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Jack rang the buzzer and waited.

"Hello?" Tony said, through the intercom.

"It's me, Jack," Jack yelled, and grabbed the door when it buzzed.

He took the stairs up to Tony's penthouse, walking slowly.  He wasn't sure why Tony had insisted on having lunch today, or why Jack also had to come up to the apartment first.

Lexi was at a track meet in Jersey and he had wanted to go to that, but he kind of felt obligated to go see Tony whenever Tony asked.

Jack reached out to knock on the door, but Tony opened it before Jack could.  Jack's hand was already out so he dropped it to offer Tony a handshake, which Tony accepted halfheartedly.

"Come on in Jack," Tony said.

Jack followed him into the kitchen, or kitchen area.  Tony sat down at the table and Jack didn't really know what to do, so he just sat down next to his uncle.

"I need a favor," Tony said.

"Ummm, okay," Jack said.

"Don't you want to know what it is?" Tony asked.

"Well, yeah," Jack said.

"You should ask that first," Tony said, "You know, before you say okay."

"Um, sorry?" Jack said, "So what is it?"

"That's better," Tony said, "Life lesson, right?"

"Sure," Jack said.

Jack didn't need Tony to give him life lessons, on anything, after all, he was Jack's uncle, not his dad.  That thought was immediately followed by guilt, on account of all that Tony had done for Jack, which was quickly replaced with anger, for all that Jack's dad hadn't.

"So, what's this favor?" Jack said.

He softened the businesslike tone of his question with a wink and Tony smiled, briefly.  So briefly in fact, that Jack wondered if he had actually imagined it.  Because once that smile was gone Tony looked sad, really sad, actually.

"Well I was wondering what you were doing for the summer."

"I have to figure that out," Jack said, "I need a job."

"Here in the city?" Tony said.

"No, at home," Jack said, "At the shore maybe."

Probably.

"Well if you wanted to stay in the city for the summer," Tony said, "You could stay here."

"Here?" Jack said, "With you?"

"Well, I won't be here," Tony said, "That's why I thought you could, you know, keep an eye on the place, maybe get a job in the neighborhood."

"If I lived here," Jack said slowly, "I wouldn't need a car."

"Nope," Tony said, "I mean, I'm not leaving the car."

"But you're not going to stay here at all this summer?"

"I don't think so," Tony said, "I'm planning on taking a bit of time off."

"So you'll be in Connecticut?"

"Well, Fire Island, mostly, me and some friends, we rent a house there every summer.  Usually I go mostly on weekends but this summer, I just, I need to think, so I think, I'm planning on staying there a lot.  Only going into the office if absolutely necessary until..."

"Until what?" Jack asked.

"I'm thinking about selling the business," Tony said, "It might be time."

"Um, okay," Jack said.

"So think it over, okay?" Tony said, "But if you want a summer job here, you should start looking now.  I mean, I know a lot of people in the neighborhood, I could give you a recommendation if you need it."

"Wow, thanks," Jack said.

"No problem.  You hungry?  I did ask you to lunch after all."

"Sure," Jack said.

They took what Tony called the scenic route to the cafe for lunch.

"Do you think they need any help at the gallery?" Jack asked, after they had ordered their food.

"The art gallery?" Tony said, surprised, "Which one?"

"Well any of them, I guess," Jack said.

"You want to work at an art gallery?" Tony asked.

"No," Jack said, he had been thinking about the pizza place they had passed, for him, "But Lexi might."

"Right, cause her dad lives in Brooklyn?" Tony said.

"Exactly," Jack said, but what he had been thinking was that it would be easy enough to tell Lexi's dad that she was sleeping at Michelle's and if Jack had his own apartment...

"Jack," Tony said.

"What?"

"It's just," Tony lowered his voice, "You're using rubbers right?  I mean every time?"

Jack wanted to tell his uncle it was none of his business, but he was pretty sure if he opened his mouth his uncle would be able to tell that Jack hadn't done it.

"Jack," Tony said, leaning across the table, "It's not just about getting her pregnant, okay, there's other stuff, disease, you have to worry about."

"I know that," Jack said.

"Every time Jack, promise me."

Now they were getting into REALLY weird territory, but Jack figured the best way to end the conversation was to agree, so he promised.

