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Chapter One
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“Am I black enough?”

Ian Hunte looked across at the petite, dark skin woman sitting beside him at the bar. He took in her slim waist, full hips and bust, all tastefully covered in business casual. She brought a cocktail glass up to her full lips as her eyes closed to savor her potion of choice.

He sighed, it wasn't the first time his friend asked the question and it most likely won't be the last. Before giving a response, he placed his pale forearm next to her arm.

“Yeah, you are most definitely black,” he said before reaching for his glass of beer. “Or should I say African American.”

Imani James gave him her infamous side eye and shoved his shoulder, jostling the contents of his glass. “You know perfectly well, what I mean. I don't fall into that definition of black.”

Ian sat back in his stool as Imani listed all the things that excluded her from black culture. As usual, they had found refuge in Simon's, the bar a couple of blocks away from Edison College, the college where they were both graduate students. The bar attracted an older crowd, excluding the rowdy and exuberant college students the pair was trying to avoid.

The pair had met their first day at the Edison College and made a connection. It was during their introduction that they found out that they were in different programs. Imani was getting her MBA in Marketing and Ian was enrolled in the Law School.

Despite their schedules, Imani and Ian still made time to hang out with each other. Unbeknownst to Imani, Ian's feelings for her went beyond being good friends. He just couldn't find the right words to let her know without destroying their friendship.

“....I'm just not into hip hop and I can't stand those God-awful reality shows,” Imani continued.

“From all that you said, it sounds like a friend of mine from High School is black. He knows all the lyrics to Jay Z's Blueprint album but he has blue eyes and blond hair,” Ian said with a smile.

Imani looked at Ian, taking in the 6ft white man with a shock of auburn hair and the most intense green eyes, then laughed. She could always count on him to find the light side to her turmoil, be it stressing over exams or dealing with her inner demons. Ian could always bring a smile to her face.

“So what happened?” Ian asked soberly.

“Hmm?” Imani took a sip of her drink.

“What happened that caused you to question your identity?” he prompted.

With a groan, she said,”Diversity Marketing. Can I help it if I cannot list elements that help in marketing to African Americans? You should have seen the look I got from Rahsheeda. It was as though I was an imbecile. Excuse me, I grew up in Claremont, Minnesota, not the Southside of Chicago.”

“Are you and Rahsheeda friends?” Ian placed his glass down and turned fully to Imani.

“No,” Imani said with a pout.

“Then what does it matter what she thinks? Plus, you are in that class to learn, not to teach the class on how to market to people of your race.” There were times when Imani needed a pep talk and Ian was always ready to offer one.

“Yeah, you're right,” she said with a sigh. “So how was your day?”

“The usual, lectures and research,” Ian began. “Plus, I'm compiling a list of firms I will be approaching for an internship.”

“Who is at the top of your list?” Imani's interest was genuine.

Before Ian could answer, he sensed someone behind them.

“Imani?”

The friends turned around to see an attractive light skin man behind them. He was shorter than Ian, about 5'9”, had a muscular build and wore a sweatshirt with the Edison College emblem across the front over dark blue jeans. He wore his dreads locs loose, but every now and then he would tuck a loc behind his ear when it would fall in front of one of his hazel eyes.

“Um, Andrew, right?” Imani asked politely.

“Yeah, yeah, we had Professor Nunez's class together last semester,” he explained, his attention solely on Imani.

“Oh, Andrew, this is my friend, Ian. Ian, this is Andrew,” she said by way of introductions.

The men greeted each other and shook each other's hands. Then Andrew turned to Imani, “There is this art opening at the Dailu Art Gallery. An artist from Harlem is exhibiting his paintings of city life. I'm going and want to know if you'd like to come.”

Imani smiled, “That sounds cool, I love art openings. Do you mind if Ian comes along?”

Ian could tell that Andrew was more interested in spending time with Imani than entertaining the both of them. Instead of saying no, he asked Ian if he would like to come.

“When is the opening?” Ian asked, toying with the other man.

“Friday at 7:30pm,” Andrew replied.

“Sorry, I can't make it,” Ian said. “You two, go on and have a good time. Maybe another time.”

Andrew looked visibly relieved. As he and Imani arranged when and where they would meet to attend the opening, Ian turned back to face the bar. He ordered a shot of Whiskey, aiming to burn away the feelings of anguish. This could be the start of a relationship between Imani and Andrew. He ordered a double shot.

Once they established that Imani and Andrew would meet at the Dailu Art Gallery, Andrew said goodbye, telling Ian it was nice meeting him. Ian in return raised his hand and said the same.

“Why can't you make it?” Imani asked, turning to the bar.

“Lucas and I made plans to see a movie,” Ian lied.

“Lucas?” her brows wrinkled as she tried to remember. “Who's Lucas?”

“The guy with glasses, lives down the hall from me,” Ian explained.

“Oh, oh yeah,” Imani nodded her head slowly. “So tell me, who is at the top of your list of firms?”

Welcoming the return to their original conversation, Ian told Imani of his choices. As the evening progressed, he tried his best not to think of Imani going out with Andrew. He focused on enjoying his time with her, even if the night out was not classified as a date. But would Imani ever consider dating him?
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Chapter Two
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The art opening would have been more fun if Ian was there, Imani thought as she made her way home from the art gallery. She had turned down Andrew's offer to walk her home, the last thing she wanted was Mr. Touchy-Feely trying to cop a feel as they walked to her apartment.

