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      The scent of motor oil stung her nostrils and throat as Lexi Carmichael waited patiently for her boyfriend to finish working on the engine he was rebuilding. She checked the time on her cell phone again and then slipped it inside of the back pocket of her nicest pair of jeans. She tried not to let out another sigh of exasperation, but the minutes were ticking by, and she just knew they were going to be late.

      “Tyson!” she finally said, giving in to the temptation to “annoy” him again. “If we don’t leave now, you won’t have time to get cleaned up before the movie starts.”

      Tyson Monroe popped his head up over the hood of the race car he’d been buried in much of the day. His brown hair was matted to his forehead with sweat, despite the fact that the garage door to the body shop was wide open and a nice autumn breeze was blowing in. He was also covered in grime, and Lexi realized he’d actually need to take a shower. If she could get him out of here at all.

      “Good grief, Lex, just give me a few more minutes. I’ve almost got this figured out.” He eyed her with more than annoyance this time; his expression registered almost as disdain, and Lexi forced down the anger she felt welling up inside.

      “You said you’d take today off, and now, it’s almost six in the evening, and yet here you still are!” She folded her arms and eyed the door, thinking it might be time for her to just go. Now that she’d had to practically plead with him to take her to see the movie she’d been longing to see for the past three weeks, it didn’t even seem like fun anymore.

      With a groan of exasperation, Tyson stepped around the edge of the car. “Look, Lex, this is my job, okay? I have to get this thing running. If you can’t understand that….”

      “Never mind!” Lexi shouted, heading outside where maybe she could finally breathe. “I don’t even want to go anymore.”

      “Oh, that’s really mature, Lexi!” Tyson shouted behind her, but she didn’t bother to turn and face him. “Fine. Go ahead and storm off. See if I care!”

      Lexi glanced over her shoulder only briefly to see him shaking his head at her, wiping his hands on a rag. If he intended to come after her, he would’ve done it by now. Fighting her tears, she took off for her apartment, which was only four blocks away. She hoped the crisp air would help to clear her head, but she knew not even the scent of apple cider she picked up as she passed the diner or the smoky tinge from a fireplace , or perhaps someone burning a pile of leaves, could make her feel better. Not right now anyway.

      It had only been two months since she’d moved to Shepherdstown from nearby Charles Town, West Virginia. She’d been lucky to find an apartment on the second floor of a three-story Victorian home, and while it wasn’t huge, the one-bedroom, one-bath with a kitchenette and living space was plenty big for just her. Moving to Shepherdstown to be closer to Tyson was supposed to bring them closer together, but so far, it just seemed to be driving them further apart, and in times like this, Lexi wished she hadn’t signed a year-long lease.

      As she unlocked the main door and made her way upstairs, careful not to bother the family that lived on the third floor or the widow, Mrs. Parker, who lived on the first floor, Lexi contemplated whether or not her landlord would potentially let her out of her lease early if she could find another renter. She knew her mom would welcome her home, though at twenty-two, Lexi had felt like it was time to get out and make it on her own.

      Tonight, however, she just wanted to get as far away from Tyson as possible.

      She unlocked her door and collapsed on the sofa, fighting off her tears. She knew it was stupid to cry over something like this. She probably shouldn’t have even stormed off, but it seemed like her fights with Tyson were getting more and more frequent, and anymore, walking away was a better alternative than actually getting into a full-blown, name-calling argument. Lexi tried never to say anything she couldn’t take back, but that wasn’t how Tyson fought, and she sometimes got sucked into things she didn’t mean to say.

      Wiping away her tears, she pulled out her phone, thinking she might call one of her friends to talk. Hearing a reassuring voice right now might be helpful. But she remembered her friend Sophie from work had a date tonight with her boyfriend, who also happened to be both girls’ boss, and her other friends were all thousands of miles away back in California where she’d grown up. She’d only moved to West Virginia about three years ago when her mom followed a fiancé across the country, and while she’d stayed close to her friends, it just wasn’t the same.

