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Dedication

 


To Shelley Chastagner. The chocolate
marshmallow cookies Mark makes Lexie are in honor of you and your
husband.

 



 



Chapter One



Mark Tanner had hoped for a chance to
talk to Lexie Rogers, and his friend’s wedding reception at the
all-you-can-eat buffet was the perfect place. It was a good way to
be with her without arousing anyone’s suspicions. He sat with her
and a few other guests at one of the large tables in the place.
He’d made a point of sitting next to her as soon as she sat down.
But her mother sat on her other side, and he found himself
competing with her for Lexie’s attention.

He’d already decided that Lexie would
marry him instead of her fiancé, but the trick was convincing her
of that. He wasn’t gullible enough to believe she loved her fiancé.
His friend Chris might believe it, but he knew better.

Mark glanced from his meal to Chris and
Caitlyn who were sitting a couple tables from him. Caitlyn was
laughing and leaning toward Chris, her face glowing. She was
radiant, and it had to do more with the love she shared with Chris
than her pregnancy.

He turned his attention back to Lexie
who was still talking to her mother. At the moment, they were
discussing Lexie’s upcoming wedding.

“Your reception will be much
better than this one,” her mother said. “An all-you-can-eat buffet
is nowhere for a bride’s reception.”

“It’s what Caitlyn wanted
and it makes her happy,” Lexie replied, brushing her dark brown
hair over her shoulder.

“I know, but I keep thinking
that she should have had a better wedding. First Randy. Now Chris.”
She sighed. “It’s a shame. Both times I could have made her a
princess for a day, but she wouldn’t have it.”

Mark peered around Lexie so he could
make eye contact with her mother. “I think she feels very much like
a princess.”

Lexie looked at Mark, but he kept his
gaze focused on her mother.

“I fail to understand your
point,” her mother replied, her eyes holding a silent challenge in
them.

“My point,” Mark began,
intentionally moving closer to Lexie so he could smell the sweet
fragrance of her perfume, “is that you should be glad Caitlyn’s
happy. Isn’t that what marriage should be? The merging of two lives
to share in the joy of love? There are some men who’d give up
everything they’ve ever known and travel across the galaxy to be
loved with the same devotion Caitlyn loves Chris. You can bet that
Chris will treat her like a princess because so few men I’ve seen
on earth are as devoted to their wife as he is. Your daughter is a
fortunate woman, Mrs. Rogers, and you’ll be lucky if Lexie can
experience a similar marriage.”

He caught the flicker of longing in
Lexie’s brown eyes. Well, when he convinced her to ditch her
fiancé, she’d get to experience the same kind of love her sister
did.

“As ideal as that is,” her
mother began, “the divorce rate doesn’t guarantee a happily ever
after.”

“Is that really what you
think when you see your daughters getting married?” he asked,
unable to hide his surprise. “That they might end up
divorced?”

She sighed. “I’m a realist. Of course I
don’t want my daughters to go through a divorce, but you can’t deny
the possibility. I want to make sure my daughters will be provided
for in case the unfortunate does happen. That’s why Lexie’s smart
in marrying a wealthy doctor.” She patted Lexie’s hand and smiled
at her. “Though I have no doubt he’ll be good to you, honey.”
Returning her gaze to Mark, she continued, “You can spout off all
you want about love and going from the end of one galaxy to another
in order to be with that special someone for a happily ever after,
but life doesn’t always work out that way.”

“Sadly, a lot of people have
lost the belief that marriage is supposed to last until the death
of a spouse. You might consider me unrealistic, but I not only
believe in love but in forever.”

As her mother opened her mouth to
respond, Lexie cleared her throat. “This is Caitlyn and Chris’
special day. Can we please enjoy it?” She motioned to the rest of
the people at the table who had stopped to watch Mark and Lexie’s
mother’s discussion.

“Okay,” he reluctantly
replied.

He forced his attention to the plate in
front of him and quietly ate his food. Usually, he’d consider
himself a pretty easygoing guy, but he hated the way the culture
was giving up on the permanency of marriage. Too bad this planet
didn’t have a bonding ceremony like his did, though it did the men
on his planet no good considering there were no women to bond with
anymore.

Lexie’s father came over to her mother
and whispered in her ear. Though she didn’t seem happy, she nodded,
picked up her plate and drink and went to another table. Mark
didn’t know the details of their marriage, but it was nice to see
that the two seemed to get along. At least, they didn’t seem to be
on the verge of divorce.

After her parents were out of hearing
distance and the other people at their table had resumed their
conversations, Lexie looked at him and smiled. “I’m sorry. My
mother isn’t shy about sharing her views on things.”

Mark felt the tension leaving his
muscles. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“She doesn’t like the idea
of a divorce,” Lexie said in a lower voice, so others around them
wouldn’t overhear. “But she’s afraid it might happen to me or
Caitlyn.”

“I can set your mind at ease
about Caitlyn. There’s no way she and Chris are getting a
divorce.”

“I didn’t think there was.
You’re right. They’re the perfect couple.”

He leaned toward her, purposely
brushing her shoulder with his. “Maybe one of several perfect
couples.” He thought the two of them would be perfect as well, if
not close to it.

“Yeah. They can’t be the
only one out there, not with as many people as there are on this
world.”

“Exactly.” He finished the
food on his plate and glanced at the buffet. “I think I’ll make one
more trip up there. Can I get you anything?”

“I wouldn’t mind more
fruit,” she replied, tucking her dark brown hair behind her ear and
smiling at him in a way that made his pulse race in
excitement.

“How about a piece of cake
or pie? Maybe some ice cream? A couple cookies?”

She bit her lower lip in a way that
indicated she wanted to say yes, but she shook her head. “I better
not.”

“Why not?”

“I need to watch what I
eat.”

“Why? Do you have health
issues?”

He knew humans on Earth suffered
illnesses that were never known on his home planet of Pandoran, but
he couldn’t tell her that.

She shook her head and wiped her mouth
with a napkin. “No. I meant that I’m watching my
weight.”

“Why?”

“Well, for one thing, my
wedding is in three weeks, and I need to fit the dress. Two, I
signed a prenup promising that I’d maintain a certain
weight.”

“A prenup?” He struggled to
figure out if he heard the word before, but his mind came up
blank.

Her cheeks grew pink, and she glanced
around to make sure no one was listening to them. “Yeah, I know. It
was stupid. When I think about it, I wish I had argued more, but my
mom and Nick were insistent so…” She shrugged and studied the fork
on her plate.

“I don’t understand. What’s
a prenup?”

“It’s a contract that the
bride and groom make before they get married.”

“You signed a contract
promising you’d watch your weight?” he asked, just to make sure he
understood her right.

“Appearances are very
important to Nick, and he wants his wife to make him look good.”
She cleared her throat and turned her face away from him so he
couldn’t see her expression.

He guessed there was more she had
promised to do in the contract, and if he was right, she was too
embarrassed to say any more. “You shouldn’t have to sign something
like that,” he softly replied. “If a man can’t accept you for
better or worse, then what’s the point in being with
him?”

She shot him a wry grin. “You don’t
know my mother.”

“No, I don’t, but I don’t
see what she has to do with a prenup.”

“It’s
complicated.”

“Maybe.” Or maybe not.
Sometimes what people thought was complicated was stuff they didn’t
want to deal with. He suspected things were simpler than she was
letting on but decided not to mention it. Not wishing to make her
any more uncomfortable than he suspected she already was, he said,
“I’ll get you some fruit.”

“Thank you.”

He noted the relief in her voice and
wondered how much of a hold her mother and Nick had on her. As he
headed for the buffet, he passed her mother, who was talking to
someone about the ice sculpture she had ordered for Lexie’s
wedding. He fought the slight twist in his gut. She wasn’t going to
marry Nick. Nick didn’t make her happy. She was going to marry him
instead. He didn’t know how he’d convince her of that, but one way
or another, he would. And when he did, she wouldn’t be signing a
stupid prenup.

 


***

 


The next day, Lexie’s timer dinged, so
she turned over to tan her back. The sun felt good and the wind
coming in off the surf cooled her enough so that the high
temperature wasn’t unbearable. She adjusted her sunglasses and
rested her head on her arms. It was so peaceful on the beach. No
matter what hectic thing was going on in her life, she could always
come here and get away from it all.

Next to her, her cell phone rang. She
debated whether or not to pick it up, but she knew if she didn’t
and it was her mother, she’d never hear the end of it. She grabbed
her phone. “Hello?”

“Oh, good,” her mother said
from the other end. “Are you busy?”

“A little. I’m getting ready
for my date with Nick.” That wasn’t a total lie. He did like it
when she had a nice, golden tan.

“I won’t keep you,” her
mother said, excitement in her voice. “I just wanted to tell you
that your dress came back from getting altered and it’s gorgeous.
Lexie, when you see this, you’re going to wish you could get
married every day.”

Maybe. Maybe not. Getting married was
proving to be a lot more stressful than she thought it’d be, even
with her mother making most of the arrangements for her.

“Since you’re going to see
the doctor tonight, why don’t you come over tomorrow and try the
dress on? I want to see how it looks on you.”

“Okay. I’ll be over after
work.”

“Good. I’ll see you then,
sweetheart.”

After she hung up, she threw her phone
on her towel and closed her eyes again. She drifted off to sleep
for fifteen minutes. When the timer went off, she collected her
things into her beach bag before standing up and shaking the sand
off her towel. Slipping into her sandals, she slung the bag over
her shoulder and went to her car.

On the way to her apartment, she tried
to imagine what her life would be like with Nick. Soon she’d be
Mrs. Lexie Hammond. She’d be living with him in his house on the
beach, so she’d be able to enjoy the beach every day if she wished.
They’d go to his work-related dinner parties. He was a good dancer,
so they’d dance quite a bit. He made a lot of money. She’d never
lack for anything. And better yet, her mother would be happy. She
sighed and turned on the radio. She needed something to distract
her.

When she got home, she took a shower
and put on her makeup. She flipped on the radio and rummaged
through her closet. She finally decided to wear the spaghetti strap
black dress that went down to the top of her knees. Then she combed
her straight dark hair that settled nicely to the middle of her
back. She added gold hoop earrings and a matching bracelet.
Stepping back from the full-length mirror, she turned around. Good.
Nick would be pleased with how she looked.

She glanced at the clock and shut off
the radio. Grabbing her black purse, she slipped on her heels by
the front door of her apartment, just in time for Nick to arrive.
She opened the door and offered a polite smile. “Hi,
Nick.”

Nick was dressed in a dark suit, his
blond hair slicked back with gel. He was always immaculately
dressed, and she did what she could to complement him. Tonight, she
succeeded, for his smile widened when he scanned her from head to
toe. “You did well, Lexie.”

“Thank you.”

He leaned forward and kissed her. “I
don’t smell any perfume.”

“Oh, right. I forgot to put
it on. Come in. I’ll do that and we can be on our way.”

He stepped into her apartment as she
hurried to the bathroom. “Make sure you pick the light floral
perfume I bought you last month,” he called out.

“Will do,” she replied and
selected the perfume he wanted. She dabbed it on her wrists and
behind her ears. When she returned to him, she held her wrist out
so he could smell it. “Did I get the right fragrance?”

He inhaled and nodded.
“Perfect.”

“Where are we going
tonight?”

“I thought we’d go to a
restaurant on the beach, the one that serves fresh seafood. Then we
can go dancing.”

“Sounds good,” she
replied.

He motioned for her to go out the door
first, so she did, and he followed, closing it behind him.
Together, they went to his BMW. When he got into the driver’s seat
next to her, she studied his profile. He was a handsome man. Blond
hair, brown eyes, neatly shaven, broad shoulders… He was
perfect.

“I’m sorry I missed your
sister’s wedding,” he said as he started the car.

She shrugged. “There wasn’t much to
miss. It was a simple ceremony.”

“As long as I don’t miss our
wedding day, we’ll be okay.” He shot her a charming grin and patted
her hand. “It sounds like your mother is busy getting everything
ready.”

“It has to be done her way
or she isn’t satisfied.” Lexie turned her attention to the scenery
as he drove away from her apartment.

“She’s involved in your life
because she loves you.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Hey, you’ll be happy to
know that I received a nomination for the Florida Heart Surgeon of
the Year award.”

“That’s great,
Nick.”

“I feel bad for the other
doctors. I mean, I’ve gotten this award for the past three years
and I had another stellar year. I don’t think the others have a
chance.”

She decided not to respond. While she
didn’t begrudge anyone a healthy dose of self-esteem, sometimes
Nick seemed to have too much of it.

“This has been a perfect
year, Lexie,” Nick said, taking her hand in his and squeezing it.
“I got a nice promotion, moved into an amazing beach house, will
marry you and will win the award. All I need is a Porsche and my
life will be complete. I’ll be getting that shortly after we return
from our honeymoon. Of course, we’ll get you a car to match. It
doesn’t have to be a Porsche, but I want it to be the same color. I
was thinking red. I’ll look great in a red car. You will,
too.”

“Sure, Nick. Whatever you
say,” she replied.

“I promise that I’ll be
there for the engagement party. I got Ken to fill in for me at the
hospital, so there’s nothing keeping me away from you on that
day.”

“Well, you are the groom.
It’s only fitting that you’re there.”

He kissed her hand. “I will be. Then
you can have me all to yourself for two weeks while we cruise the
Caribbean.”

“Sounds lovely.”

“It will be.” He kissed her
hand again and winked. “It will be.”

 



 



Chapter Two



Mark found Chris in his cubicle at work
and patted him on the back. “Hey, Chris. How’s it
going?”

Chris looked up from his computer. “Hi,
Mark.”