As she passed Ian's apartment building, Imani looked up and saw that his lights were on and there was movement in his apartment.

Must have been an early movie, she thought as she buzzed Ian's apartment.

“Hello,” Ian's voice broke through the static of the intercom.

“Hey, Ian. Buzz me in,” Imani said.

“Imani?”

“Yes, it's Imani. Buzz me in.”

The buzzer went off and Imani pushed the door and walked through the lobby to the elevator. In a matter of minutes she was rapping on Ian's door.

“Hey, you,” Imani said as a greeting when he opened the door.

“Hey, you,” Ian responded. “Aren't you supposed to be at the art gallery?”

“I was at the opening, then I left,” Imani said with a shrug. “Are you going to invite me in?”

“Uh, oh yeah,” Ian stepped aside, letting her into his apartment.

She liked it here. Somehow, Ian had made it cozy and lived in. “So how was the movie?” Imani asked, turning to Ian.

“Oh, that,” He colored a bit. “Lucas canceled.” Avoiding Imani's knowing stare, he went into the kitchen. “Do you want something to drink?”

“I knew it,” she said, following him.

“Knew what?” Ian asked, trying to sound innocent.

“I knew you didn't want to go to the opening,” Imani reached for a glass and helped herself to her friend's bottle of soda.

“Look, the guy wanted to go out with you,” Ian said, taking a bag of popcorn out of the microwave. “I didn't want to be the third wheel.”

Imani watched as Ian emptied the bag into a bowl, then sprinkle Parmesan cheese over it. “It would have been more fun if you were there,” she said at last.

“Fun for whom?” Ian asked, taking the bowl in one hand and taking two bottles of beer from the refrigerator with the other.

Ignoring the question, Imani focused on Ian, “Okay, you weren't going out, so what are your plans for the evening?”

“Well, if you must know, I have popcorn, beer and I've got Netflixx cued up to watch the first three Harry Potter movies,” Ian said, leading the way to the living room.

“No way,” Imani exclaimed. “I've always wanted to see those movies, I've read the books, but I was afraid the movies would butcher them.”

Sitting down on the couch in front of the television, Ian set down the bowl and the bottles on the coffee table and took up the remote control. “Well, you are welcome to stay and watch them, that is if I'm not pulling you away from Andrew.”

Imani rolled her eyes and sat down next to him, picking up the bowl of popcorn as the beginning of the first movie began. The evening turned out better than it started, she thought as she popped a popcorn in her mouth.
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As the credits of the third movie scrolled up the screen, Imani uncurled herself from Ian's side. When she got to her feet, she stretched as she covered her mouth, barely covering a yawn. She made her way to the bathroom as Ian collected the eight beer bottles from the coffee table and went to the kitchen.

“Thanks.”

Ian turned around to see Imani leaning on the door jamb, her purse slung over her shoulder and her shoes on her feet.

“Where are you going?”

“Home, where else?” she said.

“It's late, stay the night,” Ian said, then added when she Imani hesitated, “I'll cook you breakfast.”

He could tell she was weighing the options.

“You get the bed and I'll sleep on the couch,” he said walking over to her. “I just don't feel comfortable with the idea of you walking home at this time. Humor me, Imani.”

“Oh, okay,” she gave in. “But I don't mind sleeping on the couch.”

“I insist, take the bed,” taking her hand, he led her to his bedroom.

If only this was different, if only they were going to sleep in the same bed. Would this be as close as he would ever get? Ian scooped up clothes and books, tossing them into his closet. Then he went to his chest of drawers and pulled out a large T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts.

“Will this do as sleepwear?” he asked, holding them up.

“I think I'll just wear the T-shirt,” Iman said, taking it from his hand. Her touch sending a jolt through his body.

With her back to him, Ian covered his crotch, hiding the growing bulge. “Well, if you need anything, just call out,” Ian said as he hustled out of the room.

When he reached the door, Imani called out to him. “Thanks,” she said when he looked over his shoulder. Thanks for looking out for me.”

“Your welcome, Imani. Goodnight,”

“Goodnight, Ian.”
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Chapter Four
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Always a light sleeper, Imani was awakened by a sound close by. For a minute or two, she was confused, not recognizing the room in which she slept. Then it all came back to her, she was in Ian's apartment and he was sleeping on the couch.

In the darkness, she listened as he shuffled from the living room to the bathroom. Imani listened as he used the toilet, then wash his hands. Then she heard him exit the bathroom, but instead of shuffling to the living room, he was shuffling towards the bedroom.

The door opened and, for a moment, Ian was silhouetted by the dim light coming from the living room. He appeared to be half asleep when he walked to the other side of the bed and stumbled in next to her.

Should I wake him? Imani asked herself as she sat up in the bed. At first she poked him in the shoulder, then she shook him, but it was obvious that Ian was dead to the world.

It is his bed and it's not as though he's going to try something, Imani thought as she sank back into the bed. To be on the safe side, she scooted to the edge of her side of the bed.

In a few minutes, Imani was fast asleep, grateful that Ian didn't snore.
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Chapter Five
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Ian was turning onto his back when he realized where he was. Immediately he bolted up into a seated position as sunshine trickled into the bedroom from the open door. He whipped around to look at the other side of the bed expecting to see Imani, instead he found an empty space.