      “How pathetic am I that Sophie is my only friend?” she muttered, setting her phone down on the sofa beside her. That wasn’t exactly true; she had met a few other people. Working at a dentist’s office in a small town, she had gotten to know pretty much everyone. But she didn’t really know anyone else well, not well enough to talk about this anyway. Calling her mom wasn’t really an option either since she had to work Saturday nights at the police dispatch station. And while she was definitely close to her siblings, none of them were old enough to listen to this sort of complaint, not even her fifteen-year-old sister, Kay, who was likely watching her younger brother and sister for the evening, a job Lexi would’ve been doing if she still lived at home.

      Which is one of the reasons why, when Tyson had asked her to consider moving to Shepherdstown, she’d taken him up on it. Sure, her mom understood it was important for her to go out with her boyfriend on some weekends, but most of the time, she forgot that Lexi also had a life and just assumed she’d be around to watch the kids, like she always had been. On a typical Saturday before the move, she’d spend the day with Tyson in the shop or watching him race and then be home in time to watch the kids. Sundays, she’d go to church with the family and then head back over to Shepherdstown to visit Tyson for a few hours. During the week, she’d rarely see him at all, and though she called him almost every single day during lunch, he was usually working on a car as they spoke. He would often call her in the evening, though, and she’d thought moving here was what he wanted, too. He’d brought it up after all.

      Now that she was here, however, she thought maybe it wasn’t such a good idea after all. And if being closer in proximity to Tyson wasn’t good for her, maybe Tyson wasn’t good for her. The idea had tears springing from her eyes again, and Lexi swiped at them with the back of her hand.

      Looking around the room, her eyes fell on a painting her mother had given her when she’d first moved in. It was of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. He was leaning on a large rock, his face tipped toward the heavens, and Lexi thought that was probably a good idea. Sophie might be too busy to talk to her right now, but God never would be.

      “Jesus,” she said, folding her hands and staring at the painting. “Please help me to know what to do. If Tyson is the right man for me, then let us work through this. And if he’s not….” The idea made her heart ache. For the past year, she’d been certain he was truly the one she’d spend the rest of her life with. “And if he isn’t… then, please let me know so that I can move on.” She thought of how Sophie had found Zach, how so many other people she knew from Charles Town were falling in love, even talking about getting married. They all seemed to have something in their relationship she and Tyson were just missing. Had she been trying too hard to make Tyson be the one? “I don’t want to be alone,” she said, speaking from the heart. “But… I guess I’d rather be by myself then be all alone with him.”

      With a sigh, Lexi got up and wandered into the kitchen for a glass of water, hoping, if her relationship with Tyson was meant to be, he’d show up at her door in a few minutes to apologize and ask if she wanted to go out for dinner since they’d missed the movie. At the very least, he should come by and make sure she got home okay, shouldn’t he?

      Lexi sat back down on the couch with her phone in her lap and waited… and waited… and waited. A few hours later, exhausted from her emotions, she fell asleep on the couch—all alone.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of Toby Mac’s “Speak Life” jarred Lexi awake, and she fumbled to turn her alarm off, wondering when she’d stumbled to bed. She couldn’t remember how she’d gotten here, she’d been so upset the night before. But apparently, at some point, she’d gotten up off of the couch and come to bed. She was even wearing her pajamas. She vaguely remembered scooping them off of the bathroom floor and plugging her phone in before she sniffled her way beneath the covers.

      Stretching, she swung her legs out of bed and then checked her messages. She had a text. From Tyson. Just one.

      “Hey, after church do you want to grab a bite to eat?”

      That’s all it said. No apology. No, “I hope you got home safe last night.“ No, “I’m sorry I’m a horrible jerk.” Just asking if she wanted to get some lunch. Frustrated, Lexi set her phone down and headed for the bathroom. She’d answer him later, when she wasn’t so mad.

