends are doing,” she said. The group she had arrived with were stumbling around outside with Nick and Neal at the center. “But by the look of things, I’m going to have to carry half of them home.” At only a couple inches over five feet, that really would be a feat. “I should go catch up with them before they get into any trouble.”

      “My friends are probably lost without me too,” he said.

      “Are you working tomorrow?” she asked, not anxious to leave his presence.

      “Are you studying tomorrow?” he countered flirtatiously.

      “Yeah,” she confirmed. “Definitely.”

      “Then, I should be there.”

      She stood with him another second taking in his near flawless appearance. The dark snug-fit jeans, a black button-up rolled to his elbows, and worn navy Chuck Taylors. He was taller than her by a lot with a well-toned muscular physique. She figured she wouldn’t be able to reach his lips if she stood on her tip-toes, but he was strong enough to pick her up to them. Quickly pushing the idea out of her mind, she snapped herself back to reality.

      “Guess I’ll see you there.”

      “Sounds good,” he said.

      She turned and began to walk down the alleyway toward her friends. After a few steps, Jack called out to her and jogged toward her. She turned on her high heels in surprise.

      “I know you have to study tomorrow, but what are you doing Friday?”

      She paused, giving enough time to make it seem like she was considering her schedule. “I don’t have any plans.”

      “Do you want to hang out?”

      She nodded giddily. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      Friday night, Lexi found herself pacing her tiny dorm room, twining her dark curls around her fingers. The room was nothing special, but she and Jennifer made it look the best they could with the space provided.

      Two beds were lofted on opposite sides of the room. Lexi’s side of the room was covered in red-and-black Georgia stuff along with a selection of her favorite books and textbooks. Jennifer’s side was hot pink and lined with sorority initiation paraphernalia that made Lexi roll her eyes every time she glanced over there.

      “Jen, do I look okay?”

      Jennifer gave her a once-over. Lexi wore black, slightly-worn, skinny jeans, a pale green camisole with lace-trim, and black thong sandals that tied around her ankle. Her hair was pulled up into a high ponytail with the dark bouncing curls streaming out of the rubber band.

      “Hmm,” Jennifer murmured. She tilted her head to the side, before turning back to her Latin homework spread out across the futon.

      Lexi placed her hands on her hip exasperated. “What does hmm mean?”

      Jennifer shrugged. “You should probably pull your hair down, run a straightener through it, and put on a cute dress.” She hadn’t even glanced up from her five-subject notebook. “I have this perfect purple ensemble that will do wonders to detract from your plain brown eyes.”

      Lexi was used to this behavior. Jennifer was remarkably honest, to a fault. But she was also incredibly judgmental, which made her blatant honesty not as flattering.

      “I think we’re going to be outside though.” She faced the full-length mirror, hanging on the back of their door.

      “It’s like seventy degrees outside,” Jennifer said. Her gum smacked against the roof of her mouth as she spoke. “You can still wear a dress.”

      Jennifer thought everyone should wear a dress, all the time, for every occasion, even when it was freezing. She was even lounging in a dress while studying Latin.

      Both her parents came from old southern money dating back pre-Civil War. The Country Club, where they resided, played host to a number of stars. She had once complained about missing Halloween away from home, because that year a certain male rapper had actually answered the door to pass out candy.

      “Well, it could be colder tonight,” Lexi grumbled. “I’m going to go. Have fun studying.”

      Lexi darted down the hall as her phone trilled inside her purse. Opening the cold metal clasp, she retrieved the cell and answered, “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s Jack. Do you want me to come upstairs?”

      “No point in making you try to get past security. I’ll be right down.”

      Lexi scrambled down four flights of stairs, making it to the landing before the elevator dinged. Racing down the steep hill that led to the street below, Lexi saw his little silver sports car waiting with the hazard lights on. She opened the door and slid smoothly onto the black leather seat. He let off the clutch and slung the car into gear as soon as he heard the latch click.

      “So, where are we going?” she asked.

      “It’s a surprise,” he said, shifting gears as they picked up speed.

      “Hmm…I like surprises.”

      “I thought you might.” He glanced at her briefly before turning left.

      Lexi hadn’t been sure whether or not to treat this as if it were a date. He had asked her out, but when they talked on the phone, he had acted as if it was no big deal. She didn’t care to agonize over it though. One step at a time.