Thoughts ran through his head as Ian got out of bed, going in search of his friend. I must have gone into the bedroom out of habit. Did Imani notice? Of course she noticed. Did it freak her out? Was she mad? I hope I didn't do anything inappropriate? Thank God, I don't talk in my sleep.

Finding the living room empty, Ian continued into the kitchen where he was greeted by Imani's rear as she searched through his refrigerator. Although he enjoyed the view, Ian cleared his throat, letting Imani know she wasn't alone.

“Morning, Ian,” Imani said, standing up. “Did you sleep well?” she asked with an arched eyebrow and a small smile.

“About that, Imani,” Ian began. “I'm sorry. It was out of habit that I went into the bedroom.”

She waved her hand in a dismissing fashion, “It's alright, things happen. It's not as though you were trying something.”

“No, I wasn't trying anything,” Ian said with a sigh, leaning on the door jamb. Perhaps that is what irks him, the fact he would not do something to let Imani know how he feels about her. He was so out of it that he didn't even know he was right beside her, he didn't even get the chance to savor the experience.

“Earth to Ian,” Imani's words broke into Ian's thoughts. “Are you still going to make breakfast?”

“Huh, oh, oh yeah,” he entered the kitchen and began to pull together the ingredients and pans he would need. Sometimes, he would brush against Imani and Ian forced himself to focus on cooking.

When he turned on the coffee machine, he imagined kissing her full lips, wondering what they would taste like or how soft they were. As he scrambled the eggs he thought of lifting her up onto the counter and removing her shirt she wore and her bra before getting lost in her ample breasts. A groan escaped his lips. Thank goodness, he was facing the stove, he was almost at full mast.

“Are you alright, Ian?” Imani asked, her voice full of concern.

He looked back to see Imani a foot away, a shoulder of her shirt had slipped off, exposing skin and a purple bra strap. 

“Yeah,” he swallowed loudly. “I'm fine, can you pass me that plate?” He pointed at a plate on the second shelf behind her.

As Imani was on the short side, she had to stretch to reach the plate he wanted. The shirt rose up, exposing the backs of her thighs and barely skimmed he impressive ass. Ian was entranced until Imani had the plate in her hand and was offering it to him.

The rest of the breakfast preparation was a test of Ian's willpower. He was grateful when Imani said she was going to change. It gave him time to collect himself and to let the erection subside as he placed the rest of the meal on plates. He then took them into the living room and placed them on the coffee table.

As he brought out the plates, Imani entered the room. “Is there anything else to bring out?” she asked, looking at the breakfast offerings of scramble eggs, bacon, toast and hash browns.

“Yeah, pour out two cups of coffee while I go to the bathroom,” Ian replied before heading in the direction Imani had come from.

In the bathroom, Ian leaned on the counter, looking up at his reflection. “Ian, hold it together,” he whispered. He then splashed his face with water and wiped it with a towel.

“She is your friend, a good friend. Don't mess with that,” he said before leaving the bathroom.

The food smelled great and he quickly prepared his plate, before sitting on the couch in the opposite corner from where Imani sat. He placed a blanket over his crotch, hoping it looked like he was using it to place the warm plate on his lap. The truth was the blanket was to ensure that Imani did not notice another erection.

“This is so good,” she said, scooping up a forkful of scrambled eggs. “You should be studying to be a chef instead of studying law.”

“No, it's more of a hobby. I enjoy cooking,” he said, brushing aside her comment. “So are we still on for the carnival tomorrow?”

A carnival had come to town and had set up in the grounds on the other side of town. It was there for two weeks and Ian had invited Imani to go, tempting her with cotton candy and fun rides.

“Yep,” she picked up a strip of bacon and crunched into it. “Wouldn't miss it for the world.”

For the rest of the meal they chatted about the rides they wanted to go on and how they were going to get there. At her insistence, Imani washed the dishes and cleaned up the kitchen before she left.

As they said their goodbyes at the door, Imani looked up at Ian, “I had a really great time, maybe we could do it again. You know, watch the rest of the Harry Potter movies, have breakfast the next morning.”

“I'd like that,” Ian said, resisting the urge to kiss her.

“See you tomorrow,” Imani said, before stepping out of the apartment and walking to the elevator.

Ian watched as she waited the short time for it to arrive. Then she was gone. With a sigh, he closed the front door, still tired, he went to the bedroom where he fell into bed.

In between wakefulness and slumber, he registered Imani's scent in his sheets. Ian inhaled deeply, then fell asleep, dreaming of Imani.
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Chapter Six
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Imani woke up in Ian's arms. His long frame was curled around her small one as he was flush against her back. An arm was around her waist and the other was under her head. How she got in this position was beyond her, but what puzzled her more was the fact that she liked it.

She liked being in Ian's embrace, the warmth of his body, his heartbeat against her back, his breath on the back of her neck. It was something she could grow to love, waking up in Ian's arms.

The thought should have been preposterous and yet Imani found it far from it. Imani turned around, safe in the knowledge that Ian wouldn't be woken by the movement. She watched him sleep, wondering what he was dreaming of.

What am I doing? The internal monologue began. He wouldn't be interested in me in that way. In fact, his being here was an accident. I'm sure Ian's type is one of those model types with legs up to her chin, blonde hair, blue eyes. All Ian would want from me is my friendship and I won't mess that up by having a crush on him.