“That was a good wedding you
and Caitlyn had.” He pulled up a seat and sat next to
him.

“Thanks, Mark. It turned out
better than I thought it would, especially after the big showdown
with her mother.”

“Yeah, I know. Her mother is
hard to deal with.”

“I’ve learned if you say no
and hang up, things are easier. Caitlyn likes it when I do that,
too.”

“The agency picked a great
life mate for you.” Mark recalled how scared Caitlyn had been when
Chris almost died. “You’re a lucky man.”

Chris smiled. “I know.”

“So,” he leaned back in his
chair, “do you see Lexie much?”

“Not really. She and Caitlyn
aren’t that close. She’s twenty-four and Caitlyn is thirty-two.
They might be sisters, but they don’t spend much time
together.”

“But they must see each
other from time to time.”

“Sure, if there’s a family
get-together or a wedding. Caitlyn and I will be at Lexie’s
engagement party.”

“When is that?”

“Two weeks.”

Mark stifled the urge to groan. He had
to see Lexie sooner than that. All he had were three weeks before
Lexie got married. “Do you know where Lexie lives?”

“I can find out.” Chris
paused and studied him. “Why do you want to know so much about
Lexie? I saw you talking to her at the restaurant. She’s supposed
to marry the doctor, what’s-his-name.”

“On this planet, until the
bride says ‘I do’ at the altar, it’s not official. Just because
she’s engaged to him, it doesn’t mean she has to marry
him.”

“Or until you perform the
bonding ceremony with her. Are you planning to do that?”

“Not until after I marry her
the way she expects to be married. I think that will be important
to her.”

“Probably. Her mother sure
makes a big deal out of it.” After a moment, Chris asked, “How do
you think you’ll get her to marry you instead of the
doctor?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I
will.”

“You sound sure of
yourself.”

“That’s because I am. She’s
meant for me.”

“How can you know
that?”

Mark shrugged. “I just do. It’s a
feeling I have. But I need your help.”

“With what?”

“Getting a chance to talk to
Lexie. Do you know where she lives?”

“No, but I can ask
Caitlyn.”

“Great.” Now Mark could
figure out a way to run into her by “accident” and talk to her. He
was sure once she got to know him, she’d realize they were meant to
be together. Turning his attention back to Chris, he said, “Be sure
to let me know her address when you find out what it
is.”

“I will,” he replied, “but
if she’s happy with the doctor, you’ll leave her alone,
right?”

“She’s not happy with him.
If she was happy, I wouldn’t intervene. But,” he added when he saw
the apprehensive look on his friend’s face, “if I find out
otherwise, I’ll leave her alone.”

Relieved, Chris nodded.
“Okay.”

Mark headed back to his cubicle and sat
down at the computer to work, excited about the next time he’d get
to see Lexie.

 


***

 


Lexie finished her last hair
appointment of the day and left work. The last thing she felt like
doing was trying on her wedding dress, but she knew she’d never
hear the end of it if she didn’t, so she drove over to her parents’
house. It’d been a grueling day; she couldn’t seem to style
anyone’s hair right on her first attempt. All she wanted to do was
go home, kick up her feet and watch TV.

She turned on the radio and let her
mind wander as a commercial played. Most of her drive was a lot of
stop and go traffic, something she didn’t mind if there was good
music but all the songs that were playing seemed to be sentimental
love songs. And for the life of her, she couldn’t understand why
they annoyed her. Frustrated, she turned the station to the
news.

When she reached her parents’ house,
she pulled into the drive and turned off the ignition. She stared
at the house for a moment. As long as she stayed in the car, she
wasn’t any closer to going home. With a sigh, she dragged herself
out of her car and went to the front door.

Her mother threw it open before she had
a chance to knock. “Oh, Lexie, you will die when you see this
dress!” Without waiting for Lexie to answer, her mother pulled her
into the house, shut the door and urged Lexie down the hallway. “I
can’t wait to see how you look in it. I got the camera so I can
take your picture.”

Lexie forced a smile as her mother led
her up the stairs to her old bedroom which had been transformed
into a room where her mother had a daybed, a plush chair, a
bookcase full of magazines and a computer. Lexie’s wedding dress
was resting on the chair.

Her mother picked it up. “What do you
think?”

“I think the pearls embedded
into the dress is too much,” Lexie admitted.

“Pearls make the dress that
much better.”

“And that much more
expensive. Mom, I know you want this to be the best day of my life,
but can Dad really afford everything we’re doing?”

“Your father has been saving
up for your wedding day ever since Caitlyn chose that DJ to marry.
We had one daughter who didn’t do it right. We won’t make the same
mistake twice. Now, I want you to put it on so I can take a picture
of you in it.”

“Alright.”

Lexie waited until her mother left the
room before she changed into the gown. She had to admit she felt
like a fairytale princess as she examined her reflection in the
mirror, and as much as she hated to admit it, the pearls did make
it that much better. But it was too much. The live orchestra, the
doves, the elaborate reception, the expensive dress… She didn’t
even want to think of how much money her dad had spent so far on
the wedding.

“Knock, knock,” her mother
said as she opened the door. She gasped and motioned to her. “Oh,
Lexie…you’re gorgeous. When the doctor sees you wearing that dress,
he’s going to thank his lucky stars he’s marrying you.” Coming over
to her, she fluffed the back of her dress and spread it around her.
“Your dad is going to be sorry he didn’t see you in
this.”

“He’ll see me on my wedding
day.”

“Oh! And in the picture.”
She lifted the camera to her eye and snapped a couple pictures of
her. “The doctor won’t see these, of course. He won’t see you in
that dress until your wedding day. We don’t want there to be any
bad luck.” She winked and ejected the SD memory card from the
camera. “I’m going to download these immediately.”

“Can’t you let me change out
of this dress first?”

“Don’t you want to see how
you look?”

“I saw myself in the
mirror.”

“And?”

With a nod, Lexie admitted, “It’s an
exquisite gown.”

“And that is the type of
dress you’re meant to wear.” Her mother hugged her. “I’m so excited
for you! You’ll never want for anything. The doctor is going to
provide everything your heart desires. It’s all I’ve ever wanted
for you.”

“I know, Mom.”

She kissed Lexie’s cheek. “I’m so proud
of you. Alright. I’ll leave the room while you get back into your
clothes. Then I’ll download the pictures and see which one turned
out the best.”

As her mother turned to leave, Lexie
called out, “Thanks, Mom. For everything.”

Her mom smiled and quietly exited the
room, closing the door behind her.

Her mother meant well. All she’d ever
wanted was for her to have a good life. Lexie couldn’t fault her
for that. She only wished that she could get excited about marrying
Nick. If she could, then she’d feel much better about
everything.

 


***

 


Lexie drove into the parking spot of
her apartment complex and let out a long sigh of relief. Now she
could spend the rest of the night on her couch, watching TV and
relaxing. Maybe she’d rent a movie tonight. She made it halfway to
her apartment when someone called her name. When she turned around,
she blinked in surprise.

“Mark?” she asked, slipping
the strap of her purse over her shoulder.

Mark jogged on over to her. “Hey,” he
greeted, slightly out of breath, “I’m glad I found you.”

“You are?”

“My car broke down, and I
left my cell phone at work.” Rubbing the back of his neck, he
added, “I’m having one of those days.”

“I know what you mean.
Where’s your car?”

“A couple blocks from here.
Thankfully, I managed to pull over into a vacant parking lot. I’d
hate to think of what would have happened if it stalled out in the
middle of traffic.”

She grimaced. “Me too.” Pulling the
strap of her purse off her shoulder, she unzipped it and took out
her cell phone. “I can call you a towing company.”

“Thank you, Lexie. I
appreciate it.”

“It’s nothing. I have a ton
of minutes on my phone.” She grinned and dialed the number Caitlyn
gave her a year ago. “My sister knows a towing place that’s honest
and quick. She used to have an old junker that broke down all the
time until our parents bought her a new car.”

“That was nice of
them.”

She nodded and put the phone to her
ear. “Which parking lot is your car in and what type of car is
it?”

“It’s in the old grocery
store parking lot on Jefferson, right before you get to Reed, and I
drive a Camry.”

On the other end of her phone, a man
picked up the line. “Simon and Haskell Towing.”

After she told the man where Mark’s car
was, she hung up and slipped the phone back into her purse. “Come
on. I’ll drive you to your car.”

“Are you sure?” Mark asked
as she went to the driver’s side of her car.

“You’re my brother-in-law’s
best friend. My sister would kill me if I let you walk back
there.”

He chuckled. “Well, in that case, it’s
only fair I keep you alive since you called the towing company for
me.”

Pleased he could play along with her
joke, she hopped back into her car and waited for him to get into
the passenger seat before she started the car. As she backed out of
her spot, she asked, “How is my sister doing?”

“Good. Chris is the happiest
guy I’ve ever seen. He can’t stop smiling.”

She chuckled. “I could tell he was head
over heels in love with her.” Her sister’s first husband had had
the same look on his face when she married him. Caitlyn was lucky.
She’d been married twice and both times to men who were wonderfully
devoted to her. “I’m glad she’s with him.”

“They’re meant for each
other,” Mark replied as she drove out of the parking lot and onto
the street. “There’s no denying that.” After a moment of silence,
he added, “Do you talk to Caitlyn often?”

“No. I know we’re sisters,
but we don’t have anything in common.”

“I don’t know. I’d think
that coming from the same family, you two would have something in
common.”

“Well, we have our parents
and brother in common, but our personalities are different. Do you
have any brothers or sisters?”

“No.”

“Have you known anyone else
who was different from their brother or sister?”

“I don’t know of anyone who
has the same situation you’re talking about. I can see how it’s
possible though. You can share similar genes, but you’re still your
own unique person.”

“Exactly.” She pulled up to
a red light and scanned the road ahead of them. “Your car is in
that parking lot up there, right?” She pointed to the deserted lot
two blocks away from them.

“Yes, that’s the one. My car
is the lonely blue one.”

She chuckled and glanced at him, noting
the twinkle in his eye. “I didn’t think cars got
lonely.”

“Sure, they do. It’s why you
see cars gathered together in one area of the parking lot at a
store.”

“I don’t know. I’ve seen a
couple that are parked away from others.”

“Those are the shy
ones.”

Amused at his joke, she drove forward
when the light turned green. “I hate to break this to you, but cars
aren’t like people. They don’t have feelings.”

“I respectfully disagree. I
was telling Chris that I was thinking of getting a new car, and the
next thing I know, my car stalled out in the parking
lot.”

“That is probably a good
sign you need another car.”

“I don’t know. I actually
feel guilty about giving it up.”

She drove into the left merge lane and
waited until the traffic cleared before driving into the parking
lot. “You get sentimental about cars?”

He shrugged. “It’s silly, isn’t it? But
when I first came here, it had the same color as the apartment
place I used to live in. I guess it was the only thing familiar to
me at the time.”

“Where did you used to
live?”

“Somewhere far from
here.”

She pulled her car next to his and
shifted into ‘park’ before she turned to him. “Are you from another
country? You seem to have a slight accent, but I can’t place
it.”

His blue eyes met hers and he offered
her the most charming smile she’d ever seen on a man’s face. “Maybe
some day I’ll be able to tell you.” Curious about his answer, she
got ready to ask him for a hint when he added, “That towing company
is fast.”

Her attention went to the towing truck
which drove over to them. “That’s why Caitlyn recommends
him.”

Mark got out of the car and she
followed suit. He waited for her to join him and they headed over
to his car.

The owner of the towing company hopped
out of his truck and headed over to them. “Where should I take the
car?”

Lexie listened as Mark gave the man the
name of a repair shop. Turning to her, Mark asked, “Can I impose on
you to take me home?”

“I’ll be happy to,” she
replied, realizing she no longer felt exhausted from her long day
at work. “Where do you live?”

“I live in
Navarre.”

After he gave her the street, she said,
“I know where that is. I can take you there.”

He nodded and paid the owner of the
towing company before walking back to her car. “I really appreciate
what you’re doing for me.”

“It’s no
problem.”

“Do you mind if I take you
out to dinner? You know, to thank you. It’ll be my
treat.”

Her stomach rumbled at the mention of
food. “I’d be a fool to turn down that offer.”

“It’s a good thing you’re
not a fool.” He winked and got back into her car, so she did the
same and turned on the ignition. “What is your favorite
restaurant?”

“Well…” She paused and
thought of the different places she liked to eat. Out of them all,
there was one place Nick didn’t like because he didn’t like its
simple interior design, but she thought it had the best seafood
around. “Do you like seafood?”

“I love it, especially the
food at Fisherman’s Hideaway.”

Surprised he mentioned the restaurant
she had in mind, she asked, “Are you a mind reader? I was about to
suggest that one.”

“Great minds think
alike.”

Returning his smile, she drove to the
restaurant.

 



 


 Chapter Three

 


“It’s true,” Lexie insisted
as she poked the last of her shrimp and crab salad with her fork.
“The rearview mirror isn’t as secure as you’d think it is. I had to
glue it back on the windshield.”

Mark wiped his mouth with the napkin
and chuckled. “I guess I just can’t picture it. Don’t get me wrong.
I believe you. It just sounds like something you’d see in a comedy
on TV or at the movies.”

“Oh, I did see it in a movie
once.”

“Was it before or after your
rearview mirror fell off the windshield as you adjusted it?” he
asked.

“Ironically, I saw the movie
a week prior to it happening to me.”

“Was it a good
movie?”

“Yeah, but it was one of
those campy horror movies. It was supposed to be scary, except it
was scary in a funny way.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing it
sometime.” Especially if he could see it with her.