      As Jack drove them away from the center of town, John Mayer’s acoustic cover of Free Fallin’ filled the silence. Jack tapped his fingers against the steering wheel in time with the guitar chords.

      “Do you play,” she asked, watching how well his fingers moved.

      “A little,” he said with a sexy smirk.

      “Oh, yeah? What instruments?”

      “Just guitar, bass, piano, saxophone, and some drums, but I’m really rusty.”

      “Jesus! All I can do is sing.”

      “Oh, and I sing.” He smirked as he hit the brake at a red light.

      “Well, don’t you seem to be good at everything.”

      “You just wait and see.”

      “I look forward to it.” She giggled turning back to the road.

      Something about Jack seemed to just fit. The flirting, the desirous looks, the uncomplicated conversation was all so easy between them.

      When they turned onto a stretch of university property that until now had been empty fields, Lexi’s eyes widened. A bright twirling Ferris wheel had been erected in the center of the field with an array of carnival rides and booths displayed around the centerpiece.

      “I didn’t know a carnival was coming through town!”

      “One night only,” he said. “The university sets up celebrations like this throughout the year. Since you’re new, I thought, I’d take you to the first one of the year.”

      A plump older man in an orange vest, holding a light stick, directed them into a makeshift parking spot on the lawn.

      The couple trekked across the muddy terrain toward the vinyl ticket booth. Handing over their student ID cards, the student association representative scanned their cards and then let them pass.

      “Have a good time and don’t forget to grab a complimentary t-shirt on your way out.” She gestured to a display of boxes containing hundreds of bright green tees.

      Jack grabbed Lexi’s arm and racing through the entrance. They made it only a dozen feet before unexpectedly running into Jack’s roommates, Seth, Luke, and Michael, who were with two of their other friends, Clark and Hunter. Each looked more excited than the next. Between them, they were counting out what looked like several hundred orange paper tickets like little kids in Chuck E. Cheese.

      Seth snatched up a handful out of Clark’s palm and deposited them in his pocket.

      “Hey, what the fuck are you doing?” Clark cried. He launched himself at Seth.

      Seth chuckled, as he sidestepped Clark’s advances. “You don’t need all of those.”

      “You took all of my goddamn tickets, jackass.” Clark grabbed at Seth’s pocket, as the rest of the guys burst out laughing.

      Seth threw his hands up. “Jeez, Clark, you’re very forward. I feel like we’ve just met. At least take me to dinner first.”

      “Ha. Ha,” Clark said sarcastically. He returned his tickets to his own pocket.

      “Hey guys,” Jack said. “Not sure if you’ve met already, but this is Lexi.”

      The guys gave their names and nodded hellos. And that easily, she was one of them.

      “Let’s hit the Bumper Cars before the line wraps around the park,” Seth said.

      “Bumper Cars? No way. I’m never riding Bumper Cars with you assholes again. Y’all gang up on me every time,” Luke complained. “Can we just do something like the Scrambler?”

      Seth rolled his eyes. “Fuck off, Luke. We would never pick on you. How old do you think we are?”

      This coming from the guy who just snagged someone else’s tickets.

      After finally convincing Luke to join them, the group moved over to get into line for the Bumper Cars. Jack sidled up to Lexi.

      “We actually do gang up on Luke,” he whispered in her ear. “Better make sure you join in on the fun. His reaction will be well worth it.”

      Of course, he was right. Luke instantly began pummeling anything he could get his hands on, even knocking over a tiny blonde in his angst. His friends’ laughter only egged him on further.

      Jack slung his arm across Lexi’s shoulders as they doubled over in a fit of giggles. “I cannot believe him,” she said, wiping away tears of laughter.

      “He is a riot,” Jack confirmed. They watched Luke try to take a swing on Seth, who ducked under his half-hearted blow easily. “Why don’t we get you something to rot your teeth.”

      He pulled her away from his friends who had begun to brawl outside of the Bumper Cars and directing them toward the cotton candy machine.

      “That sounds good.”

      “So, tell me, Lex. What do you normally do on Friday nights?”

      She shrugged. “I hang out with my roommate or Olivia, go downtown, see movies, game nights, dinners, fraternity parties.”

      “Cool. I like to do all of those things,” he said with an easy-going smile.