Effectively crushing her hopes of ever being more than a friend to Ian, Imani slipped out of his arms and made her way to the kitchen. As she entered it, she heard movement in the bedroom, then Ian walking through the apartment.

A small part of her hoped he was looking for her.
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Imani had started to get ready for the Carnival early and by 10 in the morning she was almost ready. Ian was going to meet her at her apartment which Imani shared with Carmen Ortiz. She had answered Carmen's Craigslist ad for a roommate. Fortunately, Carmen didn't like those who came before her and the two women got along from the initial viewing of the apartment.

Carmen was, despite her name, a natural blond, she was a little taller than Imani and was always well dressed and her make up was always photo ready. Although she looked like a beauty queen, Carmen was a wild child at heart and believed life should be enjoyed to the fullest.

Like Imani and Ian, she was in the graduate program of Edison College working towards an MBA in Business Administrator. Imani always thought she was an unlikely candidate for corporate America, but that was what Carmen was aiming for.

As Imani applied her lipstick, there was a knock at her bedroom door.

“Come in,” she called out.

The door opened to reveal a “glowing” Carmen, back from her morning run.

“Morning,” Imani said, looking at her roommate in the reflection of her mirror. “Did you have a good run?'”

“Yeah,” she replied, balancing on the door jamb as she held her ankle behind her leg, “I beat my last time by 5 seconds.” Carmen was also training for a half marathon slated for the end of the next month.

“Um, Imani,” Carmen stepped inside and leaned on the wall next to the door. “That guy you are always hanging out with....”

“Ian?”

“Yeah, are you two seeing each other?” Carmen met Imani's gaze in the mirror. “Or does he have a girlfriend?”

Imani placed the tube of lipstick on her vanity and turned to her roommate, trying to gauge where Carmen was going with this line of questioning.

“No,” she said slowly. “Ian and I are not going out and to the best of my knowledge, he doesn't have a girlfriend. Why do you ask?”

“Well,” Carmen began with a smile. “He is kinda cute and I always enjoyed his company whenever he comes over. I'd like to go out with him.” That was one of the things Imani always liked about her roommate, she was bold and not afraid to go after what she wanted, but this time it irked her. 

Of all the men on campus, why did Carmen have to like Ian, especially now when she started to like him. Men have always been smitten by the blond and Imani was sure Ian would be no different.

“So you don't mind if I go out with Ian?” her roommate asked, searching Imani's face.

“No, not at all,” Imani lied, turning back to face the mirror and reaching for an eyeliner.

“Great,” Carmen sounded relieved. “I'm hitting the shower, I feel so gross.”

Imani listened as Carmen padded down the hallway. It wouldn't have been fair if she denied Ian the opportunity of dating her roommate. In fact, they might end up a couple. Still, the prospect unnerved Imani. A part of her wished she was the one Ian ended up with.

As Imani applied the last of her makeup, the doorbell rang. Ian, as usual, was right on time.

“I'll get it,” Imani heard Carmen call out.

After collecting her purse and keys, Imani made her way out, finding Ian talking to a flirtatious Carmen who was wearing nothing but a towel.

She sure moves fast, Imani thought as she walked around Carmen.

“I'm ready when you are,” she said to Ian, smiling at her roommate.

“Then we are off,” Ian said, quickly. “Nice seeing you, Carmen.”

“Same here,” she replied with a wink before walking in the direction of her bedroom. “You all have fun, now,” she said over her shoulder.

“Don't ask,” Imani said when Ian looked at her. She led the way through the front door, locking the door, she said, “Just don't ask.”
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The two friends arrived early and the carnival staff were not completely ready to welcome customers. They paid the entry fee, then walked around the carnival site, identifying the rides they wanted to go on.

It was agreed that they would start on the tame rides, then build up to the scarier rides. In between rides, they ate carnival treats and tried their hands at the games, trying to win prizes. Ian won Imani a small plush bear, which fit easily into her purse.

“I know you said not to ask,” Ian began as they waited in line for the Tornado. “But what was up with Carmen answering the door in a towel? And was she flirting with me? I think she was flirting with me.”

With a sigh, Imani confirmed his belief, “Yes, Carmen was flirting with you. Um, well, she wants to go on a date with you.”

Imani kept her focus to the line ahead of her, not wanting to see Ian's reaction to her statement.

“Oh.”

“Oh?” she turned and looked up at Ian. “Is that all you can say? 'Oh'?”

“Well, I am flattered and she is an attractive woman..” his words petered off, leaving Imani clueless on how her friend felt about dating her roommate.

“How do you feel about it?” Ian asked, meeting her gaze. “My going out with Carmen, does it bother you?”

The friends' staring contest came to an end when the person behind them told them to move forward. The line in front of them had moved and they were holding up the rest of the line.

“No, it doesn't bother me,” Imani lied as she walked. “If you want to go out with Carmen, it's alright with me.”

“Okay,” Ian didn't sound convinced, but he had to take her words at face value.

As they climbed into the last car of the roller coaster, Ian changed the topic. It was his way of salvaging the rest of the day from an uncomfortable conversation. For this, Imani was grateful.

The rest of the day, the focused on having fun. Between riding rides, eating junk, they took advantage of all the carnival had to offer. Their day ended on the Ferris wheel, dusk had melted away in night and from the top they could see the lights of the small city stretching out to the distant hills.