Mark wondered if it was pushing things
to ask her to see it with him. He had already pressed his luck by
getting her to drive him to his car and then eating dinner with
him. If he wasn’t careful, she would suspect his motives weren’t as
innocent as he was pretending they were. For the time being, he
decided he wouldn’t ask her to see the movie with him. Maybe he
could seek out a similar campy horror flick and ask her to watch
it. He made a mental note to check out different movies
online.

The server came over to them. “Would
you like dessert this evening?”

“I’ll have a slice of
strawberry cheesecake,” Mark said and looked at Lexie. “Do you want
something?”

She hesitated then shook her head. “No,
I better not.”

Glancing at the server, he asked, “Can
you give us a couple minutes?”

The server nodded and left.

Leaning forward, Mark studied Lexie.
She had the same look of longing on her face that she had when they
were eating at Chris and Caitlyn’s wedding reception. “I understand
you signed a prenuptial agreement saying you’d watch your weight,
but it’s okay to have a slice of pie or some ice cream from time to
time.”

“I know.” She released her
breath and clasped her hands in her lap. “It’s just that I’m afraid
once I eat a piece of pie or some ice cream, I’ll want more. It’s
easier to not start. Know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I do,” he replied,
thinking it was a shame her fiancé had her so worried over her
weight that she was too afraid to even eat dessert. It would do
Nick some good to spend time on a planet without any women. If he
did, he wouldn’t be so particular about what Lexie ate. Deciding
not to voice his opinion, he asked, “Is it hard to watch other
people eating sweets?”

She lowered her gaze and fiddled with
the spoon in her tea.

“Lexie?” He waited until she
looked up at him before he continued, “It’s okay if you say it’s
hard to watch other people eating things you can’t.”

“It’s not a big
deal.”

The server returned with his slice of
pie, but he couldn’t bring himself to eat it in front of her. He
glanced at the other people who were eating and saw a young boy.
“You know what? I’m not as hungry as I thought. Can you give this
to that boy over there and say it’s on the house? I’ll pay for
it.”

The server nodded and picked up the
plate before he headed for the other table.

“You didn’t have to do
that,” Lexie said.

“I know I didn’t, but I
wanted to,” Mark replied. There was no way he could enjoy a dessert
when he knew she wanted to eat one too, but felt that she
couldn’t.

“Now I feel bad.”

“Don’t. It was my choice.
Besides,” he motioned to the boy whose eyes lit up when the server
placed the pie in front of him, “I have a feeling he’ll enjoy it
much more than I would’ve.”

Her gaze went to the boy and she
grinned. “You have a good heart.”

Pleased by her compliment, he said, “I
was once a kid, and I loved it when I got a tasty
treat.”

He would have loved it even more if
he’d had a mother and father who ate the meal with him instead of
eating in the school dorms with other boys his age. Directing his
attention back to her, he thought of how nice it’d be to one day
buy a slice of pie for their child. Such an event was still a way
off, but he had no doubt it would happen. And not only would their
child enjoy dessert, she would, too.

The server returned with their bill and
Mark took it. As he slipped his debit card in with the bill and
handed it back to the server, he smiled at Lexie. “I can’t remember
the last time I enjoyed eating out so much.” He noticed the way her
face grew pink. After the server left, he added, “I owe you a
favor. You know, for helping me with my car and driving me
home.”

“You don’t owe me anything.
I’m happy to help.”

“Even so, the offer stands.
Any time you need something, don’t hesitate to ask.” He opened his
wallet and handed her a card.

“You have a business card?”
she asked, looking surprised as she took it.

“I had a ton of them made
because I heard it was the thing to do.” With a shrug, he added,
“Later I realized it does me no good.” But that wasn’t entirely
true. He was able to slip her his number with it. “It’s a good way
to get rid of one if you’ll take it.”

Her grin widened, and she slipped the
card into her purse. “You have an awesome sense of
humor.”

“My motto’s always been,
‘Why cry when you can laugh instead?’”

“That’s a good
motto.”

“And what is
yours?”

She shook her head. “I don’t have
one.”

“If you did, what would it
be?”

“I don’t know.”

“Come up with something.
We’ll brainstorm what it can be.”

She giggled. “I wouldn’t even know
where to start.”

The server returned with his debit card
and left.

Mark filled in the tip amount and
signed it. Afterwards, he stood up with Lexie. “Maybe we’ll think
of a motto that fits you on the way home. How about, ‘Being
beautiful is what I do best.’”

At that, she burst out laughing. “No
way. That’s way too tacky.”

“But it fits.” He opened the
door for her and followed her outside. “You are
beautiful.”

She motioned for him to get into her
car. “Come on. I’ll take you home.”

Smiling, he slipped into her car,
unable to resist the urge to come up with more ideas she could use
for her personal motto as she drove him home. If nothing else, it
was worth the effort to hear her laugh. She had a lovely laugh, and
he was determined that he’d have the pleasure of hearing it for the
rest of their lives.

 


***

 


The next morning, Mark found Chris
getting a cup of coffee from the break room. He walked over to him.
“Hey, Chris. You know you can put some cream or sugar in that,
right?”

“Yeah, I know,” Chris
replied, “but I like it the way it is.”

Mark followed him as he headed to his
cubicle. “Seriously?”

“Sure. I drink it because
it’s hot, not for the flavor.”

“Then why don’t you drink
tea?”

“Because people only make
coffee around here.” Chris set the cup on his desk and turned on
his computer. “Caitlyn says that coffee is one of those things that
is popular in the workplace. She doesn’t think many people actually
enjoy it unless it’s got some chocolate or other fatty ingredient
in it. She said those types of coffees aren’t good for you because
you’re dumping a lot of calories that can make you gain weight.
Maintaining a certain weight seems to be important on
Earth.”

Mark shrugged. Coffee and weight gain
weren’t the reasons he wanted to talk to Chris, so he changed
topics. “Do you mind driving me to the car repair shop during
lunch?”

Chris turned to him in interest.
“Didn’t you get a new car when you came here?”

“Yes.”

“It shouldn’t need repairs
yet.”

“It doesn’t actually need
repairs. I had to get a chance to talk to Lexie, so I told her it
broke down and she called a towing truck to take it to a
mechanic.”

Chris’ eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t
understand. Why would you tell her your car broke down if it
didn’t?”

“I just told you. I wanted
to find a reason to talk to her.”

“Why didn’t you just go to
her door, knock on it and start talking?”

He chuckled and pulled up a seat next
to his chair. “I can’t do that without arousing her suspicions. I
had to make it look like a chance encounter.”

Chris pulled his chair from his desk
and sat in it. He took a sip of his coffee before he set it back on
the table. “I didn’t have any problems with Caitlyn when I first
met her.”

Lowering his voice, Mark replied, “But
you didn’t barge into the diner where she worked and tell her you
were from another planet either.”

“No, I didn’t. I waited
until the bonding ceremony was done.”

“And how did that work for
you at the time?”

He shrugged. “Okay. She took me home
and we’ve been together ever since.”

“Yeah, but you freaked her
out.”

“What do you mean by
‘freaked her out’?”

“You scared her. You told me
she thought you were a runaway from the mental ward of a
hospital.”

“Well, it was a lot for her
to accept.”

“Exactly,” Mark replied,
leaning back in his chair and crossing his legs. “I don’t want to
do that to Lexie. I don’t want her to go through the bonding
ceremony with me until she agrees to it.”

“You plan to tell her
everything—about being from another planet—before you marry
her?”

“Yes, but I want her to get
to know me first. Her mother has been dictating her life for her
ever since she was born and now she has Nick telling her she can’t
even eat dessert. I want her to make the decision to be with me. I
refuse to release the hormone for the bonding ceremony until
then.”

“So you’re still taking the
hormone inhibitor?”

“Of course, I am. I don’t
need the nuisance of sexual urges unless Lexie agrees to be my life
mate.”

After a long moment of silence, Chris
sighed. “I don’t know, Mark. If you’re lying to her about the car
repair, isn’t that manipulating things?”

“Lying about the car was
just an excuse to talk to her. She can still tell me no when I ask
her to marry me.”

“But she’s already engaged.
Caitlyn wasn’t engaged to someone else when I came to
Earth.”

“Until the vows are spoken,
nothing is set in stone.” Realizing Chris didn’t understand what he
meant, he clarified, “Being engaged is different from being
married. Look, I want to make sure that Lexie agrees to be with me
because she wants to, but unless she gets to know me, how can she
make that decision?”

Chris nodded. “I see. You’re right. She
can’t make a decision if she doesn’t know you.”

“So, will you take me to the
repair shop so I can get my car back?”

“Sure.”

“Thanks, pal.”

As Mark stood up, Chris asked, “How did
you get here this morning?”

“Lexie brought
me.”

“Does she have a sticker to
get on the base?”

“She got a visitor’s
pass.”

“She went through all that
trouble to bring you here?”

Mark grinned. “Now you know why I want
to marry her. She’s a keeper. I’ll see you at lunch.” He gave him a
pat on the back. “Thanks, Chris.” Satisfied, he headed for his
cubicle to get to work.

 



 



Chapter Four

 


“Lexie?”

Blinking, Lexie turned her attention
back to her mother who was sitting next to her in the caterer’s
kitchen.

Lexie’s mother motioned to the menu in
her hands. “We definitely need fish and steak for a good balance.
But I was thinking shrimp cocktail and stuffed mushrooms would make
excellent appetizers. Ice cream and red velvet cake would be good
for dessert.”

“That stuff is fattening,
Mom,” Lexie protested. “I think a salad would make a good appetizer
and I think we should skip dessert.”

“Who cares if it’s
fattening? This is your special day. We want people to remember the
terrific menu. It’s better than the all-you-can-eat buffet your
sister insisted on.” She rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe how low
class that fiasco was.”

“It wasn’t low class,” she
whispered, her gaze going to the caterer who was talking on the
phone. Good. She wasn’t listening to them. “It was a nice reception
and everyone ate what they wanted.”

“You will be a doctor’s
wife. The doctor even said he’d pay for the caterer. That’s a
wonderful gesture, and he likes red velvet cake.”

“Nick might be paying for
it, but I don’t want to waste his money.”

“Lexie, Lexie, Lexie.” Her
mom patted her hand and smiled. “Your wedding is the most important
day in your life. Your wedding guests will be impressed if you have
a fancy dinner to serve them. In the doctor’s line of work, it’s
imperative you do everything you can to make him look
good.”

With a sigh, she said, “Whatever you
want to serve is fine.”

“It’s not my wedding, dear.
It’s yours.”

No one would know it by the way her
mother took control of everything, but Lexie didn’t feel like
arguing so she settled for nodding. Her cell phone rang, and she
eagerly retrieved it from her purse and flipped it open. She
hesitated when she saw Nick’s number on the caller ID.

“Pick it up, Lexie,” her
mother said. “It’s the doctor.”

Irritated her mother had leaned over to
see who it was, she stood up. “I’ll take it outside.” Without
waiting for her mother to respond, she stepped onto the patio and
leaned against the deck’s rail before accepting the call. “Hi Nick.
What’s up?”

“Lexie, I just got invited
to an exhibit at the Emerald Art Gallery,” he began in an excited
tone. “Doctor Morris’ wife is one of the artists being featured.
This is the perfect opportunity for you to get to know her so you
can become good friends. If you make a good impression with her,
she’ll invite you into her Samaritan Ladies group. Can you imagine
how awesome it would be if they took us on their yacht?”

Her heart raced with a mixture of
apprehension and dread. “Doctor Morris? Isn’t he the one who is
really hung up on how people talk and dress?”

“Yes. Don’t worry. I’m going
to give you a book on etiquette when we go on our next
date.”

“Okay,” she slowly replied
and glanced at her mother who was adamantly talking to the caterer.
“You’ll be at this exhibit so you can remind me of what I need to
do, in case I forget something?”

“Of course, I
will.”

She relaxed. “Good. I wouldn’t know
what to do or say there.”

“You’ll learn. I wouldn’t
have picked you to marry if you weren’t smart. Hey, I just got
paged to see a patient. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

“Okay.”

After she hung up, her mother opened
the patio door and waved her in. She went back into the
house.

“Lexie, I told Simone the
menu you wanted,” her mother said, motioning to the caterer. “She
assured me that the red velvet cake is to die for.”

“It is,” Simone replied. “I
can give you a sample if you want to taste it.”

Her mother grinned in excitement. “We’d
love it.”

While Simone went to get the sample,
Lexie sat next to her mother and put her cell phone back into her
purse.

“What did the doctor want?”
her mother whispered.

“Oh, there’s an art exhibit
coming up and his supervisor’s wife will have her painting on
display,” Lexie softly replied.

“How exciting!” Her mother
leaned toward her and clasped her hand over hers. “This will be an
excellent opportunity for you to get in with the right
people.”

“As long as I don’t make a
fool of myself.”

“You won’t.”

“Nick’s going to give me a
book on etiquette.”

“He doesn’t have to do that.
I already know everything on the subject, but if it makes him feel
better to give you a book, then let him. But I can still teach you
what to do at an art exhibit, and I know the perfect dress for you
to wear. We’ll have to go shopping. That’ll be fun!”

“I’m sure I already have a
dress that will fit the occasion.”

“This is a very important
night for the doctor, Lexie. You must get a new dress. This is your
debut in front of a group of influential people. If you mess this
up, they might never let you in. You have to do everything you can
to make a good first impression.”

Lexie’s stomach tensed into a knot. She
thought meeting Nick’s parents and his coworkers was nerve wracking
enough, but this was worse. This time her mother had that ‘my
daughter is going places!’ look in her eye. She hated it when she
got that look.

“When is your next date with
the doctor?” her mother asked.

“In three days.”