      “Fraternity parties?” she questioned raising an eyebrow.

      “Mike’s in a fraternity. So, yes, even fraternity parties. Probably not as often as my freshman year though.”

      Lexi snatched a piece of the sweet pink cloud and stuck it in her mouth as they walked toward the Ferris wheel. The sticky goodness dissolved almost instantly, leaving a trail of sugar across her lips. Jack’s eyes had zeroed in on the traces of the candy still on her lips. She licked them experimentally.

      “You’re such a mess.”

      He indicated where she had missed a spot. His eyes gave away other thoughts. She wiped off the rest of the sugar and followed him into the Ferris wheel line.

      “What’s your major?” he asked.

      “As of today, I’m undecided.”

      “An indecisive one, I like it.”

      “I’m not indecisive. Just open minded.”

      “Same thing.”

      “Well, what’s your major, Mr. Decisive.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not decisive, just practical. I’m Pre-Business, likely going the accounting route. Not so sure though.”

      Lexi wrinkled her nose. “Ew. I’ll forestall practical. Thank you very much.”

      His laugh boomed out of him. “Yeah, it’s what I’m good at.”

      “At least there are a lot of jobs out there for you. Not much a person can do while being undecided, and what I really want to do, has only a few more jobs than that.”

      “And, what is that? What do you really want to do?” he asked, giving her a very serious meaningful look.

      “Gymnastics.”

      Her eyes glazed over at the thought of being able to fly through the air, jumping effortlessly from a spring board, weather-worn calluses coating her hands from the uneven bars.

      “That’s awesome. Have you talked to the Gymnastics Team here? If you like it so much, you should try out.”

      She shook herself out of her cloudy visions. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “You don’t try out for the Gymnastics Team. They’re amazing. If they don’t recruit you, then you have no chance. No walk-ons. Nothing.”

      “How do you know that? Were you recruited?”

      “No, I wasn’t,” she said a bit sharper than she had intended.

      “Oh, well, I know one of the gymnasts. I bet she could talk to the coach. Even if you can’t be on the team, you could probably practice with them.”

      The look she gave to him was as if she were approaching a Martian.

      “Okay, maybe not,” he said.

      “Even if I could get to talk with the coach, there would be no way she would let me practice with them.”

      “Never know until you try. Here we are.”

      Jack handed the man four orange tickets, and ushered Lexi into a big swinging yellow bucket with the number twenty-five plastered against the back.

      When the machine cranked them around in an endless circle, Lexi felt weightless. They rotated three or four times, Jack shaking their bucket back and forth until he rattled the whole ride. The girl in front of them threatened him the whole time.

      “Calm down,” she said, putting her hand on his knee. “We don’t want to get kicked off.”

      “I know the guy who’s running it. No way we’ll get kicked off.” Still, he threw his arm across the back of the bucket seat and stopped.

      As they made their final rotation, the ride crawled to a stop leaving Jack and Lexi on the very top of the ride, looking out across the open fields. Jack’s arm fell from the seat back and landed gingerly across her shoulders. She allowed him to pull her into him, her head falling into place between his shoulder and neck. She sighed contentedly, gazing out across the night sky filled with twinkling white stars burning in the distance.

      They spent the next several hours perusing the carnival life. He even won her a huge teddy bear from a darts game. She held it tightly as they made their way toward the exit with the rest of the crowd. An associate stuffed two green t-shirts in their hands as they stepped across the field.

      The distance back to the dorm felt like only seconds compared to earlier in the evening. Jack skidded to a halt in front of the hill that led up to the dorm entrance.

      “Do you want me to park and walk you up?” he asked turning his warning blinkers on again.

      “No, not necessary. Thanks.” She grabbed her purse from the floor and raised it to her shoulder. With shirt and bear in hand, she popped the door open.

      “Hey, wait,” he said.

      He threw the car in park and darted around to the other side. He reached her, immediately pulling her into him. She slid her arms up around his neck feeling him press up against her. He picked her up, letting her legs dangle.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I couldn’t leave without a hug,” he said, squeezing her a little tighter.

      “Oh no,” she breathed, “I don’t mind at all.”

      Jack placed her back on her feet, and she stared dreamily up into his eyes. He bent down planting a light kiss on her cheek before straightening up once again and making his way back to the driver’s side. Lexi waved as he barreled down the road, leaving her standing there breathless.