Ian had offered Imani his corduroy jacket and a shoulder to lean on. It was a perfect date, Imani thought, correcting herself immediately. It was a perfect day, but in her heart, Imani wished it was a real date.
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Ian was walking across campus when he ran into Carmen. His mid afternoon class had just ended and he was heading to the law library when she called out to him. At first, he didn't see her when he turned to look, then he saw her come from behind an Indian guy. For the first time ever he saw the beautiful Latina grad student as more than Imani's roommate.

“Where are you heading off to?” she asked when she came to a stop in front of Ian.

“The law library, got some research to do for my class tomorrow,” he replied.

“I have a class in that direction, mind if I walk with you?” she asked the question, but Ian suspected she was going to walk with him despite his answer.

“Yeah, sure,” he said, shifting his bag from one shoulder to the other. “But weren't you talking to that guy?”

Carmen came up beside him and slipped her arm into the crook of his arm. “The operative word is 'was',” she looked up at him unabashedly. “I was talking to Raj and now I'm talking with you. Shall we?”

“Yeah,” Ian muttered, as they turned and started walking.

“Do you like Thai food?” Carmen asked.

“Actually, I've never tried it,” Ian responded.

“It's pretty good, I tried it when I went home during summer break,” she explained. “Do you want to try it? A Thai restaurant opened on Washington Boulevard.”

Ian came to a stop and turned to the beautiful woman on his arm, “Are you asking me out, Carmen Ortiz?”

“Yes, I am,” she replied with a small smirk. “And I will not be taking no as an answer.”

Ian looked at her, really looked at her. She was bold, almost brash and that impressed him about Carmen. Her directness was refreshing, plus it's not every day that he was asked out on a date by a beautiful, obviously smart woman. His answer was an obvious one, the only one she would accept.

“Yes, when do you want to go?”

“Tomorrow night, are you busy tomorrow night?” Carmen asked, urging Ian to keep walking.

“No, I'm free tomorrow night,” Ian assured.

“Good, then pick me up from my apartment at 7 o'clock,” Carmen said, coming to a stop in front of the Hamilton Law Library. “This is you,” she said, pulling her arm from between his.

She stood on tip toes and kissed Ian on the cheek. “See you tomorrow,” she whispered, then she continued to walk along the path.

Ian watched Imani's roommate walk away. Her hips swayed like a metronome in time with an inner song he wanted to hear. He knew she was going to ask him out but he didn't know how or when. When she did ask, she was a seductive tornado causing grievous damage to his free will.

For the first time in a long while, Ian was entertaining the possibility of seeing someone that was not Imani. Another first,
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Chapter Ten
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Carmen was still getting ready when the doorbell rang, so Imani opened the door to let her roommate's date in. When she opened the door, she saw Ian looking very pulled together. He looked so good that Imani wished he was taking her on a date.

“Come in,” it came out as a command. “She's not ready.”

Imani led Ian to the living room, asking him if he wanted something to drink. Even though Ian was one of her closest friends, she found it easier, bearable even, to treat him the same way she treated all of Carmen's dates.

“Nothing, thanks,” Ian sat on the couch, then patted the space beside him.

A minute or two passed before Imani reluctantly sat down, choosing to sit at the extreme end of the sofa.

“I thought you were okay with this?” Ian said, his voice lowered.

Imani looked at her nails, “I am.”

“You're not acting like you are,” he scooted over a little. “I know you, Imani. You don't like this, you don't like me going out with Carmen.”

“It doesn't matter if I liked it or not,” she looked across at Ian. “You are a free agent. Free to date whomever.”

“Yeah?” Ian leaned back in the sofa, resting his arm along the top of it, his fingers but inches away from Imani's head. “What bothers you more? That I'm going out or that I'm going out with your roommate?”

Before Imani could answer, Carmen walked in. Ian got to his feet to greet her.

As they made small talk, Imani felt the kernel of resentment grow to the size of an apple. She got to her feet and began to make her way to her bedroom. Hopefully, they will leave soon and she can drown these emotions in ice cream and wine.

Carmen turned to her before she disappeared through her doorway, “Imani, can I borrow your red purse? I can't find my black one.”

“Uh, sure,” Imani continued into her room with Carmen a few feet behind her.

As she looked for the purse, Carmen stood in the doorway.

“Doesn't he look divine?” Carmen asked in a stage whisper.

Imani grunted, grateful that she had found the purse. Handing it to her roommate, she had to admit that the purse complemented Carmen's outfit. The red bag was the right shade for the animal print wrap dress that did Carmen's curves justice. The patent leather stilettos gave her height and made her legs look amazing.

God, was she jealous of her roommate? Imani pondered. She watched as Carmen walked back to the living room. From the doorway of her room, Imani watched as the couple exited the apartment.

Carmen had stepped out first and before Ian did the same, he looked back at Imani. She could tell he was torn, she could tell that he wanted to talk more. She could tell that he was on the fence, he could leave with Carmen or he could stay and talk with Imani.

“Come on, Ian,” Carmen's voice pulled him away. “We don't want to be late for our reservation.”

He looked down, before disappearing beyond the door, it closing behind them. It ached. Imani needed something stronger than wine.
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It was late, more like early, but Imani couldn't fall asleep. Every time she turned off the light and closed her eyes, her mind conjured up images of Ian and Carmen. The image that kept repeating was one of Carmen straddling Ian, her tan legs contrasting against his pale skin. Carmen was enjoying herself and Ian was staring at Imani.