"Lexi's going to RIT for photography," he said, just to change the subject.

"That's great," Tony said.

They spent the rest of lunch talking about Jack's classes for his sophomore year, and Lexi's prom and graduation, then they walked back to Tony's building.

"You heading back uptown now?" Tony asked.

"Actually," Jack said, "yes, but could I use the bathroom first?"

The trains were notoriously slow on the weekends and Jack had drunk a bunch of soda with lunch.

"Sure," Tony said.

They went inside and Jack started for the stairs but stopped when he saw Tony reaching for the elevator button.

"Sorry I'm tired," Tony said, "Haven't been sleeping well lately."

They rode up together in silence and, once in the apartment, Jack headed right into the bathroom.  When he got out Tony was sitting at the kitchen counter.

"Well I guess I'll-"

Jack stopped talking when the phone rang.  He waited for Tony to get it, but he didn't move.

"Do you want-"

"The machine will get it," Tony said, interrupting him, and after three rings it did.

"Hi, this is Tony, leave a message."

"Tony, I just heard, call me," a man's voice said, then hung up.

Jack looked back at his uncle.  Tony picked up a glass of water sitting in front of him and drank it down.  Then he slammed it down on the counter so hard it shattered.

"Jesus," Jack said, as he raced across the room, "Did you cut yourself?"

"Don't!" Tony yelled at him.

"What? You're bleeding!" Jack said, looking around frantically.

He grabbed a paper towel from above the sink and tried to hand it to Tony, but his uncle shoulder checked him out of the way.  Jack stumbled into the counter as Tony headed for the sink.  He turned it on and ran his hand under the water.

Jack looked at his uncle's back, then over at the glass.

"I can clean this up," Jack said.

"No," Tony said, "Don't touch it, you could cut yourself."

"Jesus Tony, I'm not five years old, I can clean up a broken glass."

"Don't," Tony said, and something about the way he said it made Jack stop dead in his tracks.  "Just wait, okay."

So Jack waited while Tony cleaned up his hand, then went into the bathroom for a band-aid, luckily that was all that was needed.  Jack sat silently and watched as Tony cleaned up the broken glass and scrubbed down the counter.

"Sorry I yelled at you," Tony said, when he was done.

Jack shrugged.

"I wasn't going to tell you this, not today," Tony said.

"Tell me what?" Jack said.

"I tested positive."

Jack didn't have to ask for what.  It was all over the papers, all the time.  And Tony was gay.  It was AIDS.

"They, the doctors, they said just cause I tested positive, it doesn't mean I'll get sick.  Fifty-fifty chance they said.  I mean, that's pretty good, right?"

Jack could see it in Tony's eyes.  Tony was scared.  Desperate and scared.

"Yeah," Jack agreed, "Fifty-fifty isn't bad."

"You should go Jack," Tony said.  "Go back to school and...study or something."

"Okay," Jack said, and left.

He rode back up to school glaring at the floor of the subway car the whole time.  He marched through the suite without saying hi to anyone, slammed the door and turned on Daniel's stereo.  He put the chair from his desk in front of the door, just in case, and turned the radio up as loud as he dared.  Then he crawled up into bed, buried his face in his pillow and cried. 
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Lexi took a deep breath before she pushed open the door.  The gallery was hosting a photography exhibit, which she took as a good sign, cause she didn't know anything about art.

At the far end of the room was a desk, but there wasn't anyone sitting behind it.  There were several couches and multiple chairs scattered throughout the space positioned, Lexi realized, facing the walls instead of each other.

Some of the photos had been blown up to enormous sizes, filling entire walls, and Lexi wondered how much they had cost.  She had, on occasion, glanced at the price list for the film developing and had been blown away by the prices for the larger prints.

Still, she thought, looking around, it would be so cool to see one of her larger photographs blown up that large and mounted like that.  Maybe a photo of the dark red roses, on a black mat, that would look great.

"Can I help you with something?" said a woman's voice, and Lexi turned around.

"Hi!" Lexi said, "Yes, um, no, I mean, I'm looking for a job, for the summer, a summer job."

She had practiced what she had planned to say out loud, many times, but taken off guard it came out like a babbling mess.