“And when will you go to
this art exhibit?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t
say.” And she hadn’t thought to ask. She was tempted to call him
but remembered he was with a patient. “It won’t be until after our
date. I’ll ask him next time I talk to him.”

“Good. You and I can use
that time to shop and go to the art gallery where we can practice
the proper etiquette you’ll need to make a good first
impression.”

Lexie hid the urge to cringe. The last
thing she wanted to do was spend the next three days getting tips
on what to do for the upcoming exhibit. But she had signed the
prenup promising to do everything she needed in order to get along
with Nick’s colleagues. It seemed that ever since she got engaged,
she didn’t have much time to relax and be herself. Everything
revolved around Nick. She took a deep breath and slowly released it
to calm her racing heart. The stress wasn’t doing her any
good.

“I have the samples,” Simone
called out as she carried a plate of two bite-sized pieces of red
velvet cake to them. After she placed the plate on the table, she
handed each of them a fork. “Let me know what you
think.”

“I don’t need to sample it,”
Lexie said, ignoring the way her mouth watered in anticipation. “I
already know it’s good.” Any kind of cake with frosting on it would
be good, and it seemed like forever since she last had
one.

“Oh that’s silly,” her
mother replied and took the forks. “Every chef makes food taste a
little different.”

“You do it for me,” she
insisted. “I trust your judgment.”

Looking flattered, her mother shrugged.
“Well, if you’re sure…”

“I’m sure. You have good
taste.” That much was true. Her mother had the ability to pick out
the best of everything.

“Since you insist.” Her
mother took a bite, closed her eyes, and moaned. “Oh, Lexie. This
is absolutely delicious.” She opened her eyes and held the fork to
her. “Are you sure you don’t want to try it?”

“No.”

“Alright.” Her mother turned
her attention to Simone. “We’ll have this cake.”

Relieved, Lexie handed Simone the plate
and forks, glad she’d managed to avoid tasting it.

As she and her mother stood up to
leave, her mother said, “We’ll start your training tomorrow after
you get off work. Come to my house.”

“Sure, Mom,” she replied,
thinking that the next three days just might be the longest of her
life.

 


***

 


An hour later, Lexie found a parking
spot along the beach. She hadn’t planned on going there today,
since she’d spent a lot of time at the caterer’s house, but she
knew her mother would be teaching her everything she knew about art
etiquette for the next three days. And that meant she wouldn’t be
able to stop by the beach for a while.

She got out of the car, flung her beach
bag over her shoulder and headed for her favorite spot. She set
down her bag and pulled out her towel. As she spread it out across
the sand, someone called her name. She turned in time to see Mark
jogging over to her.

“Hi, Mark.” She scanned him,
noting the way his white t-shirt and blue shorts made his tan stand
out. “You look like you’ve been getting some sun.”

“You said you enjoy coming
here, so I thought I’d check it out. It turns out you’re right.
It’s very peaceful.”

“The restaurants might be
further down from here, but you can get a better place to relax in
the sun.” She glanced at the sky. “It’s a shame I didn’t get here
sooner. I probably only have a half hour before it starts to get
dark.”

“Did you have a bad
day?”

“No, not bad. Just trying.”
After a moment’s hesitation, she asked, “Does it show?”

“A little. You look like
you’re under some stress, but I think that’s normal since you’re
going to get married.”

“Yeah. I guess.” Maybe every
bride felt as if she were so busy she was ready to pull her hair
out. She almost said she’d be glad when the wedding was over but
stopped herself because she wasn’t sure if that was true. Up to
now, she hadn’t thought much about what being married to Nick would
be like, and at the moment, she didn’t want to spend her energy on
it. With a shrug, she continued, “I like coming here because even
at my busiest moments, I can relax.”

“I like the beach, too,
though I haven’t been to this one until today.” He turned his
attention to the beach and smiled. “You have excellent
taste.”

“I don’t know if it’s taste
as much as the fact that I live close to this one.”

“Hey, if it works, why not
go with it?”

“True.”

“You want to take a walk?”
Before she could answer, he added, “Or if you don’t mind the
company, can I sit with you?”

She grinned. “I wouldn’t mind going for
a walk.” She slipped off her sandals and put them in her bag then
took out her wallet and keys. “Would you mind putting these in your
pocket? I’m afraid I don’t have any pockets on my
skirt.”

“I don’t mind.” He took them
from her and put them in his pocket. “Which way would you like to
go?”

Since she wanted to be away from
people, she motioned to the section of the beach that looked clear.
“How about over there?”

He nodded, and they headed for the
shoreline. “So, you’re keeping busy?”

“I haven’t had much time to
do anything. I feel like all I do is run back and forth to get
ready for the wedding, and the next three days are going to be
torture.”

“Really? How so?”

“Well, Nick got invited to
go to some art exhibit where his supervisor’s wife’s painting will
be on display. For the next three days, my mother is going to give
me lessons in proper etiquette.”

“I didn’t realize there was
a proper way to look at paintings.”

She chuckled. “Me neither, but
apparently, there is. Nick said he was going to give me a book to
read, but I think my mother knows more about etiquette than even he
does. She plans to look at the book and see if there’s anything she
doesn’t know, but I doubt it.” They reached the shoreline, and the
water lapped at her feet as they continued their walk. “I’ll be
spending all of my non-working hours with her.”

“Sounds like you’re dreading
it.”

“I’m a horrible daughter,
aren’t I? My mother has always been good about taking care of me
and all I want to do is get away from her.”

“I don’t think you’re a
horrible daughter. It seems to me like you want your own
space.”

He was right. Deep down, she knew he
was, and deep down, she knew it was perfectly alright for her to
get that space. But she didn’t know how to. Caitlyn had no trouble
telling their mother to back off, but then, Caitlyn and her mother
weren’t close. She sighed. “I love my mother. She wants what’s best
for me. I guess I just thought my life would
be…different.”

“And what did you think it’d
be like?”

She smiled and glanced at him before
turning her gaze back to the shoreline in front of them. “You don’t
ask easy questions.”

“Maybe not. But my life
isn’t what I expected when I was growing up either.”

“It’s not?”

“No. When I was younger, I
was satisfied with everything. I had a ton of cool gadgets to play
with and I thought I would have a job creating more gadgets to make
life easier and more fun.”

“Are you talking about video
games and computers?” she asked, trying to figure out what he meant
by ‘gadgets.’

“Something like that but not
quite. Think of it as a virtual reality game that could give a man
the ability to live out any fantasy he wanted.”

“Oh, so it’s like being
inside a movie or a book, except you make up the story?”

“Kind of. Most fantasies
involved women.”

She laughed. “Really? I’d think the
fantasies would be something sci-fi, fantasy, or adventure. You
know, typical guy stuff.”

“There could be those
elements, but the men preferred to add romance to the
mix.”

“No kidding?”

“No kidding.”

“So do you read romance
novels?”

“No.”

Unable to avoid teasing him, she nudged
him in the side. “You wanted to program virtual reality games where
men could experience a romance in unusual settings, but you don’t
want to read romance books?”

He chuckled and shrugged. “As I was
developing these games, I realized even in a virtual reality
setting, a fake woman wasn’t as good as a real one.”

“Even if the fantasy woman
was perfect?”

“There’s no way a fantasy
woman can be perfect because she’s not real. Everything she does or
says is programmed.”

Her grin grew wider. “I thought men
would prefer a woman that way.”

His eyes twinkling, he shook his head.
“You’d be surprised at how boring that gets.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m
sure.”

“Well, you write romance
novels, right?”

“When I get the
time.”

“Do you prefer your world to
be full of perfect men when you write them?”

“I try not to write about
perfect men or women.”

“Why not?”

“If I did, then there’d be
no conflict,” she replied. “If everyone was perfect all the time,
the story would be boring.” After a moment of silence, she added,
“Okay. I get your point. Fantasy virtual reality women would get
boring.”

“And there would be no love.
The man might fall in love with her, but she couldn’t respond in
kind and that’s an empty feeling.”

“I guess it would
be.”

They continued their walk in silence
for a couple minutes and to her surprise, she didn’t mind the
quiet. Usually, the lack of conversation would have bothered her.
In general, she wasn’t a fan of silence. That was one of the
reasons she came to the beach. It was the one place she could go to
where she could close her eyes and enjoy the pounding of the surf.
It was one of the most relaxing sounds she’d ever heard. But at the
moment, she didn’t notice the waves so much.

“So this art thing you’re
going to,” Mark began, “is it something you’re looking forward to?
I mean, I know you’re not looking forward to learning the etiquette
involved, but what about the actual event itself?”

“No, I’m not looking forward
to it. I have to go.”

“Was this one of the things
you signed in the prenup?”

“Yes, but it’s very
important that I go. Even if I didn’t sign a prenup, I’d go. You
see, in Nick’s line of work, it’s important he looks good and part
of looking good is having a wife who’ll be involved in charities
and go to events his coworkers partake in.”

“Sounds like you’ll stay
busy.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Maybe
she was about to be busier than she was already. She wasn’t sure
what her life would be like once she was married.

He waited a moment before asking, “What
do you want to do after you get married?”

“To be honest, I hadn’t
thought about it. I assumed I’d quit my job and do whatever Nick
needed me to do. His job requires him to be on call. He could go in
to work any time of the day or night. I might have to do something
for him, like attend a charity event.” Realizing she was rambling,
she offered an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I don’t want to bore
you.”

“You’re not boring me. I
enjoy listening to you.”

“Well, I enjoy listening to
you, too.” She quickly averted her gaze, wondering why the way he
looked at her made her nervous. She wasn’t on a date with him.
There was no reason why her face should flush with pleasure.
Clearing her throat, she asked, “Did you ever find out what was
wrong with your car?”

“Yes. It was out of
gas.”

She laughed. “Out of gas?”

“I told you I was having an
off day. I hadn’t looked at the gas tank and realized it was
empty.”

“At least it was easy to
take care of.”

“That’s true, and it was
very nice of you to help me out. I haven’t forgotten that I owe you
a favor. If you ever need me to bail you out of a bad situation,
give me a call. You still have my business card?”

“Yep.”

“Too bad. I was hoping to
get rid of another one. I told you I have too many,
right?”

“I believe you mentioned
it,” she replied.

“I don’t think I’ll ever go
through all of them.”

“I’m sure you will
eventually.” They turned around and headed back to where they
started from, and she asked, “What do you do for fun?”

“Walking on the beach with
you is fun.”

Detecting the teasing tone in his
voice, she gave him a ‘be serious’ look. “I mean, what interests do
you have?”

“Besides talking to you, I
like to research everything I can about Earth.”

“What kind of
research?”

He shrugged. “I like finding out about
different cultures, find out about different countries. What makes
each one unique. Stuff like that.”

“What about the virtual
reality thing? Do you still do that?”

“No, not
anymore.”

“Why not?”

“Because I like living real
life instead of a fantasy one.”

“So you quit that job so you
could be an engineer like Chris is?”

“You could say
that.”

She furrowed her eyebrows, curious.
“What else could I say?”

“That I wanted to experience
the most life has to offer.”

She didn’t know why his answer should
strike a cord in her, but it did. As much as she kept telling
herself she was living the dream every woman had, she wondered if
it was true. She was going to marry a handsome, wealthy man who had
a good job. She would never want for anything. On the surface, it
seemed like a fairytale come true. And yet, she felt
empty.

“Lexie, are you
alright?”

She pushed aside her apprehension about
the future and smiled. “Yes, I’m fine.” Brushing back several
strands of her hair, she continued, “Do you like being an
engineer?”

“I do, especially when I get
to work on a group project. You can learn a lot about people when
you’re working toward the same goal.”

“People fascinate
you.”

“They do, but I also like
working with numbers. Doing what I do is the best of both worlds,”
he said. “Do you enjoy your job?”

“It pays the
bills.”

“The first time I met you,
you said you liked to write romances. Would you rather do
that?”

“I guess I hadn’t thought
about it. I don’t write often. I have so many other things going
on.”

“Maybe after you get
married, you can write more.”

Somehow she doubted it. Neither her
mother nor Nick thought much of her hobby. Her mother thought it
was a waste of time. As for Nick, she didn’t know what he thought.
Maybe she should ask him next time she saw him. “I notice we do a
lot of talking about me,” she finally told Mark.

“We talk about me. I told
you about my car and my job.”

“Well, that’s true,” she
admitted.

“I guess I have been talking
a lot about you, but that’s because I want to learn more about who
you are. I like finding out what you like, what you don’t like, how
you envision your future, what will make you happy.”

“I guess I’m not used to
someone taking such an interest in me.”

“I’m sure your fiancé
does.”

She wanted to assure him that Nick did,
but the words didn’t come. But she was sure he did. Why else would
he want to marry her?

“If I’m making you
uncomfortable,” Mark continued, “we can talk about something
else.”

“There’s nothing wrong with
you wanting to know more about someone. Besides, it’s what you do,
isn’t it? You like working with people and discovering who they
are.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Do you enjoy being in large
social gatherings?”

“It’s okay. I find it’s not
so much how many people are around me as it is who I’m with. If I’m
with someone I like, I can be anywhere with many
people.”

“I see what you mean. Having
the right person with you can make anything bearable.”

They reached the spot where she had put
her beach bag, and he checked his watch. “I should get going. I’m
glad I ran into you.”

“Yeah, it was fun.” The most
fun she had in a long time, but she didn’t dare admit that aloud.
She told herself it was because she didn’t have to plan for the
wedding for the first time in three months, but she wondered if
there was more to it than that. If there was, she didn’t dare dwell
on it.

He shot her a charming smile. “Maybe
I’ll see you around sometime.”

Her heart gave an unexpected flutter,
but she quickly pushed it aside. “That’d be great.”