Having given up on sleep, she booted up her laptop and worked on a paper that wasn't due for another week. Hopefully, it will help her forget everything, but it was barely a distraction.

She heard them before they even reached the door to the apartment. Carmen was laughing at something Ian said. Then Imani listened as the lock turned and the door opened. Their laughter tumbled into the quiet space, then without seeing it, she sensed a shift. Imani tiptoed to her door, cracking it to afford her better listening and perhaps sight.

Carmen was in the doorway looking out. “Do you want to come in for a drink? Wine or coffee?”

“Uh, no,” Ian answered. “It's late, I'll take a rain check.”

“Promise?” Carmen cooed.

He chuckled, then said “I promise.”

Imani watched as Ian leaned in to kiss her roommate. She wanted to look away, but it was like a horrific car crash, she couldn't pull her eyes away. Then he kissed Carmen on the cheek, more like a peck. Imani released her breath, not aware that she was holding it. Not aware that his kissing or not kissing her roommate mattered to her.

Not wanting to be caught being a peeping Tom, Imani closed her door quietly and returned to her desk and the paper she was working on. She forced herself to type out the words that she scribbled in her notepad. The screen was starting to blur as sleep tugged at her consciousness.

Just when she couldn't keep her eyes open, Imani heard a knock at her door.

“Come in,” she said through a yawn. She was saving her work when Carmen opened the door.

Her roommate took in the tangled sheets on Imani's bed and her sleepy face. “You didn't stay up for me?” Carmen asked, amusement in her voice.

“No,” Imani said, barely sounding offended which is what she was aiming for. “I couldn't sleep.”

“Uh huh,” Carmen walked into the room and sat in Imani's reading chair. A plush armchair they had found at a yard sale that Imani fell in love with.

“So?” Imani hated that she was curious.

“Hmm?” Carmen was leafing through a book that was balanced on one of the arms of the chair. “Is this any good?”

Imani got to her feet and stretched, “Don't play coy, Carmen. You didn't come to my room to ask about a random book, so spill.”

Carmen looked up at her, then smiled. “It was great, he was great. We took a cab over and during the ride we talked. Not that stilted getting-to-know-you talk, but really talked.”

Carmen watched as Imani moved to the bed and sank down, listening intently to her every word.

“Ian was amazing, I mean there is something sexy about a man with a vision for his life, well the rest of his life,” she shrugged, then continued. “At the restaurant, he was a gentleman. Pulling out my seat, respectful to the wait staff. Did you know he waited tables to pay for part of his undergrad?”

Imani nodded, it was one of the many things she knew about him.

“He was also willing to try anything, asking the waiter what he recommended.” Carmen sighed, “The food was good, the wine was good, the company was oh, so, good.”

“Sounds like you enjoyed yourself,” Imani said, looking down as she picked at the lint on the flannel blanket.

Her roommate looked at her, “Yeah, I did, but there was one drawback.”

“Hmm?” Imani looked up, meeting Carmen's gaze.

“He kept talking about you,” Carmen revealed. She wasn't saddened by this, in fact, Imani's roommate looked indifferent. “I know you two spend a lot of time together, but, by the way he talks about you, it sounds like you two have been dating forever.”

For a minute or two, Imani was speechless, then she cleared her throat. “Well, you know, we are good friends. Good friends know a lot about each other and make reference to each other.”

Carmen arched an eyebrow. “Right,” she stretched out the five letter word. “I think Ian likes you, I mean, really likes you. If given the choice between you and me, he would choose you without batting an eye.”

“Well, I don't know about that,” Imani began, thankful that the heat creeping up her face would not register on her dark skin.

“You might not know, but I know that the man I went out with likes, if not loves, my roommate,” Carmen got to her feet and walked over to Imani. “But does my roommate feel the same?”

She tipped Imani's face up to look at her. Carmen studied her face like she was studying for end of the year finals.

“You like him, too,” she said at last.

Imani didn't speak, she pulled away from Carmen's hand and yawned. “It's late and I'm sleepy,” she eventually said. “I'm happy you had a good time out.”

Carmen shrugged, “You should let him know how you feel before it's too late.” She made her way to the door, visibly tired herself.

“Why?” Once again, curiosity got the best of Imani.

Looking over her shoulder, Carmen said matter-of-factly, “Grad school doesn't last forever and there are no guarantees either of you will stay around here. You might go back to Florida and he might go back to New Jersey. If you don't take a chance now, you might lose out on a good thing.”

“Good night, Carmen.”

“Good night, Imani,” she said before closing the door behind her.

Imani crawled into bed, turning off the light and stared at the ceiling. She was tired, but slumber was evading her like a homeowner evading a Jehovah Witness.

Was Carmen telling the truth about Ian liking her? Why didn't he say or do something to let her know? What can she do to let him know how she felt? Was Carmen right? Was Imani's time limited?

Instead of coming up with answers, she was inundated with more questions. Sleep eventually found Imani as the first rays of sun trickled through her window. As the last strands of conscious snapped, Imani was grateful that she didn't have class until that evening. Maybe by then she would know what to do about her feelings for Ian.
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Chapter Eleven
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The days that followed Carmen and Ian's date were filled with Imani barely seeing Ian. She would see him in the distance, always missing him when she thought she had seen him. At this point, Imani didn't know if it was a good thing or a bad thing as she had yet to work out her feelings for the law school student.