"Here?" the woman said, "We're not hiring, I don't think, did my partner put the sign in the window and not tell me?"

She walked around Lexi and peered down at the front window.

"No, I just," Lexi said, "I'm looking for a summer job and I'm going to RIT in the fall, for photography, so I thought I'd stop in and ask.  I have a resume," she said, and held it out.

The woman took it and glanced down at it.

"Well I see you worked at a restaurant," she said, and Lexi quickly suppressed a snort, "I might know someone who could use you."

"Oh, thanks," Lexi said.

"Hold on," the woman said, as she went over to the desk and flipped open a rolodex.

She wrote something down on a card and handed it to Lexi.

"They do our catering," she said, "when we have an opening.  I know they are always looking for people to fill in."

"Thank you," Lexi said, though she did not want to work for a caterer.

But that was not the most important thing.  The most important thing was getting a job in the city so she could, hopefully, convince her mom to let her stay in Brooklyn all summer.  And that was super important because Jack would be living in Tony's apartment in Soho all summer and she was going to RIT in the fall and well, Lexi didn't like to think about it, she just wanted to spend as much time with Jack this summer as she could.

"Hold on," the woman said, "I'll give Didi a call right now."

Lexi walked to the other end of the gallery while the woman picked up her phone and dialed.  She was staring at a photo collection that had been taken in Prague when the woman came back.

"Didi's there now," she said, "she said come on over."

"Oh," Lexi said, surprised, "Oh, thanks."

"Two blocks over and one up."

Lexi turned to go, then remembered and shook the lady's hand, thanking her again.

Ten minutes later she was standing in the catering company kitchen and ten minutes after that she had given Didi her number in Brooklyn, and New Jersey, and had the promise of a lot of work over the summer.

Most of the events Didi catered were on Friday and Saturday night and, since Lexi figured Jack would be working a lot during that time too, considering he was applying at a pizza parlor up in the village, she had no problem committing to it.

Now Lexi just had to convince her mom to let her stay in Brooklyn full time.  Since Didi had also indicated there was the possibility of hours during the week, to help with prep, mostly, Lexi was hopeful her mom would be okay with it.  She headed back out into the beautiful day and went to find Jack.

She could see him through the window of the pizzeria, he was having a full blown audition, apparently.  She watched him expertly toss a pizza crust into a perfect circle and top it with lightning speed.  She winced a little as he slid it into the oven on the long wooden shovel, remembering the burns he had gotten on his forearms when he taken over for Luc down at the shore.

He came out all smiles and Lexi was sure he had gotten the job.  He saw her and confirmed it, and she jumped into his arms and hugged him.

"The best part," Jack said, "I can start now, nights and weekends."

"Weekends?" Lexi said.

"Don't worry I already told him about prom and your graduation."

He grinned at her and Lexi was thrilled and then instantly saddened.  How could she have decided to go so far away?  She would miss him too much, it would never work.

They were walking silently, hand in hand, when Jack stopped suddenly and she tripped into him

"What?" she said, as he steadied her.

"Nothing," he said, "This is Tony's building, where I'm going to live this summer, top floor," Lexi peered up, "The whole top floor."

"Oh, let's see if he's home," she said, "So I can see the apartment and, oh, say hi to Tony."

"No," Jack said, "I don't think he's in the city this weekend."

"Well, we can ring the buzzer," Lexi said.

She headed for the front door, but Jack stopped her.

"No," Jack said, "If he's home, well, I don't know, we shouldn't bother him.  Let's just go back to Brooklyn."

"Right," Lexi said.

She knew why Jack wanted to go back to Brooklyn and it had nothing to do with his uncle.  He had even hinted about prom, once, saying something about how he'd take care of anything they needed for prom night.  Lexi had pretended he was talking about her corsage.

"Let's walk over the bridge," she said, "Beautiful day for pictures."

Jack agreed and she figured he figured they'd have more than enough time before her dad got home from work, which was true.  That wasn't the problem.  The problem was every time they were together, like that, Lexi kept saying no.  She thought she should keep saying no.  But part of her didn't want to say no anymore, and that part was getting harder and harder to ignore. 
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Jack slid the pie into the oven and took a sip of his soda.  He glanced over at the clock, it was almost midnight, Lexi should be finishing up at the gallery opening she was working tonight.  She'd have to head over to Tony's apartment by herself, but she was sure to stop by the pizza place first.  He hated the thought of her walking around the neighborhood that late alone, but he was going to be a while.  Friday and Saturday nights they stayed open pretty late.  One night, back in July, Jack hadn't gotten home until four.

