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      Lexi

      

      Dan's voice fills the air of my car when he finally answers the phone. “Hello, DC Trinkets and Things. Dan speaking, how can I help you?”

      Chuckling at his phone voice, I tease, “Hey, Dan. Geez, took you long enough to answer. What are you and Taylor doing over there? Hooking up in the back room again?”

      He laughs, both of us remembering back to the early days of their relationship. “Unfortunately not. It’s inventory day. You know, my favorite thing in the world.”

      I laugh as I remember back in the day when I would often help him and Taylor do inventory. It was always a struggle getting Dan to focus while the rest of us did all the work. Some things never change.

      “I'm about 10 minutes outside of Blackberry Falls. Should I come to the shop then instead of heading to your place?” I can’t stop the smile that forms when I pass a couple kids riding on dirt bikes. It’s been years since I visited, preferring to stay in the bustle of Calgary, but there’s something nice about coming back to the place I called home for seven years.

      “Yeah, we're gonna be here for about another hour. We have to get this done before we can leave, you know how Taylor gets.”

      I hear an indignant “Hey!” in the background.

      “After, why don't we head to the diner, and we'll have dinner before heading to our place. Is there anything that you need to do before you head over, or will we see you shortly?”

      “I'm gonna head right your way. I want to see you first. I can catch up with everybody else later.”

      Just as we're about to end the call, my car starts sputtering, the engine shutting off.

      “Oh my God, what is happening? This car is practically new.” My voice rises an octave as I roll it to the shoulder before throwing it in park.

      Dan's voice is concerned. “What's going on?”

      “My car. It just quit. It died. I barely made it to the side of the road. Can you please come and get me?”

      Dan pauses. “Lexi, you know that I would, but I really can't leave the shop right now. Are you able to call the garage for a tow? I doubt there’s anything I can do anyway.”

      With a sigh, I agree and hang up the phone. Popping the hood, I get out and start searching online what it could be. Maybe I missed putting in some kind of fluid or something. I'm not used to having to deal with this, but I'm trying to be more independent dealing with these things on my own rather than always relying on everybody else. I've always had a boyfriend or my brother or a guy friend or my dad to find somebody to fix it for me or to fix it for me themselves. This is the first car I’ve had to deal with entirely on my own.

      “If I can run a successful marketing company, I can deal with some car trouble,” I mutter to myself.

      A dark SUV pulls up in front of me, its hazard lights blinking on.

      Oh great. Now I'm going to die. Or get kidnapped and sex trafficked. My mind swirls at all the different possibilities, every worst-case scenario beating out the last.

      Sliding my hand in my pocket, I position the key between my fingers and turn to face the vehicle. The door opens and a male head pops out. Oh great, I’m going to be taken in broad daylight.

      I can't see his face, but the person is tall, taller than the SUV, and I can see dark blond hair that looks like its had fingers running through it. As the person comes around the car and I see him for the first time, my heart stops.

      It’s like the entire world has frozen and then my heart is pounding in my chest so hard, I’m positive it would jump out if it could.

      “Theo.” My voice is incredulous.

      I can't believe it. The man who my heart has been pining for, the man whose heart broke alongside mine when we had to say goodbye five years ago, is standing in front of me. There’s a part of my brain that wonders if I’m seeing things as a way for self-preservation. I pinch my thigh, the pain sharp.

      He’s real.

      “I thought you were in Peru. Or was it Brazil?” My voice sounds weird in my head as we stare at each other. The urge to leap into his arms is strong, instead, I wrap my arms around myself. I've lost track of all the different places that I'd heard he'd been until I finally had to delete all my social media accounts because it hurt too much, waiting to see if he would move on.

      Not that I'm one to talk. I've dated a few men since we ended things, but none of them went anywhere. They just couldn't compare to the love that Theo and I had shared together.

      “Lexi.” His voice has the same shocked tone that mine does, his eyes widening as he takes me in.

      The ache in my chest feels the same as it did five years ago when we said goodbye. The soft cracking as I realized the life I dreamed of wouldn’t come to fruition. But now he’s here, standing in front of me, and I don’t know what to do. Five years is a long time, but it doesn’t feel like anything has changed as we stare at each other.

      “Are you okay?” He finally looks past me to the open hood of my car.

      “My car just quit. The engine died and I barely made it to the shoulder. I'm glad that you’re the one who stopped and not someone to kidnap and murder me.” I try to joke, but the words sound hollow.