It was by chance that Imani ran into her friend. She was taking a short cut through the building dedicated to the Edison College Law School on her way to her favorite café, Café Nero. As she hustled down a corridor, Ian rounded a corner.

Upon seeing her, a festival of emotions flashed across his face. Beside him was cute, young woman, cute in an adorable way. She was a few inches taller than Imani with platinum blond hair, cut in a pixie cut and piercing blue eyes. She could have been Imani's Caucasian doppelganger if Imani had cut her shoulder length hair.

“Uh, hi Imani,” Ian said with a weak smile.

“Hey,” she replied, coming to a stop in front of them.

For a beat or two, they stood in awkward silence, before Ian's companion extended her hand and introduced herself.

“Hi, I'm Samantha Shepherd and you are Imani..” she let her sentence hang, waiting for Imani to complete it.

“Imani James,” she said, shaking the other woman's hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Are you studying law as well?” Imani asked, interrupting another bout of silence.

“Yes, I just started this year and Ian is tutoring me,” she said with a smile.

Upon hearing Ian's relationship with the young woman, Imani smiled broadly. “Well, I'll let you two go.”

She began to skirt around them when Ian stopped her by clutching her wrist.

“Sam, I need to talk to Imani for a minute,” he said, looking down at Imani, “I'll catch up with you at the library.”

“Yeah, sure. It was nice meeting you, Imani,” she said before leaving them alone in the corridor.

Turning to face him, Imani returned Ian's steady gaze. “What is it you wanted to talk about?”

“Us.”

“Us?” she asked weakly.

A few students walked past them, having to skirt around them. When they had passed, Ian guided Imani to the side of the corridor.

“How do I say this?” he said, clearly frustrated.

“Just say how you feel,” Imani offered. “Just start and the words will come.”

“I like you, Imani,” Ian blurted out. “I like you more than as a friend.”

She didn't say anything, Imani didn't expect that this would come to the fore like this. She didn't know what to say as she had yet to suss out how she felt and if she would want to ruin a great friendship.

“But I understand if you don't feel the same,” Ian continued quickly when Imani remained silent. “Perhaps it's time I explored what the campus has to offer, you know, to preserve our friendship.”

“Ian,” she began.

“It's okay,” Ian said, holding up his hand. “I'll call you.” He stepped back, then turned and walked away.

“Ian,” Imani called out, but he didn't look back, his shoulders slouched.

Shit! Should I follow him? God, I am such an idiot! Imani started to follow Ian but only walked a couple steps before stopping. What should I say? What can I say? “I like you, too, but I really value our friendship.”

With a groan, Imani turned around and continued on her way to the cafe. The confusion in her mind, seemed to have doubled. Hopefully, a cup of coffee and a muffin would burn through the confusion.

She looked back one last time, then hustled down the corridor, feeling completely wretched.
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Chapter Twelve
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“I screwed up,” Imani shuffled into the living room of their apartment and fell into the sofa, covering her head with a throw pillow.

“What happened?” Carmen asked, her head buried in text books as she sat at the dining table between the kitchen and living room.

“Ian told me he liked me,” Imani said through the pillow.

“And?” Carmen prompted as she made notes.

Imani didn't reply and her roommate looked up at her.

“And?” she repeated.

With a groan, Imani pulled the pillow away. “I said nothing.” Jumping to her feet, she walked over to where Carmen sat. “He opens up to me and like an idiot, I said nothing.”

“So what did he say or do?” Carmen asked tentatively.

“He...” Imani looked up at the ceiling, then sighed. “He's going to.... He'll be dating.... other people.”

Carmen looked at her roommate with concern. “Well,” she said at last. “If he's dating other people, why don't you date other people as well?”

“But I don't want to date other people,” Imani yelped. “I want to....”

“Go on,” Carmen prompted, propping her head on her hand. “You want to...”

“Nothing.”

“You want to date Ian. You want to be with Ian. You want Ian,” Carmen listed. “Why can't you admit it?”

“Because I don't want to lose him as a friend,” Imani sighed, pulling out a chair and sitting across from her roommate.

“What's the worst that could happen?”

“We date, we end up hating each other and we break up, never talking to each other.”

“Bull!”

“What?”

“You two are so compatible it's a wonder you hadn't explored dating each other before,” Carmen explained. “Plus, you value and respect each other enough to work out your differences.”

“But -”

“No buts,” Carmen interrupted. “You two are practically dating already, the only things you aren't doing is sucking face and knocking boots.”

“If you thought we were such an item, why did you go out with him?” Imani asked.

Carmen shrugged, looking down at her notepad.

Imani reached over and pulled it away. “Spill, Ortiz.”

“I wanted to see how you would have reacted,” she said, sheepishly. “If you would allow me to date him.”

“And?”

“You like the guy,” Carmen said, holding out her hand for the return of her notepad.

Imani slapped it in her roommate's hand and got to her feet.

“Where are you going?” Carmen called out.

“To let the guy know how I feel,” Imani said, over her shoulder as she walked to her bedroom.
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Chapter Thirteen


[image: ]


Imani didn't realize that it would require so much courage to make a phone call, especially a call she would have easily made two weeks ago. Three times she had dialed the number, making it to the sixth digit before canceling the call. Twice she had dialed the entire number, only to not press the connect button.

In the end, she messaged him,


Imani: Hi, Can we talk?


An hour had passed before her phone chirped.




Ian: We've already talked



With a sigh, Imani responded,


Imani: It was so unexpected. I didn't know what to say.