He loved crawling into bed with her once he got home though, and waking up with her there, although tomorrow, being Sunday, she'd probably go out to get bagels before he woke up.  She usually bought a dozen on Sunday, which would last them most of the week.

Jack looked at the next order ticket and chopped a hunk of dough off for the next pie he was making.  The radio was on a shelf above the dough and, when Jack heard what song was coming up soon, he turned up the volume.  It was one of his favorites, one of everybody's favorites, in fact, as it had spent a couple of months at the number one spot earlier in the year.

The song he was expecting didn't come on, but Jack knew the that one did.  He was singing along, loudly, not caring, sometimes customers complimented his voice, which was nice, and sometimes they even tossed a dollar or some change into the tip jar, which was nicer.  He slid another pie into the oven and went back to the line of tickets waiting for him.

"Hi."

He recognized Lexi's voice immediately and looked up.

"Good night?" he asked her.

"Could've been better," she said, indicating a big stain on her shirt.

"Sorry," Jack said, but she shrugged it off.

Other than complaining that having to wear white to serve food was stupid, Lexi liked her job.  Michelle worked some of the events with her, which she seemed to like and which made it even more believable that Lexi was staying at Michelle's most nights.  Lexi had started out the summer staying one or two nights with Jack in Tony's apartment, but her dad was never around and now most nights she spent with Jack.

Jack consulted the order slips and grabbed some more dough.

"Next is a song by...Jay Curio," the DJ said.

Jack glanced at the radio and back at Lexi, but she had moved away from the counter.  He must have heard it wrong.  But then the song started playing and, when he heard the opening notes, he knew he hadn't.

"Lexi," he said, dropping the dough back on the pile and spinning the volume dial up.

Too far up actually, and Jack turned it down, a little bit, but Lexi heard it, despite the noise in the room, and jumped up out of the chair she had just sat down in.  Then she ran back to the counter.

"Jack, is that?" she said.

"It is," Jack said, and they both stood still, entranced by the sound of Jack's voice coming out of the radio, until Jack's boss noticed the lack of pizza production and bellowed at him from the front of the shop.

Jack got back to work.  At one point he told Lexi to go home, but she refused.  Jack felt like the clock had never moved so slowly in his life, but finally Jack was done and they headed out into the night.

"You heard it right?" he asked her.

"I heard it," she assured him, "That was so cool.  You didn't know it was going to be on the radio?"

"No," Jack said.

He hadn't heard from the Aquatron Records guy since he had finished the demo tape.  Not once.

"So what happens next?" Lexi asked.

"I don't know," Jack said, and he didn't.

But he figured whatever happened it would have to be good. 
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The alarm was going off and it was so loud.  Lexi reached out and started whacking at the night stand, but it wouldn't stop.  Then it did.

"Hi, this is Tony, leave a message."

Oh it wasn't the alarm, it was the phone, Lexi realized, sort of, she was still really fuzzy.

What time was it anyway?

"Tony, this is Marty Sanders, Aquatron Records, I'm trying to get a hold of your nephew Jay-"

Lexi didn't hear the rest of what Marty said.  She started shrieking Jack's name and leapt out of bed to run across the loft to grab the one and only phone, in the kitchen.

"Hi, wait, don't hang up," she said frantically.

"Hello?" said Marty.

"Yes, I'll get Jack," she said, "Just don't hang up, sorry, please."

She set the phone down on the counter and ran back to the bed, jumped onto it and started poking Jack furiously.

"Huh, what?" he said.

"Get up," she said, "Marty's on the phone."

"Who?"

"The guy from the record company."

"Shit!" he said, jumped up and ran over to the kitchen.

Lexi trailed him and danced around behind him while he talked, trying to figure out what the Marty guy was telling Jack, which was impossible since Jack was barely saying anything at all and what he was saying was basically yes, no and hmm.  Finally he hung up.

"Well, what?" Lexi said, "What did he say?"