      Since moving here, she’d been trying a few local churches. Her family had attended a mega church when they lived in California, one where no one really even knew your name, so when they’d moved here, it was difficult for her to find her place. None of the churches in Charles Town were like that. Eventually, they’d settled on a little country church, which was the exact opposite of what Lexi was used to. But she had grown fond of the place. Now that she lived a good forty minutes away, it was hard to justify driving back when Shepherdstown was full of places to worship. So she’d tried a few places and settled on what she would consider a medium-sized Christian church located in the downtown area near the Potomac. While she still hadn’t met a lot of people, that might be because she was only going to the Sunday service and hadn’t found a life group yet, but she thought she might do that soon—if she decided to stay in Shepherdstown.

      After her shower, Lexi got dressed in a nice red and orange floral blouse and a pair of black slacks. She thought the top would look nice with the fall weather they were having. She pinned her long blonde hair up in a somewhat messy, but still stylish, bun and did her makeup before sliding in some small gold hoop earrings.

      Going to church alone was nothing new. Even though she’d asked Tyson to accompany her more times than she could count, he’d refused every offer saying that he just wasn’t a church-going guy. He claimed to have a personal relationship with Jesus, but he said church was just too much of a constraint on him, and once he was too old for his mom to force him to go, he’d just stopped. Lexi had always worried about how this might affect their family, should she and Tyson ever get married and have children, but when she brought it up, he shrugged it off like it was no big deal. It was a big deal to her, though, and now that she was having second thoughts about their relationship, it weighed heavily on her mind.

      Giving herself one more glance in the mirror, she decided she was ready to go. She grabbed her phone and studied the text one more time. Whether or not Tyson was the right guy for her, she’d have to speak to him about what had happened the night before. She shot him a quick text. “Fine. Diner?” and put her phone into her purse. Knowing him, it might take a while for him to answer. He likely went back to sleep after sending the text a couple of hours ago or was in the shop, covered in grease. She’d check for a response once she got to church.

      She grabbed her handbag, Bible, and keys off the table by the door and locked up behind herself, not that she was really worried about anyone breaking in in this town. Still, better to be safe than sorry. Her shoes were a bit noisy, so she took it easy on the stairs. She knew Mrs. Parker attended the Baptist Church down the street every Sunday, but the Dalton family only went sometimes, and the last thing she wanted to do was wake the baby.

      Once she stepped outside, the cool October breeze assaulted her senses, and Lexi breathed it in. Autumn had always been her favorite season, and moving to this part of the country had made it even more wonderful. Gorgeous leaves, pumpkins, pie, football—all of it was awesome, and she wanted to soak it in. She decided she had time to walk to church instead of driving if she hurried, so she headed that direction, even though she wished she’d grabbed a jacket. Still, at a brisk pace, she’d be warm enough, and within a block or two, she was feeling just fine. A smile broke across her face as she enjoyed the scene of orange and red maple leaves dancing in the breeze, colorful scarecrows standing guard in a few people’s yards, and the scent of hay bales adorned with pumpkins enhancing the décor.

      The Christian Church was an older building, made of red bricks with stark white trim, including the steeple at the top that reached into a pristine blue sky. She thought it had been built in the mid-1800s, but she wasn’t exactly sure, and imagined it had been added on to several times. There was now a wing with classrooms for Sunday school off to the right as well as a nursery and other meeting rooms to the left. She’d only ever been in the sanctuary, though, and that’s where she was headed now.

      An older gentleman, Deacon Stan West, stood by the door with bulletins. “Good morning, Ms. Lexi,” he said, greeting her with a broad smile.

      “Good morning, Deacon West,” she replied, taking the bulletin from him, returning the smile. “How are you?” Though many of the congregates were friendly and had introduced themselves to Lexi, he was one of the only ones she knew by name. He spoke to her every Sunday.

      “I’m fair to middlin’,” he replied with a chuckle. “The weather’s turnin’ a little too chilly for my old bones.”