      He chuckles, glancing at the engine and the open web browser on my phone in my hand.

      The smile that fills his face is one I’ve dreamt about every night. “I think we better call the garage. Why don't I take you there? We can arrange for a tow.”

      Nodding, I close the hood and grab my stuff from my car before locking the doors. I don't want to leave it on the side of the road full of temptation for anyone that may stop.

      Theo loads my bags into the back of his SUV before opening the door for me and helping me in. His touch sends heat coursing through my body, the attraction that we shared not diminished with five years of absence.

      I think back to the day he first left to be part of Vets Without Borders traveling to South America. We tried to make long distance work, but when they extended his contract to three years he flew up to see me. I couldn't go down there with him, tagging along as he worked with families who needed the help. My marketing business was just getting off the ground and things were picking up.

      We decided to end things, lovingly and amicably. It was the hardest thing that either of us has ever done. I can't help but glance at his left hand and note the absence of a ring.

      My heart swells a little bit. I've just ended a short-term relationship. I'd only been with Jack for about six months before I realized that I was just trying to fill the void that I still felt from Theo being gone. The same void I've been trying to fill for the last five years.

      Have I made all the smart decisions that I could have made in the beginning? No. I tried to rebound with some really inappropriate men until I threw myself into work. It wasn't until the last year or so that I started trying to take dating more seriously. But I was looking for Theo in every man that I ever went out with and here he is, sitting next to me as we drive into the town where we fell in love.

      Silence fills the car, so many things unspoken, so many questions. Neither of us brings them up though. I don’t think my heart could take hearing that he’s moved on.

      I know him almost as well as I know myself, and I know that he's probably wondering the same things I am. Although five years is a long time. He could have changed.

      Glancing at him as he holds his hands firmly on the nine and three positions, I smile. I don’t think Theo would fundamentally change, it’s just not who he is. He's always been steadfast, caring, and the type of person that you aspire to be like. His light and his optimism are part of who he is.

      The drive to the garage seems to take forever but passes too quickly at the same time. He waits in the car while I arrange for a tow, handing my key over and telling them to just fix whatever the problem is before he brings me to Dan's shop.

      Back in the car, I finally burst. “So, what brings you to town? Are you here for a visit? Are you just here to check on your place?”

      He looks at me, his eyes soft. “No, the Vets Without Borders program ended. It's looking for new funding and, honestly, I'm ready to be back home. Traveling that much was amazing, but I really want to settle in and have a home again. I’m going to rebuild the vet clinic and settle in. For good.”

      My heart stops. For good. But now I don’t live here anymore. My life, my business, is in Calgary which is five hours away.

      And even though he doesn't have a ring, that doesn't mean that there's nobody in his life.

      The hollow feeling in my chest feels a little fuller as my mind flies over the what-ifs. Five hours is better than a continent.

      “What about you? What are you doing here? I had heard that you were living in Calgary.” His voice cuts into the chaos.

      “Yeah, I just needed a bit of a vacation and thought I'd come to help Daniel and Taylor with their shop. Spend some time in town catching up with friends. I haven't been back for a couple years and missed my family. I needed a bit of that slower pace before we start expanding the company to include a few more marketers and branch out into different areas of expertise. I thought a moment to just rest and recuperate would be good since I haven’t really taken a vacation since starting the business.”

      He nods. “Maybe we can grab dinner tonight? Or another day.”

      I stare at him, my body craving his embrace. It’s hard to believe we’re sitting here.  I nod. “I told Dan and Taylor that I would have dinner with them, but I definitely would love to catch up with you when we have a chance. I'm going to be here for a few weeks, so we have time.”

      Handing my phone over, he inputs his new number before giving it back. I send him a text so he can save my number.

      We sit silently for a moment before I hop out of the car. When he moves to help, I motion for him to stay.

      “I’ve got it.” Unloading my things, I close the hatch and go to the driver’s side door. “It was good to see you, Theo. Make sure you text me when you want to meet.”

      “I will, you can count on it.”

      I watch as he drives away before opening the door to Dan's shop. He and Taylor are staring at me, before their gazes follow Theo’s vehicle as it turns toward his clinic.

      Dan speaks first. “Is that?” His voice cuts out, eyes concerned as he meets my gaze. “Is that who I think it is?”

      Taking a deep breath, I drop my bags on the floor. “Yep, Theo's back in town.”
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