She watched him as he jogged to his
car. There was something about him that seemed different from other
people she knew. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was, except
that when she talked to him, it was easy to relax and be herself.
He had the type of personality that made others around him feel
comfortable.

Turning back to her towel, she spread
it out and settled on it. She closed her eyes and tried to focus on
the surf as it rolled in, but she kept thinking over her
conversation with Mark. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d
enjoyed talking to someone so much. She opened her eyes and
examined the beach. For some reason, it didn’t seem the same. It
was a shame Mark couldn’t have stuck around longer. With a sigh,
she stood up, gathered her things and left. Maybe next time she
came here, she wouldn’t be preoccupied with thoughts of Mark. Then
she could truly enjoy resting on the beach.

 



 



Chapter Five

 


“Lexie, you look fantastic,”
Nick said as soon as she sat across from him at the restaurant by
the beach the next day. “Thanks for meeting me for
lunch.”

“Why wouldn’t I meet you for
lunch? We’re engaged,” Lexie teased. “Are we still on for our date
tomorrow evening?”

“Yes, and I promise I’ll be
there for our engagement party. Ken will fill in for
me.”

She smiled and picked up the menu. She
glanced out the window and saw the blue-green waves crashing onto
the shore. For a moment, she recalled her walk with Mark. Her face
warmed in embarrassment. She shouldn’t even be thinking of him,
especially when she was with Nick.

“So,” he began after he
sipped his water, “I thought maybe we could start talking about
what you can say and do when we go to the art exhibit. I don’t want
you to be nervous when we’re there.”

“My mother is teaching me
the etiquette. If there’s anyone who knows anything about what to
do or not do at a social event, it’s her.”

“Yes, she does,” he replied
with a relieved smile. “I’m glad you told her that I need you to
make me look good at the art exhibit. This will be a big
night.”

Biting her lower lip, she glanced at
the menu but returned her gaze to him. “Nick, why do you want to
marry me?”

He chuckled and placed his glass back
on the table. “Because I love you, silly.”

“But why?”

“Why? Because you’re
you.”

“But what is it about me
that you love?”

Shooting her a teasing grin, he said,
“Everything. I like the whole package.”

“Do you?”

“Of course, I
do.”

“Then can you tell me
something you like about me?”

“Lexie, what’s this about?”
he asked.

Trying to determine the best way to
answer, she set the menu down and folded her hands on her lap.
“It’s about us. You and me. What is it about us that makes
sense?”

“There’s plenty that makes
sense. You’re gorgeous. You’re graceful. You’re elegant. You’re
everything I want in a wife.”

The server came over to them and asked
for their order.

“I’ll have a Bahama Mama to
drink. To eat, I’ll have the crab cakes, lobster tail, and shrimp
cocktail combo. For dessert, I’ll have a slice of chocolate cake,”
he replied.

“That sounds good. I’ll have
the same,” she added.

He cleared his throat. “I think you
meant everything except the chocolate cake, sweetheart.”

She lowered her voice and said, “It’s
just one slice.”

“But is it wise to do that
when you’re so close to the art exhibit and wedding?”

The server shifted from one foot to the
other. “I can come back.”

“No need,” Nick replied. “A
slice of cake for me will be enough.”

Lexie opened her mouth to protest but
decided a piece of cake wasn’t worth a public argument, so she
indicated her agreement with a nod and waited for the server to
leave before speaking. “There has to be something about me—about my
personality—that you like.”

“Okay. That’s fair.” He
unfolded the cloth napkin and settled it on his lap. “You’re
compliant. That’s a very important trait for the wife of a doctor.
My job comes with a lot of demands and I need a wife who’s
understanding of those demands. You’re perfect. I couldn’t have
asked for a better woman to spend the rest of my life
with.”

“And my writing?”

“What about it?”

“I’ve been thinking, a lot,
about what I want to do after we get married. I want to spend more
time writing.”

“That’s fine.”

Surprised since she expected him to
argue this issue with her, she asked, “It is?”

“Sure, as long as it’s not
something frivolous like that romance nonsense you were into when
we started dating. Actually, any kind of frivolous writing wouldn’t
do well. I think something like literature would suit if you wrote
fiction. Something in line with the classics, you know. But if you
did nonfiction, that would be even better because that inspires
respectability. You can write about being married to a doctor. I’m
sure there are challenges every spouse faces when she’s married to
a doctor with a demanding schedule. Give the wives out there ways
to adapt. I know, you can start with the proper way to conduct
yourself at an art exhibit.”

She stared at him, hardly believing she
heard him right. “I like to write romances. They’re like fairytales
that I get to create.”

“But why would you need to
write it when you have your own fairytale with me?” he
asked.

She didn’t know how to respond to that.
Her relationship with him wasn’t quite the way she envisioned the
relationships in her romance novels. There was no excitement in
being with him. She had been pleased by his attention when they
first started dating, and even more pleased when her mother
approved of him. But she didn’t find that she necessarily missed
him when he wasn’t with her. She was comfortable with him. She felt
she could be content to spend the rest of her life with him. For
sure, her mother wouldn’t fight her marriage like she’d fought
Caitlyn’s two marriages. But it dawned on her that Nick didn’t seem
to know her—really know her. However, to be fair, she wondered how
well she knew him.

“Tell me about yourself,”
Lexie said.

He shot her an amused look as the
server brought them their drinks. “What is this about?”

She waited until the server left before
leaning forward, her elbows settling on the table.

“Lexie, your elbows…” He
pointed to them.

With a sigh, she placed her hands back
on her lap. In some ways, being with Nick reminded her of being
with her mother. The two were much too hung up on proper etiquette,
no matter where they were.

“Alright. To answer your
question,” he began, “I’m a heart surgeon with multiple awards to
my name. I pride myself on saving lives. In fact, that’s why I
decided I would become a doctor when I was a child.”

“I know the facts. What I
want to know is who you are. What are your interests outside of
work? What are your dreams? What makes you passionate about
life?”

“I am a doctor, Lexie. I
save people’s lives. I devote my life to helping others. I want to
save every patient who comes my way. There is no greater purpose or
passion than that.”

“Maybe I need to be more
specific.” She tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear and gave
it another try. “I love the beach. The color of the water is so
magical. I’ve never seen a better blend of blue and green than the
water along the coast. See?” She motioned to the window, and though
he turned his attention to the Emerald Coast, he didn’t seem
impressed. “The beach is one of the few places in this world that
makes me feel at peace. The smell of the salt water, the warmth
from the sun, the feel of the cool sand when I dig my feet into it,
the sound as the waves crash into the shore… I don’t know how to
describe it, but it’s so romantic, especially when I can be with
someone whose company I enjoy.” Her mind unwittingly went to Mark
and the pleasant stroll they’d shared. Clearing her throat, she
forced her mind back to Nick. “Why don’t we go for a walk along the
beach sometime?”

“Lexie, the beach is great.
Really, it is. I’m not denying that. It’s why I bought a house on
it.” He took a sip of his drink and shrugged. “But I don’t have the
luxury of wasting my time going for a walk on it. I’m an important
person. I get called in at all hours for surgery. Walks are great.
I think you should keep doing them. They’ll keep you looking good.”
He winked at her. “Maybe you can find a friend to walk with. Now,
is there anything else you want to tell me about you or anything
else you want to learn about me?”

Disappointed, she shook her head. “No.
I think I know everything I need to.” There was nothing more to him
than what he’d already told her. He was a doctor who had devoted
his life to his profession. While there should have been something
noble in it, she couldn’t help but think he lacked any real
substance.

“Good. Now that we’ve
cleared the air on all that,” he said as he placed a book on
etiquette in front of her, “ask your mother if she’s acquainted
with the stuff in here. If so, then there’s no need to read it. She
can instruct you on how to behave at the art exhibit.”

She picked up the book and stared at
it, thankful that with her gaze lowered, he wouldn’t see the unshed
tears in her eyes. This wasn’t what she wanted for her marriage.
She might not have taken the time to think about what she wanted
her life to be like, but this certainly wasn’t it.

“Lunch is served,” the
server called out in a chipper tone as she set the plates full of
steaming food in front of Nick and Lexie. “Is there anything else I
can get you?”

“I’m fine. Lexie?” Nick
asked.

Forcing herself to smile, Lexie blinked
back her tears and made eye contact with the server. “No, I don’t
need anything else.” As the server walked away, Lexie slipped the
book into her purse, unsure of what she should do about
Nick.

 


***

 


“Lexie? Is something
bothering you?”

Lexie blinked, unaware that she’d let
her mind drift off while her mother rummaged through the rack of
black dresses in the department store. Her mother stared at her
with an expectant look on her face, and she decided if she was ever
going to talk to her mom, this was the best chance. “I met with
Nick today for lunch.”

“Yes, I know. You showed me
the book he gave you.” Her mother chuckled. “Don’t worry about a
thing. The book is slightly outdated. Fortunately for you both, I
keep current on the latest trends. You’ll impress everyone at the
art exhibit.”

“No, it’s not that. It’s
just that,” she shrugged, “I don’t know how to say it.”

Her mother turned to face her. “What is
it, honey?”

“Well, I had a conversation
with him today that made me wonder if I’m making a mistake in
marrying him.”

“Oh, Lexie,” her mother
said, her voice sympathetic. “What you’re feeling is normal. Every
woman who is about to get married wonders if she chose the right
man.”

“Did you?”

“Of course, I did. Marriage
is a lifetime commitment and it’s not one to be taken lightly. A
lot of people think it’s all about your feelings, but you have to
be practical. As much as it’s a nice sentiment that love is all you
need to be happy, the truth is that it won’t put food on the table
or a roof over your head. You want a man who can provide for you
and your children.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Is there something else
bothering you?”

Lexie crossed her arms and shrugged
again. “Mom, I don’t think Nick is interested in me, as a person. I
think he only values me for what I can do for him.”

“That’s one of the practical
ways of looking at marriage, honey. Marriage is a partnership where
both sides do something for each other.”

“But what about
love?”

“Nick has said he loves you.
I was there when he proposed and he said he wanted to be with you
because he loves you.”

“Yeah, I know.” But for some
reason, it didn’t feel like love. It felt more
like…contentment.

“Lexie, love isn’t always
butterflies and songs and sunshine. It’s doing what’s best for the
other person.”

“But I think Nick wants me
to be with him because it’s best for him, not because he wants
what’s best for me,” Lexie pressed, praying her mother would
understand what she meant.

Her mother glanced around them before
she took her by the arm and led her to a secluded place in the
store. “I’m going to share something with you that I haven’t told
anyone else.”

Interested, Lexie nodded and closed the
gap between them. “What is it?”

“When I married your father,
I wasn’t in love with him. I married him because he got along with
my parents and I got along with his. Over time, I discovered that
he has been a secure part of my life. No matter what’s happened,
he’s been there for me. And now I love him with all of my heart. It
wasn’t something that happened right away. It happened softly, over
time. Your marriage with Nick could be the same way.”

“I see what you’re saying,”
Lexie whispered.

“Does that help answer your
doubts about getting married?”

“Yes, it does.”

“I’m glad we had this talk.
You know, I love your sister and brother, but I can’t talk to them
the same way I can talk to you.”

“I enjoy our talks,
too.”

And Lexie did. When her mother wasn’t
trying to control things, she was a very pleasant person to be
around. It was a shame this side of her mother didn’t present
itself more often, but maybe it would after she got married. Maybe
up to this point, her mother had been so worried about seeing her
married to a good man that she felt the need to control as much of
her life as possible. And maybe Nick would fall in love with her
over time like her mother had fallen in love with her father. Maybe
she’d also fall in love with him. Her mother was right. Nick would
give her and her future children a stable and good home and she had
no doubt he’d be faithful to her.

Relaxing, Lexie smiled. “Thanks, Mom.
I’m ready to look at dresses now.”

Her mother returned her smile and led
her back to the rack.

 



 



Chapter Six

 


Lexie studied her reflection in the
bathroom mirror. She fluffed her hair one more time and decided she
looked as attractive as she possibly could. Hopefully, she would
make a good impression on everyone at the art exhibit.

Her cell phone rang, so she went to her
bedroom and turned down her stereo. She checked the caller ID and
saw that it was Nick.

“Hi, Nick,” she greeted.
“I’m all ready to go to the exhibit.”

“I wish I could go. I’ve
been looking forward to it all week.”

She frowned. “But?”

“There was an accident,” he
replied. “There are three injured and two are in critical
condition.”

“That’s terrible!” Even as
she felt sorry for the injured people, she had the selfish
inclination to breathe a sigh of relief since she had been dreading
the art exhibit.

“It is, but thankfully, your
mother taught you everything you need to do tonight.”

“What?”

“I know it’s horrible
timing, but this exhibit is important. This is the perfect chance
to get an ‘in’ with Doctor Morris and his wife. I need you to
go.”

“But… I won’t know
anyone.”

“Can you find someone to go
with? What about your brother? Maybe your mom?”

“Well…” She shifted from one
foot to another. While she knew her mother would be thrilled, she
didn’t feel like having her mother around in case she said or did
something foolish. And her brother was working tonight. Then she
thought of Mark. He wouldn’t be working. Given her past
conversations with him, she didn’t think he would criticize her if
she goofed up at this important event. “Okay. Yeah. I think I can
find someone to go with.”

“Perfect. Thank you, Lexie.
Make sure to compliment Mrs. Morris on her choice of colors in the
painting,” Nick advised. “Doctor Morris said she wasn’t sure if
they worked well together, so if you ease her nerves, I think
you’ll make the right impression.”

“I like the colors in her
painting. Got it.”