      “Aw, but it’s so pretty. We didn’t really have much of a fall where I grew up in Southern California,” she explained.

      “It is purty, that’s true. I like how you always look at the positive side, young lady.”

      Lexi continued to grin at him as she entered the sanctuary, but she knew what he said wasn’t true. Sophie, the person who probably knew her best at this juncture, would’ve said Lexi complained too much, that she had a way of always seeing the negative side of things. It was something Lexi had been working on, so maybe Deacon West just didn’t know her very well.

      Looking around, Lexi saw a pew that had plenty of empty space and decided to sit toward the end. Most of the time, a couple of older women or a family would fill in the spaces around her and might speak to her before or after the sermon, and when they came to shake hands, everyone was polite, but she knew it was her responsibility to really become part of the church family if she was to make this her home.

      Of course, if she was leaving, that probably wasn’t the best idea.

      Briefly, Lexi glanced over the bulletin and saw a few events that might be of interest, if she decided she wanted to stay in Shepherdstown. There would be a luncheon after church next week where everyone could bring a covered dish. The Saturday after that, the annual pumpkin patch would be set up on the church lawn. It looked like there would be a Fall Festival with all kinds of fun family activities. The bulletin also mentioned some activities the city council would be putting on, including a masquerade ball on Halloween. That would’ve intrigued Lexi if she thought Tyson would want to go with her, but after their fight, the thought of going to a ball all alone seemed more depressing than fun.

      A family with three small children squeezed past her, and Lexi looked up and smiled at them as the praise band began to play one of her favorite worship songs, “God is on the Move.” She stood with the others, clapping along to the beat, letting the music move her closer to God. It was nice to know that, no matter where she was, God was still the same.

      After a few songs, Pastor Cal Hartman took the pulpit. He was in his mid-thirties and had a lovely family who always sat on the front row. Lexi hadn’t spoken to him much, but he had welcomed her and invited her to contact him if she had any questions or wanted to further her involvement in the church. She enjoyed listening to his soft voice speak the word of God and never felt that he was actually preaching at them in the sense of the word that meant telling them they were wrong. Rather, he shared God’s message as he understood it, and she always walked away feeling closer to God.

      She turned to make sure the pew was clear of her purse and Bible before sitting down and noticed a gentleman she hadn’t ever remembered seeing before. He was tall with dark hair, almost black, and from here, his hazel eyes appeared to be rimmed in gold. He was about three rows behind her, sitting with a woman she had met—Maggie Williams, she thought was her name—and she remembered the mother of two mentioning her husband was deployed. She thought this must be him returned from the military. When he gave her a small smile, she returned it but then dropped her eyes, realizing she’d been staring. She hadn’t meant to; she’d just never seen someone quite that attractive before, and certainly not anyone with eyes that shade.

      Lexi returned her attention to Pastor Hartman, trying to get the image of the man behind her out of her head. She was being ridiculous, and she knew it. He was obviously married. Lexi had a boyfriend, and she was here to worship God, not to gawk at a handsome stranger. Nevertheless, as Pastor Hartman began to talk about trusting God even when we aren’t sure where our life is headed, she had to fight to keep her mind on the message and not on those breathtaking eyes.
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      The cheeseburgers at Rosemary’s Diner were greasy and often even the smell of them made Lexi’s stomach turn, but she decided not to complain about it today since she was trying to be more optimistic, like Deacon West had observed.

      Unlike Charles Town, which essentially only had one diner, Shepherdstown had several, but Tyson preferred this one. He’d worked as a short order cook at Rosemary’s when he was in high school since the only cars he could work on then were his own race cars, and that actually cost money instead of helping him earn it. So this was Tyson’s diner of choice, and he always ordered the same thing. A greasy double cheeseburger with fries and a soda.