      It had definitely been a date.
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      The next few weeks went by in a blur. Lexi and Jack were together as much as humanly possible. When he was working at the coffee shop, she could be found studying across from his counter. When her classes let out, he was waiting for her outside the old brick building with a steaming cup of her favorite brew and a slice of pound cake. She became a regular in their household, staying up late into the night playing video games. His roommates didn’t mind her coming over, because they loved the look on Luke’s face, when she kicked his ass at Mario Kart.

      The only time they didn’t spend together was football games. Olivia’s legacy went back several generations, and Lexi usually followed her to their tailgate spot on North Campus, along with the rest of their friends. Jack typically had a space reserved with his buddies on East Campus. Since he was from Savannah, he tended to return there during away games, and Lexi found that she missed him more than she was willing to admit.

      That’s how she ended up designating Sundays as movie night.

      As she walked through his door, on this particular Sunday night, Jack pulled Lexi into an easy hug. She snuggled up into his sweater, inhaling the familiar smell of his cologne, as it lingered on his skin and in his clothes.

      “This weekend seemed to drag on forever,” Lexi whispered.

      “I know. I missed you too,” he said. He directed her toward the couch. When he looked at her again, he said, “You’re beautiful.”

      A smile stretched across her face. “Thank you. You don’t look too bad yourself.”

      She knocked her hip against his before sinking into the brown suede couch. He landed next to her. Throwing her dark chocolate boat shoes onto the carpet, she stretched her legs out crossing them on the coffee table.

      “So, what are we watching tonight?” she asked.

      Before he had a chance to answer her, his phone buzzed on the table. Attempting to be courteous, Lexi reached forward to hand it to him, but he was too quick. He eagerly snatched it up off the table and stood to read the name. After a brief pause, he silenced it.

      “I’ll call them back,” he said.

      He sank back into his place at her side. Then, he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her into his lap, burying his head into her hair.

      “You smell like Heaven.”

      She giggled, smacking his hand playfully. “I showered before I came over.”

      “Well…that’s a nice change.”

      She smacked him harder this time, pushing at one of his arms that was holding her tightly in place. “Stop sniffing me like a dog.”

      “Then stop smelling so damn good,” he said, breathing her.

      His face was so close to her body that she could almost feel his lips against her bare neck. She stopped struggling and tuned into how her body was reacting to him. Her breathing had quickened, and her body was warm all over. His nose brushed lightly against her ear. She shivered, as goose bumps broke out across her arms and down her back at his touch. He didn’t let her go, and he didn’t back off. This was new, and she liked it.

      “God, I want you, Lex,” he said.

      He ran a line of kisses down her exposed jaw line.

      Lexi’s closed her eyes. As his kisses intensified, moving from her jaw to her ear and then down her neck, she sighed heavily, cocking her head back to allow him easier access. He laid her gently back against the couch, moving his body so that it was hovering just above her with one leg positioned between hers. Their eyes met briefly before his mouth went from one cheek to another experimentally. She sighed as he inched closer to her wet, trembling lips. She let loose a moan as he pushed himself against her.

      She laced her fingers through his hair and gazed up into his crystal clear blue eyes, practically begging him to continue. He leaned forward to meet her lips. She sighed happily waiting for that moment, but it never came. Instead, his phone buzzed noisily in his pocket. His attention wavered, and he pulled back from her.

      “Don’t stop,” she urged him. “You can call them back.”

      The limbo he left her in was torturous. Her desire for him was overflowing, and they had yet to even kiss.

      He smiled at her lovingly and kissed her cheek, before moving from his position on top of her. Fishing the phone out of his pocket, he took a look at the name, and once again silenced it.

      “You’re right. I can just call them back.”

      He hopped off the couch and quickly scooped her up into his arms. Lexi laughed unexpectedly, as he effortlessly carried her into his room, kicking the door open with his foot. She fell back against the navy blue comforter, her shirt sliding up nearly to her chest. She stretched languidly, allowing him a full view of her lean, muscled body.

      He crawled from the foot of the bed up to her abdomen and left one lone kiss next to her bellybutton. His hands raked the bare skin, traveling upward from there. Sighing contentedly, his lips landed back on her neck. He darted his tongue against her tender skin, making her writhe.