“You’re a gem, Lexie. I’ll
talk to you later tonight to find out how things went.”

After she said good-bye, she hung up
and went to her purse to pull out her wallet. Please let Mark be
free tonight, she silently prayed. She wasn’t sure how likely that
would be. Someone as good looking as him was probably on a date.
She retrieved his business card and debated whether or not to call
him. The thought of going with her mother instead prompted her to
dial his number. Her heart raced as she listened to the ringing
tone on the other end. It’s not a date, she thought. It’s calling
in a favor.

He picked up on the third ring. “Hey
there. This is Mark Tanner.”

“Hi, Mark.” She cleared her
throat. “This is Lexie. I’m the one who called the tow truck for
you.”

“I remember who you are.
What’s up?”

He sounded happy to hear from her, so
that was a good sign. Taking a deep breath, she said, “You know
that art exhibit I have to go to tonight?”

“Yeah.”

“As it turns out, Nick can’t
go. I thought that meant I wouldn’t have to go, but apparently, I
do. I know it’s awkward and last minute, but is there any way you
can go with me?”

“Sure. I’d be happy to. Give
me time to put on a suit, and I’ll be over to pick you
up.”

Relieved, her shoulders relaxed.
“Thanks, Mark. I really appreciate this.”

“Think nothing of it. I owe
you that favor, remember? I’ll see you soon.”

She told him good-bye and hung up.
While she waited for him to arrive, she put her make-up away and
turned off the stereo. It wasn’t long before there was a knock at
her door. She picked up her purse then answered it.

Mark’s hair was still damp from a
recent shower, and he wore a dark blue suit that complemented his
eyes. Her heart fluttered in excitement. She knew he was handsome,
but seeing him dressed up only emphasized his good
looks.

“Wow,” he whispered as he
scanned her. “You look amazing.”

Her face warmed. “I was about to say
the same about you.” Shocked she spoken that thought aloud, her
cheeks grew hotter. Averting her gaze from him, she pulled the
address out of her purse. “The gallery is here. Do you know how to
get there?”

He took the piece of paper from her and
read it. “Yep. You ready to go?”

She nodded and closed the door. On the
way to his car, she said, “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything
important that you had going on tonight.”

“There’s nothing going on
that I can’t do tomorrow.” After they got into the car, he turned
the ignition and said, “I’ve never been to an art gallery before.
Can you brush me up on what I should or shouldn’t do? I don’t want
to embarrass you tonight.”

“There doesn’t seem to be
much to it, really. I mean, my mom had articles on etiquette and
Nick even had a book, but in the end, it sounded simple enough. I
think as long as we nod and smile a lot, we’ll be just fine. That’s
what I do whenever I meet any of Nick’s coworkers. I think most of
them want to feel important.”

“That can probably be said
about anyone. I think we all like to feel as if our life
matters.”

“That’s true, but when I
said they want to feel important, I meant that they have a tendency
to be a bit,” she thought for the right word, “snobbish. They want
to be more important than other people around them.”

As he drove down the street, he glanced
in her direction. “It sounds like you don’t enjoy talking to
them.”

“I don’t know what to say
and sometimes I think they’re nice to me because they have to be,
because of Nick. Does that make sense?”

“It does.”

“So now you know why I’m
glad you’re coming with me. I feel comfortable talking to you. I
feel like I can tell you anything and you won’t look down at
me.”

“Why would I? You’re smart,
you got a great sense of humor and you’re kind. I’m sure they see
that in you, too, when they’re talking to you.”

“Actually, when they’re
talking to me, I think they’re being polite. I don’t think they
really like me.” She’d never voiced that thought aloud. But now
that she had, it seemed to make the whole thing more
real.

“You sense that?”

“Yeah.”

“If you sense it, then there
must be something to it.”

She glanced out the window and looked
at the buildings as they turned down the street that would take
them to the art gallery.

“Lexie?”

The soft tone in his voice made her
look in his direction. She couldn’t help but note the attractive
way his brown bangs fell over his forehead. He really should be on
a date instead of escorting her to a boring art exhibit.

“Lexie?” he asked
again.

Breaking out of her thoughts, she
turned her gaze away from his, afraid he’d detect the uncertainty
in her expression. She wasn’t supposed to be thinking of him as
anything but a friend. She was engaged to Nick for goodness’ sake!
Clearing her throat, she shifted in her seat. “What?”

“I just want you to know
that even if the people who will be there don’t like you, I do. You
won’t have to feel like you’re alone in a room full of
people.”

She looked at him then and smiled.
“Thanks. I appreciate that.” After a moment, she ventured, “So, it
just occurred to me that you know about me and Nick. You know, how
I’m engaged to him. But I never thought to ask if you’re dating
anyone.”

“Right now, I’m between
girlfriends.”

“I’m sure you won’t be for
long.”

“I don’t plan to
be.”

“Do you have someone in
mind?” she asked, not sure why the idea should bother her,
especially when she was engaged to someone else.

He shot her a disarming grin.
“Yeah.”

Curious, she was ready to ask him more
about it when he pulled into the parking lot of the art gallery.
Her attention went to the group of cars. She recognized a couple of
them, so at least she’d know some of the people here tonight. She
straightened in her seat and grabbed her purse.

“It’ll be okay, Lexie.” He
reached out and gently placed his hand over hers. Giving her hand a
light squeeze, he added, “I won’t run off and leave you
alone.”

Trying not to notice the way her skin
tingled from his touch, she chuckled. “It’s silly, isn’t it? I have
to keep reminding myself they’re just people.”

“Will it help if you picture
them in their underwear? Maybe they won’t seem so intimidating
then.”

“I’ve never been able to
imagine people just wearing their underwear.”

“No kidding?”

“No. I see them in exactly
what they’re wearing.”

“I guess that trick doesn’t
work for everyone.”

She noticed that his hand was still
over hers. Though she thought she should pull her hand away or at
least point out to him that he was still touching her, she kept
quiet. It was a friendly touch. There was nothing more to it than
that.

He removed his hand. “I see those men
are wearing tuxes.”

She followed his gaze. “Those are
Doctors Travis and Wright. They always wear tuxedos, except when
they’re working. Your suit is fine.” Finding a man who wasn’t
wearing a tux, she nudged him in the arm and motioned to him. “See?
You’re not alone. There are some men who aren’t wearing
tuxes.”

“Good.” His grin widened. “I
don’t want to stand out like a sore thumb. Hold on and I’ll get
your door for you.”

Before she could respond, he turned off
the ignition and hopped out of the car. He came around to her side
and opened the door, something that struck her as more intimate
than she’d expect from a friend. She shook her head. She shouldn’t
be reading more into all of this than there was. He was just a nice
guy.

She stepped out of the car and waited
for him to close the door before speaking. “Since you’re Chris’
friend, do you see my sister much?”

“I’ve seen her a couple of
times since they renewed their wedding vows. Sometimes I stop by
and see how things are going with her pregnancy. They’re already
fighting over what to name the girl when she’s born.”

“What names are they
thinking of naming her?”

“Mia, Natalie, Ava, Madison,
or Zoe.”

“Those are good
ones.”

“Yeah, but I keep hoping
they’ll going for Markette.”

Catching the teasing sparkle in his
eye, she laughed and walked with him toward the entrance of the
gallery. “That would be a horrible name for a girl, and you know
it.”

“There’s nothing wrong with
Markette. Think of how original it’d be. No one else in her class
will have the same name.”

“And for good reason. Come
on, Mark. The name is horrible. You can’t condemn the poor girl to
it. She’ll be the laughingstock of her class.”

“Okay. Then she can be
called Tannerita.”

Giggling, she stopped behind the couple
in front of them who were collecting a brochure in the doorway.
“Please promise me you won’t have anything to do with naming their
daughter.” The couple in front of them turned around, and Lexie
stopped laughing when she realized who they were. “Doctor and Mrs.
Carter. Good evening.”

Mrs. Carter glanced Lexie and Mark up
and down. “Lexie, where is your fiancé?”

“He couldn’t make it
tonight,” she replied, straightening up. “There was an accident. He
had to go in for surgery.”

“That’s a shame.” Dr. Carter
frowned. “It’s always a delight to have someone of his intelligence
at important events.”

“Yes. The Morrises will be
sorry he missed Monica’s painting,” Mrs. Carter added.

“He wanted to be here,”
Lexie assured them. “He’s sorry he has to miss it, but I’m sure
he’ll come by tomorrow to see it.”

“I’m sure he will.” Dr.
Carter glanced at Mark. “Is this your brother?”

“No. My brother had to work
tonight. This is Mark Tanner. He’s a friend,” she quickly added
when she saw the way Mrs. Carter’s eyebrows rose. “He’s a friend of
my brother-in-law.”

“Ah,” Dr. Carter replied. “I
remember hearing your sister got married again. Nick said it was a
quaint little ceremony.”

“Yes. My sister isn’t the
type of person who likes a big fuss. She wanted a quiet, private
affair.”

Dr. Carter and his wife exchanged looks
that Lexie couldn’t quite decipher. “As long as they’re happy,”
Mrs. Carter began, “then it’s all well and good.”

“They’re very happy
together,” Mark spoke up and shook Dr. Carter’s hand. “We should
all be so blessed to enjoy a marriage like the one they have,
wouldn’t you agree?”

Dr. Carter shrugged. “Considering I
don’t know the people in question, I’ll take your word for
it.”

“Fair enough.” Mark
retrieved two brochures and handed one to Lexie. “So, where is Mrs.
Morris’ painting?”

“That will be uncovered in
fifteen minutes.”

“Yes. That’s mentioned right
in the brochure you just received,” Mrs. Carter added.

“This is an orderly event,”
Dr. Carter said.

“Oh, good.” Mark opened the
brochure and breathed a sigh of relief. “They give us a
step-by-step account of what we’ll be doing here tonight. I’d hate
to figure out what to do on my own. Look, Lexie, we get to sip some
wine and eat some cheese in exactly,” he checked his watch, “two
minutes.”

Lexie bit her lower lip so she wouldn’t
laugh. Maybe she should have warned Mark that the functions Nick
liked going to were very orderly and, for lack of a better term,
too formal. Mark didn’t strike her as the type who liked these
types of events and to be honest, she couldn’t blame him. There
were many other things she’d rather be doing, too.

Dr. Carter gave a slight shake of his
head and turned to Lexie. “Give Nick our regards.”

Lexie nodded and waited for them to
leave before she went with Mark to the side of the large
room.

“I’m sorry, Lexie,” Mark
whispered.

“For what?” she asked, her
attention going back to him.

“I shouldn’t have made the
whole ‘two minutes until we get wine and cheese’ comment. It wasn’t
right of me to be sarcastic.”

“Don’t worry about it. They
won’t even remember you or what you said tomorrow. They’re pretty
much stuck in their own world.”

“Yeah, but I have to
remember that at places like this, the less said, the
better.”

“Don’t worry about it. I
thought you were funny.” She gestured to the veiled paintings in
the middle of the room. “Let’s see how many paintings are going to
be unveiled tonight.” She led him to four paintings which were
covered.

“Do you know what she
painted?” he whispered.

“No. All I know is that Nick
said we should tell her that her choice in colors is
excellent.”

“Sounds easy
enough.”

“Lexie, darling, where is
Nick?” a woman asked from behind her.

Lexie and Mark turned around and Lexie
offered a polite smile. She recognized the woman, but for the life
of her, she couldn’t remember which doctor this woman was. “Oh, hi.
Nick couldn’t make it tonight. He had to go in for
surgery.”

“What a terrible shame.” The
woman rubbed Lexie’s arm in sympathy. “But it’s the price you pay
when you’re married to a doctor. Is this your brother?”

Lexie glanced at Mark. “No. He’s Mark
Tanner, a friend.”

“Really? Do you know Nick?”
the woman asked him.

“No, I don’t. I work with
Lexie’s brother-in-law.”

“I don’t believe Lexie
mentioned what her brother-in-law does.”

“I’m a software engineer at
Eglin Air Force Base,” Mark replied, extending his hand toward
her.

She shook his hand. “Doctor Maxwell. I
specialize in neurological disorders.”

“So you’re in charge of
figuring out what’s wrong with people?” Mark joked.

She frowned. “I don’t
understand.”

“I was kidding. You know,
because you deal with the brain and disorders.”

“I happen to take my job
very seriously, Mark. Neurological disorders are no laughing
matter. We’re talking about people—real people—with problems that
are so severe that some of them won’t ever recover from
them.”

Lexie’s eyes grew wide. Now she
remembered Doctor Maxwell. Nick had warned her that the woman had
no sense of humor and that she must never try to tell her a
joke.

Mark adjusted his tie and cleared his
throat. “I’m sorry. I meant no disrespect.”

Doctor Maxwell relaxed. “See that you
don’t err again.” She turned to Lexie. “My dear, I’m looking
forward to attending your wedding. Nick says you’ll have a live
orchestra featuring Bach.”

“Yes, it was my mother’s
idea,” Lexie said, relieved the focus was no longer on Mark. “Nick
loves Bach.”

“Nick has excellent taste.
Your mother is wise to listen to him. And you are fortunate to be
marrying him. He’s the best heart surgeon we have in the
hospital.”

Unsure of how to respond to that, she
said, “Thank you.” After the doctor gave her another smile and
left, she looked at Mark. “I should have warned you that tonight
could be brutal for you, as well as for me,” she whispered. “I’m
sorry.”

“No, she was right. I should
be more careful in what I say, especially in a place like this. Why
don’t we take a look at some of the paintings already on
display?”

As she followed him to the nearest
wall, she couldn’t help but feel bad for him. She glanced around to
make sure no one was within hearing distance and leaned closer to
him. “I know you weren’t making fun of people who have neurological
problems.”