      Lexi usually tried to eat more healthy. Even though she was five foot ten and perfectly fit, she’d been an athlete in high school and liked to maintain her physique, despite the fact that it was hard to fit in any sort of exercise now that she was commuting to Charles Town five days a week. So she ordered a chef’s salad with ranch on the side and an unsweet tea. It didn’t bother her on most days that Tyson ate the way he did; today, it wasn’t just the smell of the grease that annoyed her, though. It was everything about him.

      “So… what did you end up doing last night?” Tyson asked, brushing his long brown bangs off his forehead. “Just watch TV?”

      Lexi scoffed, spearing a bite of salad with her fork. “No, Tyson. I didn’t.” She tried to keep her voice even. There were quite a few people here, what with it being after church on a Sunday, and though they were at a booth, there was a table nearby where a family of five was seated. She could hear most of their conversation, so there was a pretty good chance they could hear hers.

      Oblivious, he dunked a fry into his ketchup and said, “Did you, like, a read a book or something?”

      Telling him she sat up and cried over him for a few hours before finally falling asleep seemed embarrassing all of a sudden. Rather than tell him a white lie, she asked, “What did you do?”

      “Oh, I finished the car around 9:00 and then went to Jeremy’s house for a little while.”

      “And what did you do at Jeremy’s?” She already knew the answer to that question but asked it anyway.

      Tyson shrugged. “You know. Had a couple of beers. Played pool in his garage.”

      Lexi tried to keep the disgust out of her voice. Tyson didn’t drink excessively, but Lexi was not a fan of alcohol consumption at all. They’d actually met in a bar—when she’d been the designated driver for a couple of girls she no longer hung out with since she realized they weren’t the type of people she wanted to spend her time with. “I’m glad you had a nice time.” She bit her tongue, trying not to imagine what she had planned to be doing last night. Watching a romantic comedy with him, maybe holding hands and sharing some popcorn. Instead, she’d been crying, alone, and he’d been with his buddy acting the fool.

      “Yeah, well, it wasn’t what I had planned. But, come on Lex, you were acting so silly last night. I mean, I was just about done.”

      “I was acting silly?” she echoed. “Tyson, you were supposed to finish that engine two hours before the movie started so you could get cleaned up, and we could make it to the theater on time for once.” She noticed a couple of the tweens at the table next to her staring before their mother told them that wasn’t polite, and they turned around. Lexi decided she needed to keep her voice lower should she need to say more.

      “We had plenty of time.” Tyson’s tone was nonchalant, and he took a big bite of his burger, clearly done with the subject.

      Lexi eyed her boyfriend carefully, trying to see him for who he really was. She’d never dated much before she moved here, and then, for the first two years she’d lived in West Virginia, she didn’t meet anyone attractive or interesting. Tyson seemed perfect when they’d first met. He was so charming and cute with his light blue eyes and dimples. She’d fallen hard for him and spent a lot of time driving back and forth over the last year, trying to get to know him, to situate herself into his life. She realized now, watching him nonchalantly take another bite, and then a slurp from his soda, that he had done very little to get to know her, not really. Sure, he could probably take a basic Lexi quiz and get all of the questions right, but he didn’t know what was in her heart. There was a lot more distance between them now than there had been when she lived miles away, she realized. Perhaps it had always been there and the gap in their location concealed the space between them as people.

      “Tyson, I think… maybe we should… spend some time away from each other.”

      The words were out of her mouth before she’d even realized she’d decided to say them. But once the statement was made, she felt good about it, despite the look of shock and horror that had his mouth hanging open, cheeseburger bits and all. “What?” he asked, his eyes still wide. “Lex, you can’t be serious.”

      “I am,” she assured him. “I am serious. I feel like, now that I’m here in Shepherdstown, our relationship hasn’t improved like we’d hoped. It’s just made me realize how different we are from each other. We want different things. The stuff that’s important to me is inconsequential to you, and the most important parts of your life I entertain only because it makes you happy.”

      “Listen, Lex. I think you’re being a little rash with this decision. Let’s go back to my place and talk about it, okay?”