      “Oh, Jack,” she breathed.

      Bringing his head up to look at her, she noticed his breath was coming in short puffs. She teasingly wiggled her hips from side-to-side and then in small circles, watching as he groaned on top of her.

      “You’re so mean.”

      “Really? I thought I was being really nice,” she replied, twirling her hips in a figure eight.

      “A little too nice.” He sighed closing his eyes as she ran her tongue along his earlobe. “You’ve found my weakness.”

      He grabbed her arms in his hands and pushed them above her head, forcing her back against the bed.

      “Well, if I found your weakness, then you shouldn’t push me away.”

      “I don’t want to push you away, but I’m going to take advantage of you, if you keep doing that,” he said, rolling over to the other side of the bed.

      Lexi flipped her leg as he rolled, straddling his body. “I haven’t even gotten a kiss. So, I don’t feel as if I’m in much danger of being taken advantage of.”

      “You are the most amazing girl I’ve ever met.”

      He brushed his fingers across her cheek.

      Her lips landed lightly on his and instantly, knew she wanted more. Just as he began to react, his pocket vibrated, making Lexi jump backward in exasperation. He swore under his breath.

      “I’ll be right back,” he grumbled. Then, he yanked out the phone, casually adjusted his erection, and exited the room.

      Falling back against the bed, she sighed heavily. She couldn’t tell if she was being too forward. Even though they had only been hanging out for a couple of weeks, she could tell he was really into her. She was unbelievably ready for his lips to be on her.

      Normally, when she was in this position, guys were absolutely dying to get in her pants. Jack clearly wanted to kiss her…do more than kiss her. But he hadn’t even tried. She respected that he respected her, but enough was enough. She yanked her shirt back into place and sat up straight-backed against the black headboard, folding her arms across her knees.

      “Sorry about that,” he apologized, as he came around the corner, scratching the back of his head.

      “It’s all right.” Her smile had lost its fire. “How about that movie?”

      They retreated back to the living room. Both attempted to forget that they had been so close to ravishing each other’s bodies only a few short minutes earlier.
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      As time went by, their encounters continued, each with as much or more intensity as the last. Then, they would stop, always just a little bit farther than the last time.

      He captivated her thoughts and was even beginning to make his way into her dreams. The previous night, her dream had felt so real. When she had woken up to find herself in her dorm room, rather than wrapped in Jack’s arms, she had been so frustrated she had actually woken Jennifer up. It was safe to say, neither girl had been pleased.

      The next day, Lexi forced herself to survive her three classes, before driving over to Jack’s house. She knew that he had the day off and was anxious to see him. After the exceedingly vivid dream, she could hardly concentrate without images of him pressed against her entering her mind.

      She knocked on the door to announce her presence and then pushed it open without waiting for a response. Jack stood in the living room on his cell phone. He glanced over at the door and held up a finger, as if to tell her he would just be a minute. He moved into the bedroom and closed the door. So, she sat down on the couch to wait.

      Jack wandered into the room a few minutes later, and she eagerly hopped up from her seat to greet him. The smile he returned to her was weak and he held up his hand.

      “Lexi.” He said her name as if reprimanding her.

      She looked at him concerned, her eyebrows furrowed in confusion.

      “Sorry,” she said. She didn’t know why she was sorry just that he was off somehow.

      “No, Lex, it’s fine. I just need to talk to you about some stuff.” He averted his.

      Lexi took a good look at him. Large black circles ringed his eyes, as if he hadn’t slept the night before…for several days even. His clothes, which were normally in pristine condition, hung off him, wrought with wrinkles. He hadn’t even given her a hug, when she had walked in. Something serious was going on.

      “Oh, okay. Well, go ahead. I’m all ears.”

      He sighed heavily, finally meeting her eyes. “I have a girlfriend.”

      “You, what?” she practically screamed at him.

      His head fell to his chest and he wouldn’t meet her gaze.

      “She doesn’t live here. That’s how you haven’t come across her. We’ve been dating since high school.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Tears unintentionally sprang to her eyes. “How can you stand there and tell me that everything we have is a lie?”

      She pushed past him and into the kitchen, running her hands against the sides of the cool countertop in an attempt to calm herself. It didn’t work.

      “It’s not a lie.”

      She glared at him fiercely, her jaw locked tight.