He took her hand in his and gave it a
gentle squeeze. “It’s alright, Lexie. I’m fine.” With a smile, he
squeezed her hand again and let it go. “Now, what are we supposed
to do when we’re looking at this painting? Should we say what we
think it is?”

“Actually, we’re not
supposed to do much talking at all. We’re supposed to soak in the
emotional experience of looking at the painting.”

“That’s it?”

“My mother and Nick had all
this material on etiquette for tonight, but it basically boiled
down to smile, nod and be quiet.”

“I should do more quiet.
Talking has only been getting me into trouble.”

“Even when you’re quiet, you
have to wonder if someone mistakes your silence for lack of
interest. Sometimes you just can’t win.”

He nodded, and they turned their
attention to the different paintings in the gallery.

 



 


 Chapter Seven

 


Ten minutes later, Lexie was trying to
make sense of the painting in front of her. The scattered circles
of various sizes formed a larger picture, but she couldn’t tell
what the larger picture was supposed to be. She squinted at it and
willed the image to come to her. When it didn’t work, she went over
to the next painting which was an assortment of colors thrown
together. Fortunately, the one further down from that was of a
group of people surrounding a lake, so she knew what it was
supposed to be.

“Would you like some wine?”
a server asked her.

Lexie turned to the woman and accepted
the glass of red wine. “Thank you.”

As Mark accepted a glass, the server
asked, “Isn’t that a powerful statement the artist is
making?”

Lexie studied the painting with the
circles. What was it the server saw that she didn’t? She wanted to
ask but was afraid she’d show her ignorance in this
area.

Mark sipped his wine and nodded. “Yes.
It’s powerful indeed.”

“Out of everything in this
gallery, this is the only one that speaks of the never ending cycle
of raw anger and confusion,” the server whispered with an excited
grin. “I just love it. The one down that hall with the black and
white motif is also good. You’ll enjoy it when you see
it.”

Lexie looked at Mark.

After the server left, he softly said,
“I thought it was supposed to be an appreciation of
geometry.”

Her lips curled up. “I think it can be
whatever we want it to be.”

“What do you
see?”

“A bunch of circles.” She
motioned to the painting with the assortment of colors. “That’s a
bunch of colors. And that,” she pointed to the painting of the
people and lake, “is a bunch of people relaxing at the lake.
Personally, I think that’s the best one here.”

“Excuse me! May I have
everyone’s attention?” a man called out.

She and Mark walked over to the group
that was gathering around the four veiled paintings. They waited
for the man who stood by the paintings to speak, and she scanned
the three women and one man who were with him. She guessed that one
of the women was Mrs. Morris. She hadn’t seen Mrs. Morris before
and since Nick wanted her to congratulate Mrs. Morris on the colors
in her painting, she had to make sure she approached the right
woman. When the man introduced the artists, she saw that Mrs.
Morris was an older woman, probably in her late fifties. She seemed
pleasant enough. Maybe talking to her wouldn’t be as intimidating
as she feared it would be.

“Welcome to ‘A Walk Through
Time’,” the man began. “Tonight we are featuring time period
paintings from the best artists in the area.”

As he continued with his spiel, Lexie
sipped her wine and nibbled some cheese and crackers a server
handed her. She tried to pay attention to what the man was saying,
but he rambled off information about a couple of famous local
paintings she didn’t know about and threw out fancy art terms she
hadn’t heard either. Taking another sip of her wine, she ventured a
look at Mark whose eyes seemed to glaze over. Relieved that she
wasn’t the only one who was bored, she pretended to listen to the
rest of the speech. At the end, he finally got around to presenting
the paintings.

Curious to see what Mrs. Morris had
painted, Lexie stepped to the side so she could see around the
person in front of her. The man removed the cloth from Mrs. Morris’
painting. Several people in the crowd gasped in awe and Lexie
wondered what they saw that she didn’t. There was a blend of light
brown and green colors which surrounded a large white blob with
black dots on it.

“Tamara Morris’
Colosseum embraces the
confliction of the Roman Empire when it was at the height of its
glory,” the man said and then went on to discuss why the painting
was an asset to the gallery.

Now Lexie understood why
Mrs. Morris wasn’t sure about the colors she chose. The colors made
no sense to her. She hadn’t even realized the white blob on the
canvas was the Colosseum. She got that the green and
brown colors were symbolic of the “muddied past of the Roman
gladiator games,” as the man put it. But for the life of her, she
couldn’t see it. It looked like a mess. She bit her lower lip and
ventured a glance at the others who seemed impressed with the
painting. What was she thinking in coming here? These people were
way out of her league. How could she spend the rest of her life
trying to figure out what to say to make Nick look good?

Mark leaned toward her and whispered,
“Does Mrs. Morris know someone who works here?”

“I think she’s friends with
the owner’s wife,” she replied in his ear.

“Ah, that explains
it.”

By the tone in his voice, she
understood that he didn’t like the painting any more than she did.
What a relief. Even if everyone thought the painting was good, it
was nice to know that one person agreed with her. But that didn’t
change the fact that she had to find a way to compliment Mrs.
Morris. If she didn’t, Nick wouldn’t be happy.

When the man encouraged everyone to
come up and congratulate the artists, she gripped her purse and
tried to think of a way to be honest but nice. She really didn’t
want to come out and lie. “I have to talk to her,” she told Mark.
“Do you want to come with me?”

“Sure.”

Glad she didn’t have to talk to her
alone, Lexie guided Mark to the line of people who’d assembled to
talk to Mrs. Morris. She listened to what they chose to compliment
her on in hopes of getting a good idea of what she might say, but
nothing seemed to fit. And before she knew it, they were in front
of Mrs. Morris who was grinning from ear to ear.

“Hi, Mrs. Morris,” Lexie
began and extended her hand, “I’m Lexie Rogers. I’m engaged to
Doctor Hammond.”

“Oh yes,” she replied,
shaking her hand. “Nick mentioned I’d get a chance to meet you
tonight. He’s a hard one to pin down. He wouldn’t marry just
anyone. Many women would die to be in your shoes. Not me, of
course. I love my husband.”

“Yes, I hear that many women
adore him,” Lexie said.

“It’s a shame he couldn’t be
here tonight. I heard he got called in for surgery.”

“Yes, he did.”

“It’s to be expected. He’s
the best heart surgeon at the hospital. You don’t trust a serious
medical issue to just anyone.”

“Of course. The patients are
fortunate to have him.” If she knew anyone who needed heart
surgery, she’d recommend him in a heartbeat. There was no denying
his skills. Before Mrs. Morris could ask about Mark, she gestured
to him. “Anyway, since Nick couldn’t make it, I brought a
friend.”

“Oh? Are you a friend of
Nick’s as well?” Mrs. Morris asked.

“I’m afraid I haven’t met
him yet,” Mark replied as he shook her hand.

“That’s a shame,” Mrs.
Morris said. “He’s like a breath of fresh air. You have to meet
him. He’s so intelligent for a man his age. It’s hard to find
someone like him. My husband says of all the doctors he knows, he’s
the one going places.” She patted Mark’s shoulder. “You’ll adore
him if you meet him. We all do. So,” she turned her attention back
to Lexie, “what do you think of my art?”

“Oh, well…” So much for the
hope that Mrs. Morris would be so absorbed in talking about Nick
that she’d forget about the painting. “It’s,” she glanced the
painting, “it’s… I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Right. It’s original,” Mark
added. “It’s nice to see something in this gallery that is
different from the other things that’s already been
done.”

Mrs. Morris’ smile widened. “You know,
I was hoping for that. I wanted people to remember it, and I
thought if I did something that hasn’t been done, it would be
unforgettable.”

“You succeeded.”

“Thank you.”

Lexie silently thanked Mark for coming
up with the right words, and better yet, Nick would be glad to hear
Mrs. Morris was happy. As the people behind them started talking to
Mrs. Morris, Lexie led Mark away from her. “See? You know the right
things to say,” she told him.

“I think that depends on who
you talk to. I didn’t do so hot with the Carters or Doctor
Maxwell.”

“Only because they don’t
have a sense of humor. Fortunately, Mrs. Morris was nice.” Her cell
phone rang. She didn’t have to look at the caller ID to know it was
Nick. Of course, he’d be interested in knowing how everything was
going. She reached for the phone in her purse. “I better take this.
I’ll be back.” Mark nodded, and she headed for a quiet spot in the
corner of the room. She put the phone to her ear. “Hi, Nick. How
was the surgery?”

“It went well. The boy will
live.”

“That’s great.”

“I just told his parents the
good news.” After a moment of silence, he continued, “How are
things going over there?”

“Well, I saw Mrs. Morris’
painting, and she seemed pleased with what Mark told
her.”

“Mark?”

“The friend who’s with
me.”

“Oh. I don’t recall hearing
about him before.”

She wasn’t sure if she detected a hint
of jealousy in his voice or mild curiosity. Brushing back a strand
of her hair, she glanced at Mark who was accepting a cube of cheese
from one of the servers. “Yeah, he’s my brother-in-law’s friend. I
met him while my mother was trying to surprise my sister with a
wedding.”

Nick chuckled. “I remember hearing
about that. Your sister should have gone along with it. Your mother
would have done better than a gazebo wedding on the
beach.”

“I don’t know. It was a
small affair, but it was sweet. My sister and her husband love each
other.”

“You talked to Mrs. Morris.
Did you tell her you liked her choice in colors?”

Surprised he’d switched topics so
unexpectedly, she cleared her throat. “Actually, no. The
conversation didn’t get that far. She spent most of it talking
about you and what a great doctor you are.”

“Really?”

Noting the pleased tone in his voice,
she added, “Yes. She thinks very highly of you.”

“And you made me look good,
right?”

“I think so. She seemed to
like the fact that we called her painting original.”

He hesitated. “When you say ‘original,’
do you mean that in a good way?”

“Well, there are no other
paintings in the gallery that look like it.”

“I hope she thinks you liked
it.”

“I just don’t get art, Nick.
There was a lot of symbolism in it, and I’m not the kind of person
who sees that kind of thing when I look at paintings.”

“We’ll have to work on that.
Don’t despair, Lexie. This is the kind of thing that can be taught.
You just need to know what to look for.”

“Okay.”

“What colors did she
use?”

“Brown and green. They
swirled around the Colosseum.”

“That’s easy. The colors and
the fact that they’re swirling represent the conflict between the
good and bad of Rome’s past. It sounds like a good choice in
colors. Make sure to tell her you appreciate that about her
work.”

“Okay.” She turned her gaze
back to Mark. “I should get going.”

“It’ll work out. Good luck
with the rest of the evening and make sure you talk to her
again.”

“I will.” She hung up the
phone and returned to Mark.

He smiled. “Hey, I was
thinking. Since we’re done here and it’s still early, did you want
to humor me and accompany me to Don’t Open
the Door? I hear it’s more funny than
scary, kind of like the movie you told me about when we went out to
eat.”

She checked the time on her phone. It
was still early in the evening, and while she could spend more time
here and mingle with more people, she didn’t feel like it. The
thought of receiving instruction on how to appreciate art only
depressed her because it was another reminder of how inadequate she
was when it came to Nick’s friends. She glanced at the engagement
ring on her finger. Was she about to make a horrible
mistake?

“Lexie?” Mark gently
asked.

She turned her attention back to him
and sighed. “I have to tell Mrs. Morris that the brown and green
colors on her painting do a great job of showing the conflict
between the good and bad aspects of Rome’s past.”

“Is that what her painting
represents?”

“I guess so. That’s what
Nick said it meant. Anyway, he wants to make sure I tell her that.”
She took a step toward Mrs. Morris and paused. “I wouldn’t mind
seeing that movie, when we’re done talking to her.” If nothing
else, it would be nice to get a break from trying to act more
sophisticated than she was. She’d enjoy escaping into a film that
was supposed to be a bunch of cheesy nonsense.

“Are you alright?” Mark
asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s get
this over with, okay?”

Though he seemed hesitant, he nodded
and followed her as she walked to Mrs. Morris to tell her about the
colors in her painting.


 


 Chapter Eight

 


On the way to the movie theater, Mark
rambled on about the different movies he’d seen, and though she
replied, he sensed Lexie’s mind was on whatever happened on the
phone. Mark didn’t like the change in Lexie’s mood. Before Nick
called, she seemed to be having a good time and now, it was as if
the wind had been taken out of her sails. He wasn’t sure why, but
he got the impression that Nick said something to make her feel as
if she didn’t meet his expectations, whatever those expectations
were. Mark hadn’t met the guy, but he had the urge to warn him to
treat Lexie better. But it didn’t matter. Lexie wouldn’t marry
Nick. She’d marry him. And he’d make sure she knew he appreciated
her.

After he parked his car in front of the
theater, he turned to face her. “If you’re not in the mood for a
movie, we can do something else. We could go to the beach and take
a walk.” The last thing he’d do was suggest she go home. “Or we can
just go for a drive.”

Her gaze left the parking lot and went
to him. “If I ask you a question, will you be honest with me, even
if you don’t think I’ll like the answer?”

Unsure of whether this would be good or
not, he nodded.

“Did you know that Mrs.
Morris’ painting represented the conflict between the good and bad
moments of Rome’s past?”

“No. I couldn’t make out
anything about the painting. I felt bad once I realized how nice
Mrs. Morris was. I wanted to like the painting, but I
didn’t.”

“She was nice, wasn’t
she?”

“Yeah, she was. Much nicer
than most of the others that were there.”

“That’s what I thought,
too.”

“Is that what’s bothering
you? Do you feel bad because you didn’t like her
painting?”