      His place was his parent’s basement, which was only partially finished and smelled like, well, a basement. The mildew scent of damp concrete and old boxes was always present, even in his living area, which was finished out. Most of the time, if she went over, she’d end up cleaning up after him, and she didn’t feel like doing that today. “I don’t think so, Tyson,” she replied, reaching for her purse. “I don’t need to think about it anymore.”

      “You’ve been thinking about it?” he asked, wiping his hands on his napkin. Lexi had never seen him leave a cheeseburger unfinished, but it appeared like the second half of this one might make it to the garbage can.

      “I have been. We’ve been fighting a lot recently, and I’m tired of it, Tyson. I don’t want that sort of stress in my life.”

      “We can work on it, Lex. I promise.”

      She took a few bills out of her purse and laid them on the table, making sure they covered her lunch. Most of the time, she paid for his, too, but not today. “I’m sorry, Tyson. But I need some space.” She put her hand on the table, intending to use it as leverage to stand, but he reached out and grabbed her wrist.

      “Fine, Lex. Take some time. A few weeks. Think about it. You’ll miss me, I know you will. You wouldn’t have moved here if you didn’t want to be with me. In the meantime, I’ll prove to you I can be a better boyfriend.”

      She couldn’t help but scoff. “And how exactly are you planning to do that?”

      Tyson swallowed hard. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I will.”

      Thinking about all the time they’d spent together, Lexi felt tears in the corners of her eyes. She’d really felt like he would be the one for her, that they’d get married some day and start a family. Was she really ready to give all of that up? “Fine, Tyson. You have three weeks. By November 1, if you can prove to me that you can be the type of boyfriend I deserve—the kind that isn’t late for dates, the kind that calls when I’m upset, the kind that doesn’t let me walk home by myself after sunset—I’ll think about it.”

      “Are we going to go out during that time?” he asked, still holding on to her wrist.

      “Nope,” she replied quickly. “You’ll just have to find some more creative way to sweep me off my feet.”

      Tyson looked annoyed, like his usual routine of a date to the movies every few weeks and lunch at the diner was what he’d had in mind, but he promised, “Okay. I’ll show you.”

      Lexi nodded, and once he released her, she headed for the door, certain that there was about as much chance of Tyson proving to her that he could be the type of boyfriend she deserved as there was she’d wake up tomorrow morning and discover she was royalty. She headed out into the bright October day trying not to think about what she’d done. Whether or not she’d made a rash decision, it was done now, and the future was full of possibilities. At this point, Tyson’s position in that future was entirely up to him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, Lexi made the drive from Shepherdstown to Charles Town for work listening to the Christian radio station, hoping the praise music would drown out the sound of the rattling in the engine of her Kia Sorento. Tyson had been meaning to take a look under the hood for a few weeks now, but he’d never gotten around to it—since apparently everyone else’s car was more important to him than hers—and now she wasn’t sure what she was going to do. Now would’ve been a great time to have a handy dad who could check on these sorts of things for her, but since she didn’t have one of those either, she decided to put it out of her mind for the time being. If Tyson had really thought it was something important, he would’ve fixed it, wouldn’t he?

      Listening to the Christian station did make her feel slightly better about what had happened with Tyson. All she could think about the night before as she lay in bed was how strange it felt that he wasn’t a part of her life anymore. Sure, technically, she’d given him a few weeks to get his act together, but she didn’t think that would happen. It was October 8, which means he had just over three weeks to somehow show her he could be the man she needed him to be. How he might even begin to do that when she didn’t even consider herself his girlfriend anymore was beyond her, but she did feel good about giving him a chance.

      As she neared Charles Town, the speed limit lowered, and she was glad to slow down a little bit and take in the beautiful scenery. The leaves glistened in the morning dew, turning the autumn hues to more vibrant shades of red, orange, and yellow, and the farmer’s fields looked golden in the sunlight, ready to be harvested. She was determined not to let Tyson ruin her favorite time of year.

