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A.L. Long


Chapter One

 

Everyone was hustling into class to get what they knew would be the tale of all tales. Today was the day that they would find out about their midterm grade, which would put the highest received grades in front of the Dean for what could be a life-changing event. The announcement was printed in the college newsletter with the bright headline reading, ‘Dean’s Choice Scholarship.’ Being the recipient of this scholarship would change April Barnes’ life forever. It would not only pay for her tuition for the next year, it would finally allow her to get out from under all the debt she had managed to acquire through the three years she had been attending Northwestern University. Chicago wasn’t her city of choice when selecting a college, but NU was the best school in Illinois and had by far the best business program. So, driving the thirty to forty-five minutes to the college was well worth the trip, especially since there was no housing available in Evanston, unless she wanted to live in the dorms. Not happening.

 

Taking her place in the large theatre-like room designed to house a total of 250 students, April barely found a seat as she sashayed between a group of students who were carrying on about a midterm party at one of the frat houses. April was far from interested in what they had to say about a party she had no intention of attending. The truth of the matter was, she had never been to any parties. She wasn’t a prude by any means. She just felt that her studies were more important than anything she could find at a college frat party. Placing her large overstuffed backpack on the floor, she adjusted the short plaid skirt that she wore with a white shirt under an oversized sweater. 

 

April kept her focus on Professor Redding as he took his place behind the podium. He brought the class to order by striking the wooden gavel against the hardwood block just like he had every other morning. Clearing his throat, he looked up at his students before addressing the them. “Please take your places, quickly.” 

 

Redding removed his glasses and placed his index finger and thumb along the bridge of his nose and pinched them together for a moment before continuing. “I am utterly speechless. In all my years as a professor, I have never felt more disappointment than I do now. Such a shame to have students who are nothing more than a body of matter taking up space. Please come forward as I read your name to receive your graded assignments.”

 

The room fell silent as the professor read off the first name. For every name that was called, April could feel a tight pang in her chest, knowing that soon her name would be called, especially since the OCD professor always had a thing for putting everything in alphabetical order. The minute he called her name, she knew that this was going to be the shittiest day of her life. With every intake of air through her lungs, she tried to concentrate on the carpet-covered steps as she slowly descended to the podium that seemed miles away. The young girl who passed her on the way back to her seat displayed a smile that told April she must have been one of the lucky ones to receive an outstanding grade. 

 

April mentally crossed her fingers as she took the last step, which placed her directly in front of Professor Redding. With a tsk of his tongue, he handed April her paper, his head shaking from side to side in a disappointed manner. Taking the paper from his clutched stubby fingers, she gazed down at the big red ‘F’ that was so large, she was certain that even the students sitting at the top of the stairs were able to see it. Holding back her anger, April turned to walk back to her seat, knowing that she should have received no lower than a ‘B’ on her midterm assignment. She had spent every waking hour researching everything that had to do with Global Warming. She even went so far as to write a letter to ‘A Changed World,’ who did case studies on how it affected the climate. 

 

Before she could reach the stairs leading to her seat, she heard the professor’s voice behind her, mocking her undeserved grade. “Ms. Barnes, it would behoove you to put forth a little more effort. This paper was a travesty to grade, and work that I expected to receive from a sixth grader.”

 

April was about to state her argument, but she knew it would make the remainder of the semester in his class a living hell. She knew that she should have dropped out of his class when she had the chance four weeks ago. Keeping her head low only because she felt like the eyes of all her classmates were upon her, she got to her seat and stuffed her paper in her backpack. Out of sight, out of mind, she thought to herself as she tried to refocus her mind on the next assignment. 

 

~*~*~*~

 

As April entered the small two-bedroom apartment that she shared with her best friend Vanessa Lewis, she took a deep breath, flattening her body against the door, thankful that she had made it through the day. After Professor Redding’s comment regarding her inability to put forth more effort, she lost all desire to go to her remaining two classes. Instead, she decided to go to the library and get a jump on her next assignment. There was no way that she was going to allow Redding to degrade her in such a manner. She was going to show him that she wasn’t the bimbo he thought she was. Even though she was out of the running for the Dean’s scholarship, there were still plenty of other opportunities out there to get assistance with her college tuition. 