"It was a mistake," Jack said.

"What?"

"The song being on the radio, it was a mistake, some intern fucked up, delivered the tape to the wrong office, the DJ just decided to play it."

"Oh," Lexi said.

"But," Jack said, and he grinned, "People liked it, Marty said, they've been calling the radio station asking for it, so they played it some more.  He said they've even had some calls from other radio stations asking about it."

"Wow," Lexi said.

"Yeah, it's amazing, it's great, but it's also bad, according to Marty, since it was just a demo tape and we don't have a real album, with a whole band, to give them, so he said it's kind of a nightmare, but I don't know, it seems good, to me, anyway."

"It seems great," Lexi said, and he cupped his hand around her face.

"Well, yeah, I think so," he said, "He's going to call once they figure out what to do next."

"Like what?" Lexi said.

"Don't know, he didn't say, but it's good right?"

"Yes," Lexi said, and moved in closer.

Jack was naked and she was topless.  She pressed herself against him and felt him get hard.  She looked around, the sun was shining through the huge windows on either side of the loft and it would probably be scorching outside later, but inside, it was perfect, thanks to the two window air conditioners Tony had.

"We should put the radio on," she said, "Later.  And see if we can hear it again."

"Later?" he said, and squeezed her closer.

He put his hand at the base of her back and kissed her.  He twitched against her, right between her legs, and Lexi wanted him.  She wanted him so much, from deep inside and before she could second guess herself again, she decided.  She was done waiting.

"Come on," she said, and pulled Jack across the room.

She climbed onto the bed and reached into the night stand.  One day, alone in the apartment and bored, she had snooped and she knew that Tony kept condoms in there.  She pulled one out and handed it to Jack.

"Now?" he said, his eyes getting wide.  "You sure?"

"I'm sure," she said, and kissed him.

One of his hands stroked her chest and then inched lower.  He rubbed her through her panties and then slid them down.  She pushed them completely off with her feet.

She was nervous and excited and she felt like she was trembling all over.  She heard the sound of the wrapper ripping.

"Lexi," he said, kissing both her eyelids, "Look at me."

She looked, into his eyes, those blue eyes, and realized that ever since the first time she had locked eyes with him, on the school bus, she had wanted him, like she wanted him now, she just hadn't known it.

"I love you," he said, "You're sure, promise?"

"I promise," she said, and he pulled her legs apart.

Just having him do that was thrilling, then there was the feel of his legs between hers and then she felt it, just the tip.

"I want you Jack," she said, and she meant it, "I want you so much."

He pushed himself inside her, a little bit, then more, then it hurt for a second, but then it didn't.

"God Lexi," he said, sliding out of her a little bit, then pushing all the way back in.

Then he was moaning and crying out in a way she had never heard him do before.

"I love you," he said, and carefully slid out of her.

"I love you," she said, as he wrapped his arms around her.

"I love you," he said again, and she repeated it, then he did.

They said it, over and over again, softer and softer, until they were both asleep. 
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Jack pulled up to Lexi's house and yawned.  It was early, quarter to seven, but there was no way he was going to miss seeing her off to school.  He had just come home for the night, late, Luc had picked him up at the station, he was home for a week before heading back to Princeton for his senior year.  Jack had to move back in the dorm tomorrow, but since he was going to keep working he planned on just stopping by Tony's apartment and picking up more of his stuff every time he went home from work.  Tony was okay with that.

Jack stood at Lexi's back door, unsure whether or not to ring the bell.  Richard and Davy were going up to Rochester too, but he didn't know if everyone was up yet.  Finally he knocked softly.  Lexi's mom opened the door, a mug of coffee in her hand.

"Jack hi," she said, "Lexi's still in the shower, I think."

"Okay, I'll wait," he said, and sat down on the step.

"You can come in," she said.

"No, it's okay," Jack said.

She closed the door.  It was quiet in the neighborhood and Jack longed for some noise to distract him.  He still thought Lexi going to RIT was the right thing for her, and it definitely wouldn't be fair for her to stay in the city and give up RIT so Jack could go to Juilliard.  But the closer it had come to the day






























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BOOK ONE OF THE JACK AND LEXI SERIES

AMANDA WILHELM





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