      Halloween was a big deal in Shepherdstown. A lot of the residents claimed that their homes were haunted. There was even a television show about the ghosts that allegedly inhabited the hamlet. While Lexi didn’t believe in spooks at all, she did love that her new community embraced the fun of the fall holiday, and she was excited to decorate her home for trick-or-treaters. That is, if she even decided to stay in her apartment. She let out a sigh, trying not to dwell on that now.

      One of the tasks she’d be doing around the office today if she had time was decorating the waiting area so patients could enjoy a festive vibe while they waited for Dr. Kemper and his staff to call them back. Pulling onto the main street that led to the office, Lexi remembered how Sophie had been the one to decorate for Easter and how that had almost ended in disaster when she’d fallen from a rickety ladder. Luckily, Dr. Kemper had been there to literally catch her. From then on, Lexi was the designated climber in the office—and since she was a good five inches taller than the petite Sophie, that was a better plan anyway. Dr. Kemper had also been sure to get a more stable ladder.

      She pulled into her usual spot and checked the time. She wasn’t late today—although with just two minutes to spare, she wasn’t exactly early. Lexi grabbed her purse and lunchbox and headed for the back door, assuming it would be unlocked for her.

      A few leaves made their way inside with her, and she scooped them up and tossed them back outside before shutting the door. No use in making a mess in their office. Ever since the old dentist, Dr. Mitchells, had retired, Lexi had really started to enjoy her job. Unlike his predecessor, Dr. Kemper—Zach—was extremely pleasant and encouraging to her. Before he came to work here, Lexi had cried almost every day. Now, coming to work was enjoyable, and she hadn’t even considered trying to find a new job when she moved to Shepherdstown.

      “You look festive,” Sophie said, coming out of the break room with a cup of coffee in her hand. “That orange looks pretty on you.”

      “Thanks,” Lexi said, finding a smile. “And you look lovely in teal, as always.” Sophie had dark hair and eyes and the kind of smile that lit up the room, perfect for a dental hygienist. It was no wonder Zach had fallen for her so quickly after moving here. He’d been worried about dating an employee, but neither Lexi, nor the other full-time employee, Mrs. Dorthea Wilcox, the receptionist, minded at all. Sophie and Zach were absolutely perfect for each other.

      “How was your weekend?” Sophie asked, following Lexi into the break room. “Did you and Tyson go to the movies?”

      Sophie had no way of knowing what had happened since Lexi had decided not to call her the day before. She let out a sigh, opened the refrigerator, placed her lunchbox inside, and turned to face her friend. “No, we did not.”

      Her face must have revealed to Sophie that something awful had happened. Lexi stared at her for a moment before moving to put her purse inside the closet next to the fridge. Sophie stared after her for a moment before quietly asking, “Lexi, is everything okay?”

      Knowing that saying the words would probably start the tears again, Lexi took a moment before turning to face her before she inhaled deeply and said, “We broke up.”

      Sophie’s mouth fell open in a gasp, and she could only stare for a long moment before she managed, “Oh, Lexi, honey, I’m so sorry.” She set her coffee cup down on the table where they ate their lunch together every day and crossed the room to wrap her in her arms.

      Lexi fought off the tears, realizing she had a patient in just a few minutes. “Thanks,” she said, only squeezing Sophie back briefly before breaking away, trying to act nonchalant. “It’s for the best. He just… he wasn’t the one, you know?” Despite her best efforts, tears began to sting her eyes again, and she waved her hands rapidly in front of her face to try and ward them off.

      Clearly, not knowing what to say, Sophie was nodding her head. “I am sure that wasn’t an easy decision to make, sweetie, but I’m glad that you can recognize that—if that’s really the way that you feel.”