 

Placing her backpack on the floor near the door, she headed to the small kitchen and grabbed a glass of water before heading to her bedroom. Stopping for a moment, she looked out the window of her living room, wondering why her economics professor had a conspiracy to make her class time with him a living hell. Everything she did in his class was above and beyond anything the other students did. Placing her glass on the counter, she chalked it off to some students being on his most valued player list, while others sat on the bench, so to speak. 

 

Pulling her hoodie up over her head and off, she laid it on her bed while she went to the bathroom to fill the tub full of water. Her two-bedroom apartment had a great view of the city, so she wasn’t upset that she had to give up her own bathroom in exchange. Sure, she could have had the luxury of having her own bathroom, but then she wouldn’t have the magnificent view of the beautiful city skyline that Chicago offered at night. 

 

Adding just the right amount of bubbles to the hot stream of water, April peeled off her clothes and plunged slowly into the tub. Her mind began to relax and the only thing that filled it was the scent of lavender from the bubbles. 

 

Just when she was going to escape into her own little tranquil world, she heard the faint sound of her cell ringing from her room where she had left it in the pocket of her hoodie. Unconcerned about who could be calling her, she sank further into the water and closed her eyes, placing a moistened washcloth over her face. She was certain that whomever was calling would call back later if it was important, or at least leave her a voice message. When her phone rang again, she realized whomever it was really felt the need to speak with her. With her tranquil escape coming to an end, she slowly lifted the plug and allowed the water to drain. Wrapping a towel around her body, she hurried to her room to see who the intruder was.

 

Swiping the screen, Vanessa’s number came up, along with the avatar of her sticking her tongue out at the camera. Unsure why she would be calling, she hit the phone icon and waited for Vanessa to answer as she watched the water run down her legs onto the floor. With her body shivering from the cool air of the air conditioner, she waited for Vanessa to pick up. 

 

“Hey, girlfriend. It’s about time you picked up. I was just about ready to call in the troops,” Vanessa said, forfeiting the, “Hello, how are you?”

 

“Hey, Nessa. Sorry, you caught me at a bad time. What’s up?” April asked, expecting to hear a favor from her best friend and roomy.

 

“Sooo… I have this catering thing on Friday and was wondering if you wanted to cover for me so that I could go see my mom and dad for the weekend since I haven’t seen them since the beginning of school?” Vanessa asked.

 

April could never refuse her friend. Vanessa had done so much for her during the summer before starting college that she felt the need to pay it back whenever she could. Taking a breath in and then letting it out, April agreed, “Yeah. Just let me know what time and where I need to be.”

 

“I’ll text you, gotta go.” Vanessa hung up before April could thank her.

 

April thought it was kind of funny that Vanessa didn’t just ask her when she got home from her class. Looking over to the clock on the microwave, she realized that Vanessa should have finished her last class an hour ago and should have been home. Calling her back to find out where she was, she was greeted by her voice mail. 

 

Feeling a little naked with only a towel on, April placed her phone on the nightstand and quickly got dressed. It was still early afternoon, so she opted to put on her favorite Cubs t-shirt and a pair of faded skinny jeans. She wasn’t sure of what Vanessa’s plans were since she was unable to get in touch with her, so she decided to take a drive to the city and grab a bite to eat. April wasn’t up to spending dinner alone and there was a good chance that she would run into a couple of her friends at ‘The Grill’ where most of them hung out.

 

Slipping on her boots, she grabbed her purse and headed to her car, which was parked in front of the apartment building. Even though her car wasn’t in the greatest condition and was not very reliable, it was hers and paid for. When she placed the key in the ignition, it sputtered for a few seconds before she cursed it to start. “Don’t let me down now, Angel. Come on, you can do it.” With another turn of the key the car turned over. Doing a ‘Hail Mary,’ April backed out of her parking spot, hoping that her Angel wouldn’t break down on the freeway.