Ian: And now you know?

Imani: Can I come over?

Ian: Sorry, I'm about to go out

Imani: Go out? Go out where?

Ian: Out with a friend

Imani: How about tomorrow?

Ian: No can do, I'm going out again

Imani: With the same friend?


Imani felt cold as she typed her question.


Ian: No, another friend. Look, I'll give you a call and let you know when is a good time.


Then his status changed to away.

Imani sat on her bed, staring at their conversation on her phone.

Is this the beginning of the end? In trying to save our friendship, did I destroy it? How did this happen? What do I do now?

As Imani mulled over the future of her friendship with Ian, Carmen knocked at her door.

“Come in,” Imani said, barely audible through the closed door.

Carmen opened the door, and walked in, already recognizing that her roommate was far from happy. “It didn't go well?” she asked, sitting down beside Imani on the bed.

Without answering, Imani handed her the phone.

As Carmen read the last of the conversation, Imani exhaled. “Looks like I'm on the market.”

“No,” Carmen said, putting her arm around Imani's shoulders. “You are on the prowl.”

Imani looked at her from the corner of her eye.

“You never know this might be for the best,” Carmen said, giving her roommate a squeeze, but they both knew she was lying.
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Chapter Fourteen
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Ian sat across from Samantha in a booth in a diner not very far from the campus. As she looked through the menu, he would look up at her, trying to convince himself that he was going to have a good time eating out with her.

She was an attractive woman and intelligent, too, but there was something missing. As he tried to figure it out, she looked up and smiled at him.

“What are you thinking about?” Samantha asked, closing the menu.

“Trying to decide if I should go with the pasta or the lamb,” Ian lied, watching her smile. “What are you getting?”

“The chicken with a salad as a side,” she answered. “I'm not into red meat and the carbs go straight to my thighs.”

The last comment left Ian speechless for a minute or two. Then he said, “You don't have to worry about carbs, you look great.”

At this, Samantha rolled her eyes. “You don't know the beginning, middle or end of it. I've still got ten more pounds to lose.”

“Then what?” Ian asked out of curiosity.

“Then I will be perfect,” Samantha said with a big grin.

“What if I told you that you were perfect the way you are?”

“I would say you are just being nice.”

Before Ian could continue the conversation, the waiter arrived to take their order.

“So,” Samantha begun after the waiter left their table. “What's the deal with you and Imani?”

“Oh, we're just friends,” Ian replied, taking a sip of his beer. “We met when we both started grad school.”

“Is she studying law?” she asked.

“No, she's working on her MBA in Marketing.”

“But why was she in the Law School building?” Samantha's brows furrowed in confusion.

“Most likely using it as a shortcut to her favorite coffee shop,” Ian said with a chuckle. “But enough about my friend. Tell me about yourself.”

As the evening progressed, Ian listened to Samantha tell him her life story. Over their meal, she explained why she was studying law. Over dessert, she told him her aspirations for her career. And as Ian walked her home, she told him which law firms she wanted to join upon passing the bar.

It was only when they stood outside her apartment that Samantha asked Ian about himself.

“Sorry to say, it's late and I've got to wake up early in the morning, will you take a raincheck on my life story?” was Ian's response.

“Sure,” Samantha said with a shrug.

“Well, Goodnight, Sam,” Ian said after a bout of silence.

“Yeah,” she said. “Good night, see you on Thursday, unless we see each before then.”

“See you on Thursday,” Ian said as he made his way to the stairwell, avoiding getting locked into seeing the first year law student outside of tutoring.

As he walked home, Ian didn't realize he had taken a major detour, until he was outside of Imani's apartment building. A part of him wanted to see her, to talk to her, but instead of pressing the buzzer to her apartment, he spun on his heels and focused on getting home.

Things had changed between them and their friendship would never be the same. Still, it was never going to last as it was. At some point, sooner or later, he would have professed his feelings to Imani. Perhaps it was best that it happened now, perhaps their friendship had run its course.

I hope not, hopefully it will lead to something better for the both of us, he thought. Either together as a couple or as parts of couples.

Ian was hopeful.
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Chapter Fifteen
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“Okay,” Carmen said, walking into the kitchen as Imani made breakfast. “What kind of guys are you into?”

Imani looked over her shoulder to see her roommate take a seat at the dining table, leafing through a little book.

“What is that, Carmen?” she asked, returning her attention to the eggs she was trying to scramble. For the life of her, she could never get them as perfect as those Ian made.

“Your salvation,” Carmen said triumphantly. “It's my little black book.”

“Oh, no,” Imani said, turning off the stove and shoveling eggs into her plate. “I will find my own men to date.”

“How long have you been at Edison?” Carmen folded her arms in front of her chest.

“Three years,” she answered as she sat down across from Carmen with her plate.

“And how many dates have you been on?” Carmen asked, leaning in, more to see what she could steal from Imani's plate than out of making a point.

“I've been busy,” Imani grumbled.

“Uh, huh,” Carmen said, swiping a sausage. “I've been here as long as you, in a similar program and I've gone out with more men than you have. Have you even gone on a date since the year began?”

“Yes,” Imani said quickly. “I went out with Andrew and we went to an art opening.”

“Okay, one,” Carmen leaned back in her chair. “I've gone out with ten men and a couple of them, I've gone on multiple dates.”

“Okay, okay, what do
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