      “It is.” Lexi choked back her tears and swiped at her eyes a few times. “It really is. I mean, I look at you and Zach, and some of our other friends and their boyfriends, and I think, ‘That’s not what we have,’ you know? But that’s what I want. I want a man who can put down his stinking wrench and take me to the movies, a guy who would never consider letting me walk home unaccompanied after dark, even when it’s just a few blocks and nothing remotely dangerous ever happens in Shepherdstown. That’s what I want. That’s what I need. And… that just wasn’t what Tyson was for me, you know?” She knew she was rambling, but at least she’d gotten that much out.

      Still bobbing her head up and down, Sophie said, “I understand completely, Lex. You definitely deserve someone who loves you with his whole heart, the same way that you love everyone around you. And if that wasn’t Tyson, well, then… better now than when it’s too late.”

      No one knew the ins and outs of her relationship with Tyson the way that Sophie did since they chatted about their lives every day at lunch. She’d been there through the lovey dovey days and through the days when Tyson didn’t answer her calls or did something thoughtless the weekend before. But Lexi suspected Sophie was picking her words carefully, in case she should happen to take Tyson back at some point, and she’d have to swallow them down again. “Thanks, Sophie,” she said, thinking she could tell her more later, if her friend wanted to hear and Lexi was able to get the words out. “I think I have a 9:00.”

      “You do,” Sophie nodded. “Zach was just saying it’s Mrs. Cartwright.” The smile on her friend’s face made Lexi light up in return. “I hope she doesn’t have any announcements this time.”

      A giggle escaped Lexi’s lips despite herself. Elvira Cartwright had been the one to let the staff know Dr. Mitchells was retiring last April. Full of spunk, the widow was one of Lexi’s favorite patients. If anyone would put a smile on her face, it was the little old woman with the bright orange hair. “Yeah, I guess if we’re getting a new dentist again, that might be a little bothersome to you,” Lexi teased.

      “What’s that?” Zach asked, stepping into the room. Dr. Kemper always looked nice, and today was no different. Blond with light blue eyes, he was tall and dressed very professionally in a white button-down shirt and red tie. He was wearing his white coat, which let Sophie know it was almost go time. “You looking to replace me?”

      “No,” Lexi laughed, heading to the Keurig. If she didn’t get some coffee down her, she wouldn’t be able to function in a few minutes. “Mrs. Cartwright—our little messenger.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Sophie mentioned that she was the one that first told you of my impending arrival.”

      “Lexi was just saying she better not make any more announcements,” Sophie replied, crossing back toward him. She stopped and patted him gently on the back, and even though the touch was innocent enough, Lexi saw the loving looks they exchanged. While she appreciated them not going over the top with their affections in the office, it was encouraging to see such sweet exchanges from time to time.

      “Nope, no news from me,” Zach assured her with a grin. “Lexi, I’ll see you in a few minutes.” He turned and walked out of the room, and Lexi’s eyes followed him for a moment before she turned back to face Sophie, wishing she could say the same thing; unfortunately, her news was the heartbreaking kind.

      “I’m sorry, Lexi,” Sophie repeated, a sympathetic smile on her pretty face. “We’ll chat at lunch if you want, okay? I can tell Zach we need some girl time.”

      “No, it’s okay if he’s here,” she replied, waiting for the last drips to fill her cup so she could throw the disposable K-cup away. “It might be nice to hear a man’s perspective.”

      Sophie gave her another nod. “I’ve got a 9:00 as well. Have a good morning, sweetie. See you in a bit.”

      Lexi returned the smile and sipped her coffee. She hated having Sophie look at her like she was some pathetic creature in need of her sympathy, but it was also reassuring to know her best friend would be there to talk her through this whenever they got a chance. Maybe she should’ve called the day before, but Lexi had been so upset after her lunch with Tyson, she hadn’t wanted to talk to anyone. With a sigh, she took a few more gulps of her coffee and then headed off to greet Mrs. Cartwright. At least she’d have some entertaining patients to keep her busy until she had a chance to talk to Sophie, and she was sure Mrs. C. would find a way to keep her mind off of Tyson.
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