Chapter Two

 

 

 

 

All April wanted was to spend some quality time with her friends, maybe have a few drinks, but what she ended up doing was getting a tow ride with a man who looked as though he hadn’t showered in months, all because of a shot timing belt that was going to cost her all her savings to fix. Given the events of the evening, her night rolled into morning as she gazed over to her alarm clock, which told her she had exactly forty-five minutes to get dressed and catch her alternate transportation.

 

Taking the city bus to and from school was not what she had planned. It was always so crowded, and finding a seat was almost impossible. Her only reprieve was that she would only have to ride it for a couple of days, at least she hoped, until her car was fixed. 

 

 Getting to school a little earlier than she planned because of the bus schedule, she decided to make good use of her time by going to the college library to get some more research done on her presentation in Redding’s class. Hearing from one of her classmates that was on the bus with her that Professor Redding had been called away for a family emergency and wouldn’t be teaching class couldn’t have made her happier. The last thing she needed after the night she had was to be reminded of the ‘F’ she received on her assignment yesterday. 

 

Adjusting her backpack, she stepped off the bus and headed down the sidewalk towards the library. The weather was perfect, and although she would have preferred spending her time outside doing something fun, she knew that showing Professor Redding that she was more than capable of giving a great presentation was more important. Pulling open the heavy iron door to the old building, the scent of old leather and cedar escaped the heart of the Atheneum, where most of the books were stored, containing a plethora of information just waiting for her to explore.

 

Looking around the room, she searched for an out-of-the-way place where she could work undisturbed. Spotting a table near the back of the large room, next to the window, she quietly walked between the bookshelves, careful not to disturb the students sitting at nearby tables immersed in their own research. Placing her backpack on the floor next to the chair she intended to occupy, she walked over to the section that held books related to the economy and renewable energy. Since her last assignment wasn’t a great hit, she decided to try something a little bit closer to home. Ever since she was in grade school and got to participate in the science fair, she had always been fascinated by the earth and the resources it provided to sustain life. 

 

Even though renewable energy wasn’t a subject she had studied a lot about, April figured it was something that everyone was concerned with. Finding the section she needed, she pulled a few books from the shelves and headed to her table. As she opened the first book, a pleasant scent filled her space. It was masculine, with a woodsy, spicy fragrance. Lifting her head, she scanned the area to see if she could find the male that was wearing such a comforting scent.  Between two bookshelves a short distance from where she was seated, her eyes fell upon a tall masculine figure. Although she couldn’t see his face, since his back was towards her, she could tell by the way he stood that he was very well built. She admired how well his suit jacket exhibited the strength of his broad shoulders and the way it tapered to enhance the narrow length of his waist. 

 

Looking up to the sign displayed at the end of the bookshelf, April was curious as to what his interest was. The corners of her mouth turned upward in a slight grin of delight, happy to know that he also had an interest in the environment and the economy. Focusing her thoughts back on her research, she heard a masculine voice as she began jotting down important information she wanted to use for her presentation.

 

“Excuse me, Miss, is this seat taken?” he asked in a formal manner.

 

April raised her eyes only to be greeted with the most gorgeous specimen of man ever created staring down at her. Her mouth fell open in amazement before she was finally able to get a word out. “Yeah, I mean no.”

 

The gray of his eyes was like silver lightning as he kept them pinned on her while pulling the chair from the table. April felt a tingle run from the top of her head all the way to the tip of her toes as his manly scent once again overtook her senses with warmth. She felt like a teenager who had a crush on a teen idol, swearing never to wash the t-shirt he autographed. 

 

The hour and a half that April spent at the library was a complete waste, at least the last hour of it. With the gorgeous guy sharing her table, the concentration she needed for her research went out the window. She couldn’t keep her eyes off him and she was pretty sure that he knew it. Watching him leave, she waited for a moment before gathering her things and heading to the west campus where most of her classes were. As she walked across the greenway, all she could think about was the guy who chose to sit by her, even though there were so many vacant tables he could have chosen to sit at instead. There was something curious about him that had her mind reeling. He didn’t seem like the type of person that would be attending a university. The way he was dressed placed him at the top of the class. He looked more like a successful businessman than a
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