      “How?” Lexi asked through her teeth, smacking the countertop with the palms of her hands.

      “Lex, I can explain.”

      “Oh, can you?” she asked. “How can you possibly explain?”

      He paused, achingly watching the tears stream down her cheeks. “Look, I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, you’re sorry?” she retorted, throwing her hands in the air. “What good does that do? How does this solve anything? I don’t need your apology, and anyway you still haven’t given me an explanation. You said you could explain. Well, try. Please, try to explain to me how any of this can possibly be okay. How could you lie and deceive me like this? All those things that you said. God, did you mean anything you said?”

      “Please, don’t cry. We weren’t even really together.”

      She shot him a look of death. He threw his hands up in defense.

      “I know we spent a lot of time together.”

      “Enough time that the fact that you had a girlfriend might have come up, don’t you think?”

      “Yes. I wanted to tell you so many times.”

      “Don’t give me that bullshit, Jack. If you wanted to tell me, then you would have. Obviously, you didn’t want me to know. You wanted to double dip.”

      “Oh, stop with that,” he said, taking her shoulders in his hands. “I stopped what we were doing before anything serious happened.”

      “Before anything serious happened. Really? Are you serious?”

      “Lex…I…”

      She cut him off, not really wanting to hear his definition of what serious was.

      “Is that what all those phone calls were? All those weekends at home? You were visiting your…girlfriend.” He nodded solemnly. “You let me go through all of this, let me feel like we were working toward something, while the whole time you were parading around with your girlfriend? What kind of person does that?”

      “Lexi, please.”

      She couldn’t listen to him pleading with her. She just couldn’t do it.

      Suddenly, her voice shifted from despair to anger. “So, tell me, what did your girlfriend say when you told her that you had let some other girl sleep in your bed? What did she say when you told her that you would trail kisses across that same girl’s face and down her neck with countless promises for more? Hmm? What did she say when you told her how beautiful you thought I was, and how much you had never met any other girl as amazing as me? Was she happy? Wait, let me guess, you didn’t tell her. Of course not, because had you told her, then she would be the one crying right now. Not me.”

      Jack brushed his hair back from his eyes and paced away from her. “Please, Lexi, God, I didn’t want this to happen.”

      “You didn’t want this to happen?” Lexi asked in disbelief. “God, are you blind? Why did you even ask me out in the first place, if you were so set on not letting this happen? You didn’t have to. I was walking away. You could have and should have just left it at that. Just answer me that, since you can’t seem to answer anything else.”

      “I hesitated. I wasn’t going to ask you out, but I thought that I could hold you back. That we could just be friends and maybe, you could even meet Danielle. Then we started hanging out, and I was in deep over my head. You were…are,” he corrected himself, “amazing. I didn’t want to stop what we had, and I never wanted to hurt you like this. But, by the time I realized I should tell you about Danielle, it was too late.”

      “You’re right. It is too late. Good-bye, Jack.” She shoved him against the pantry door and marched toward the exit.

      “Lexi,” he called, rushing after her. He latched on to her elbow and spun her around. “I told you, because I want us to still be friends. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      She struggled to yank her arm free, but he held on tight, not letting her loose. “Don’t feed me that. Let me go.”

      He ignored her. “I’m not feeding you anything. The time isn’t right for us, but I don’t think that means there won’t be a time for us. Please, Lex.”

      “You tell me you have a girlfriend. A serious girlfriend, of what, two or three years?” He nodded. “Then you tell me that the time isn’t right for us, but you think you might want to be with me in the future? How can you even ask that of me? How much more selfish and pigheaded can you possibly act?”

      He winced. “I’m not asking for you to wait for me.”

      “Good, because that’s never happening,” she said.

      He forged onward. “I just mean, don’t give up on this. We haven’t even begun, and I don’t want us to be over.”

      “You’re right. We haven’t begun, and we never will. Thank God, this was over before I let you fool me any longer, before I actually acquired feelings for you.”

      He winced again. She said these things just to hurt him now, and it worked.

      “Now, let. Me. Go.”

      He finally released her.

      “I really am sorry, Lex.”

      “Save it,” she said. “Just do me one thing, Jack.”

      She yanked open the front door.

      “Anything,” he volunteered eagerly.

      “Don’t you dare ever lie to me again,” she said as she slammed the door behind her.
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      Open the door.

      Don’t open the door.

      Open the door.

      Lexi held the silver doorknob in her palm, indecision distorting her features. The lock had already been clicked to an open status with the metal key still sticking out from the hole. Her bright purple luggage lay against the blue and cream patterned carpet. She had made it this far. There was no turning back. Taking a deep breath, Lexi twisted the handle and shoved the door open to Jack’s apartment in Atlanta.

      Lexi hoisted her carry-on bag to her shoulder and threw her purse on top of it. She pushed her rolling suitcase through the open door and into the living room. She recognized the brown suede furniture he had owned in college. The furniture faced a mounted flat screen with several video game consoles underneath and surround sound hooked into a killer receiver. An assortment of vinyl records covered one wall with an original copy of the Beatles White album proudly showcased at the center. Glass sliding doors opened to a balcony overlooking the Atlanta skyline.

      Lexi left her bags by the loveseat and ventured down the hallway. The first door was a large master suite. Each piece of furniture was in pristine condition and appeared as if it had been directly relocated from an Ashley’s Furniture store.

      She paused in the doorway. She didn’t want to overstep her bounds, and being in his room made her feel as if she might be invading Jack’s privacy.

      Quickly closing the door, she turned and faced the one across the hall. She assumed this would be the guest bedroom Jack had mentioned. Her breath caught at the sight as she passed through the frame. She felt as if she had traveled through time. The room was laid out in exact replication of his college apartment. Memories flooded her vision, and she took a steadying breath. She wasn’t sure if she enjoyed having memories rush her mind about that room…that bed.

      She retrieved her luggage, and distributed it in the bedroom, and then quickly stripped down into a red satin tank top and black sleeping shorts.

      Despite the fact that she had taken a late flight into the city and had worked for nearly fifteen straight hours the day before, Lexi couldn’t even imagine falling asleep yet. Jack was away on business until the next morning and had offered her his guest bedroom. She had been wary at first, even more wary now that she was actually situated in his apartment with all the familiar sights and smells surrounding her. However, with the alternative of driving forty-five minutes out of town to stay at her parents, the convenience of the arrangement had won her over in the end.

      Lexi grabbed her cell and dialed Chyna’s number. “Hola chica.”

      She made her way back to the kitchen to search for something to get her mind off the fact that she was in Jack’s apartment. Rummaging through his cabinets, she zeroed in on the box of snack bites. After fishing out a pack, she pulled out a Coke from the refrigerator and set it on the counter.

      “Alexa!” Chyna yelled over the blaring background noise.

      “Where are you?”

      “What?” Chyna screamed into the phone.

      “Chyna, where are you?”

      “Hold on. Gimme a second.”

      Lexi pulled the phone from her ear to cancel out the obnoxious techno vibes blasting through the wireless. A short minute later, the noise started to fade. Then, it turned into just a buzz in the background.

      “Alexa, I’m so sorry,” she slurred slightly, clearly inebriated.

      Lexi laughed. “You’re drunk.”

      “Psh, I’m just a little tipsy. It’s my natural state of being, but you know that. What’s up?”

      “Just wanted some other human being to know that I landed fine.”

      “Oh fantastic,” she said, another giggle filtering through the line.

      “You don’t sound concerned,” Lexi said.

      “Why would I be concerned? Flying is way safer than driving,” she said nonchalantly. “Stop, stop.” She was obviously flirting with some guy.

      “Do I know your man of choice for tonight?” Lexi asked. She popped open the soda and took a long swig.

      “I have no idea what you are talking about,” she feigned innocence.

      “Sure. Right.”

      “Oh…”

      “Are you moaning into the phone? Are you fucking serious, Chyna? Can you chill out for one second to talk to your best friend, who just traveled a thousand miles away from home?”

      “You’re from Atlanta, so it’s like going to your home away from home. So…no, I’m not concerned.”

      Lexi heard her shoo her boy nonetheless.

      “I’m locked up in my sorta-non-ex-boyfriend’s apartment, and you’re not concerned?”

      “Is that how you refer to me?” a voice questioned from behind her.

      Lexi whipped around in surprise. Her mouth dropped open. The phone slipped from her hand, hitting the tile floor with a sickening crunch and the case came apart in pieces.

      “Jack.”
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