“Kind of,” Lexie replied.
“But I’ve mostly been wondering if something is wrong with me
because I didn’t see what the others saw tonight when they were
looking at all those paintings. Nick wasn’t even there and he knew
exactly what Mrs. Morris was trying to say with her painting. My
mom would have seen the symbolism, too.”

“I was there and all I got
out of the painting was the different geometric patterns in it. In
fact, that’s all I saw in all the paintings. Somehow, I doubt the
artists were hoping I’d be counting circles and other
shapes.”

Letting out a slight chuckle, she said,
“Maybe the one with all those circles was supposed to be an
appreciation for geometry.”

He grinned. “It would have been an
awesome painting if that was the case.” Glad to see her smile, he
added, “There’s nothing wrong with you, Lexie. I think art is meant
to be subjective. I don’t think there is a right or wrong way to
look at a painting. And besides, symbols mean different things to
different people. If you see a glass that is filled halfway, people
will debate whether it’s half-full or half-empty. It’s the same
glass, but their perception of it is unique. Just because others
said the painting was about the conflict between good and bad, it
doesn’t mean that’s what the painting is about. I think most of the
people agreed that’s what the painting meant because they didn’t
want to take the risk and say they saw something different. And I
bet some of those people were just as confused as we were. Only
they were afraid to admit it.”

“Maybe. I’d like to think
so.”

“It’s hard to be the person
who sees things differently.”

As he said that, he thought of his own
struggles to fit in on Earth. He was careful to pick up on the
familiar expressions of the culture and learn the customs so he’d
blend in. Chris hadn’t been as concerned with fitting in, and there
were times when their coworkers sensed he wasn’t ‘normal.’ But
Chris didn’t care. If he wasn’t sure about something, he came out
and admitted it. Had he been at the gallery, he would have said he
didn’t see what others saw. Sometimes Mark admired Chris for his
ability to show his inexperience.

Mark directed his attention back to
Lexie and wondered if they were more alike than he had originally
suspected. Maybe they were both trying to fit in and hid their
uncertainty as much as they could. Maybe it was why he felt that
being with her was so natural, as if they belonged together. Maybe
she could understand him in a way that no other woman on this
planet could.

“Sometimes,” Lexie softly
began, “I wonder if I’m marrying Nick because it’s what I want or
because it’s what my mother wants.”

He’d been waiting for her to say this.
He turned toward her in interest, hoping she’d continue, hoping
this would be the moment when she realized she was better off with
him.

Finally turning her gaze to him, she
sighed. “You know what? I’m tired of thinking. I just want to
relax, watch a corny movie and forget everything.”

Despite his disappointment since he had
been hoping to have this conversation with her, he smiled and
nodded. He wouldn’t press her and maybe next time he saw her, they
could continue this conversation. There was a balance between
helping her discover she was better off with him and pushing her
away. It had to be her decision. “Let’s see the movie.”

He got out of the car and opened her
door so he could escort her into the theater.

 


***

 


As soon as Chris stepped into his
house, Caitlyn stood up from the couch where she’d been reading her
book and gave him a long kiss. He held her close to him, savoring
the moment. This was what he had hoped his life would be like when
he left Pandoran. A life mate to come home to after a long day at
work; one who would be happy to see him when he walked through the
door. And it was even better than he imagined.

When their kiss ended, he smiled at
her. “How did your day go?”

“It was wonderful,” she
replied, wrapping her arms around his neck and giving him another
kiss.

“As much as I’d like to
believe I inspired two passionate kisses, I suspect there’s more to
your good mood.”

“Okay. There is, but I’m
still glad you’re home.”

He gave her a light squeeze then closed
the front door. As he led her to the couch, he asked, “What are you
excited about?”

They sat down, and she snuggled up to
him. “I have the perfect woman for Mark.”

“Really?”

“Yep. I think he and Sandy
will be great together.”

“Sandy?” He expected her to
say Lexie since Mark was so confident that Lexie was the right one
for him.

“I’ve known Sandy my whole
life and she’d make a great wife for him. Mark deserves a woman
who’ll be kind, steadfast, a good friend. She’s all that and more.
She’d be ideal for a life mate.”

He hesitated but asked, “What about
Lexie?”

Caitlyn’s eyebrows furrowed. “Lexie’s
engaged. She’ll marry…that guy…the doctor, Nate or
something.”

“I don’t remember his name
either.”

“That’s because the only
thing my mom calls him is ‘the doctor,’” she replied with a
giggle.

“If she had any idea how
useless doctors were on my world, she wouldn’t be so
impressed.”

“Well, they’re extremely
useful on Earth. Anyway, Lexie’s getting married. Mark can’t have
her.”

“But the wedding hasn’t
happened yet. Doesn’t that mean Lexie can marry Mark?”

“Theoretically, that’s true,
but Lexie is about two weeks away from marrying the doctor. Two
weeks. A woman doesn’t end her engagement that close to her wedding
day to run off with a man she barely knows.”

“She doesn’t?”

Mark seemed so sure that Lexie was
going to run off with him, and Chris assumed that Mark knew
everything about this world. But maybe he didn’t know as much as he
thought. Caitlyn had lived here her entire life and she was a
woman. Who better to understand what Lexie would or wouldn’t do
than her own sister?

“Lexie and that guy are a
sure thing. We need to fix Mark up with someone who’s available,
and I can’t think of anyone who’d be a better life mate for him
than Sandy. She’ll be good for him. She’s fun to be with, kind,
pretty. Better yet, she already knows that you’re from another
planet, so it won’t be hard to explain that Mark’s an alien, too.
It’s perfect. And since Mark’s your best friend and Sandy’s mine,
we can double date.”

“Mark’s my best
friend?”

“Sure, he is.”

He hadn’t thought of Mark as a friend.
“Mark’s just someone I know.”

“Someone you know and
like.”

“He’s okay.”

“For someone who is okay,
you two get along awfully well.”

“That’s because we’re from
the same planet and work at the same place.”

She patted his leg and giggled. “If you
say so. Anyway, I was wondering if we can take Mark and Sandy to
Lexie’s engagement party?”

“You want Mark to go as
Sandy’s date?”

“Not directly. I want us to
pick up Mark and Sandy on our way to the party. It’s a subtle way
of getting them together.”

He sighed. “It sounds
manipulative.”

“It’s not manipulative. All
we’re doing is putting two people together. They will start talking
and realize they’re meant to be together.”

“But didn’t you try that at
our wedding?”

“I introduced them at a time
when there was too much going on. Sandy was my maid of honor, and
Mark was your best man. That didn’t leave them adequate time to
talk. But if they’re in a car, they’ll have that opportunity.” She
squeezed his hand and grinned. “I’m telling you, once they start
talking, love will bloom, just like it did for us. I fell in love
with you when I first met you at the diner. All it took was a
simple conversation with you and I wanted to know more about you.
If you hadn’t cast your spell on me, I would have agreed to go on a
date with you. And after a few dates, I would have known I wanted
to marry you. But you did your magic with the hormone thing and
sped up the process.”

“I didn’t use magic. It was
a simple will of releasing a sex hormone into the air.”

“Considering it left me with
no choice but to perform the bonding ceremony with you, I say it
was magic.” Before he could argue it was more along the lines of
science, she added, “I’m glad you released that magical spell over
me. You gave me a husband,” she kissed him, “and a child.” She
placed his hand over the bulge in her belly. “You’ve given me
everything I ever wanted. I know Mark can do the same for
Sandy.”

Though he didn’t think Mark and Sandy
would end up together, he couldn’t fault Caitlyn for trying. Her
heart was in the right place. And who knew? Maybe Lexie was going
to marry the doctor and Mark would have to continue his search for
a life mate. Either way, they’d all find out soon
enough.

 



 



Chapter Nine

 


The bell above the front door rang in
the diner and Sandy glanced up from the table she was wiping down.
A wide grin crossed her face as she picked up the washcloth and
went over to Caitlyn. “How nice of you to visit me while I serve my
penance to society.”

“Hey!” Jack, her boss,
called out from behind the counter as he poured himself a cup of
coffee. “I’ll have you know the health inspector just gave this
restaurant his seal of approval. That means this is a first-class
establishment with fine cuisine.”

Caitlyn laughed. “We only tease you
because we love you, Jack.”

He rolled his eyes but grinned. “With
friends like you, who needs enemies?”

“What you’re missing by not
working here anymore,” Sandy joked. “Did you come here to eat half
the food Jack has in the kitchen?”

Caitlyn rubbed the mound in her belly
and shook her head. “No. The cravings went away a couple days ago.
I’m safe around food for a while.”

“Too bad,” Jack said after
he drank some coffee. “Now that you’re not my employee, you have to
pay full price for your meals.”

“I still came by to eat at
my favorite diner,” Caitlyn assured him and glanced around the
place. “Business is really suffering without me here to liven
things up.”

He snorted. “You wish. We just got
through a huge lunch rush.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep,” Sandy added. “It was
so crazy that the new waitress ran off.”

“She didn’t,” Caitlyn
replied.

“This job isn’t for the weak
of heart.” Sandy shrugged. “Everyone thinks waitressing is so easy,
but it’s not all roses when you got a bunch of impatient people who
think they need their food two minutes after making their order and
then leaving a $1 tip, if they bother to tip at all.”

“I once had someone leave a
few dimes. It wouldn’t have been so bad if the man hadn’t been
complaining that the coffee was too hot and the water with ice in
it wasn’t cold enough.”

“That’s nothing,” Jack
interrupted. “I’m the one who has to slave away in the hot kitchen
to make the best food in Florida. It’s enough to drive a man to
smoke. Speaking of which, I think I’ll take a break.”

Sandy waited until he went outside
before she motioned for Caitlyn to sit at a booth. “So what really
brings you here? It can’t be Jack’s cooking.”

Caitlyn giggled and sat down. “Okay.
You caught me. I’m here to give you good news.”

“Oh? You won the lottery and
decided to give me half?”

“What is it with you and the
lottery?”

Sandy sat across from her and grinned.
“I don’t know. I guess I think it’s neat when someone can be going
through life and suddenly strike it big. Kind of like Chris falling
from the sky and marrying you.”

“Maybe it’s your turn to
strike it big. Remember Mark from the wedding?”

“Kind of. He came from the
same planet as Chris?”

“Right, and as luck would
have it, he’s still looking for his life mate.”

“Oh.” Understanding what
Caitlyn was getting at, Sandy sighed. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“He didn’t seem interested
in me when we were at your wedding and he didn’t sit with me at the
reception.”

“To be fair, there were a
lot of people there. Maybe he tried to, but couldn’t.”

Sandy didn’t know if she believed that
or not. True, there were a lot of people in a small space and it
was hard to find a place to sit, but it seemed that if he had
really wanted to, he would have found a way to sit with
her.

Caitlyn reached out and touched her
hand. “You can’t let the break up with Josh keep you from finding
true love. You owe it to yourself to move on.”

“This has nothing to do with
Josh. That was twelve years ago. I have moved on since
then.”

“Then why won’t you date
anyone? You have so much to offer someone. Why not at least give
Mark a chance? He’s a good guy.”

Sandy thought about telling her friend
the truth, to explain why Josh ended the engagement with her, but
even as close as she was to her best friend, she couldn’t bring
herself to do it.

“Chris and I are going to
Lexie’s engagement party,” Caitlyn began, “and we’d like to pick
you and Mark up. It’ll be very informal, so you shouldn’t think of
it as a date. Just talk and get to know him. If things work out,
that’s totally awesome. If they don’t,” she shrugged, “then they
don’t.”

“Alright,” Sandy agreed.
There wouldn’t be any harm in that. “As long as he doesn’t know
what you’re trying to do, I’ll go along with it.”

“Deal.”

“Now, what would you like to
eat?”

“The usual. A cheeseburger
and fries.”

“Do you want chocolate on
the fries?”

“No, thankfully.” Caitlyn
shivered. “I know I go through periods where I want chocolate on
almost everything, but I’m happy to say that isn’t the case
today.”

With an amused grin, Sandy stood up. “I
see no harm in chocolate when it’s on pie, cake, or in cookies.
Want dessert?”

“I guess a slice of pie
can’t hurt.”

“Not with everything else
you’ve been eating,” Sandy teased. “I’ll tell Jack what you want
when he gets back and in the meantime, I’ll get you some
pie.”

 


***

 


On Friday, Chris walked into the
employee’s lounge. “Hi, Mark.”

Mark glanced up from his cup as he
poured coffee in it. Chris walked further into the room and put his
hands in his pockets. Noting the way Chris rocked on the balls of
his feet, Mark’s eyebrows furrowed. “Is there something you want to
talk to me about?”

“Yeah,” Chris replied. “How
did you know?”

Mark hid his grin. It was easy to read
Chris’ expressions, but he didn’t think his friend would like
knowing how transparent he was. “Just a hunch.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

Mark placed the coffee pot down and
added some sugar to his coffee. “What is it?”

“Is Lexie still going to
marry the doctor?”

“The doctor has a name,” he
replied with a chuckle.

“Yeah, I know, but it’s hard
to remember what it is since Caitlyn’s mom always calls him ‘the
doctor.’”

“His name is
Nick.”

“Right. Well, is she still
going to marry him?”

“You’re going to her
engagement party. You tell me.”

“I thought you were… That is
to say…” With a sigh, he shrugged. “Anyway, Caitlyn wondered if
you’d like to go to Lexie’s engagement party.”

The invitation came at the perfect
time. Mark had been wondering how he could show up at her
engagement party. His plan had been to call her to ask about the
movie they saw and work in an invite during the conversation, but
if he went with Chris and Caitlyn, then he didn’t have to do that.
He could show up and it would seem natural. Lexie was close to
realizing Nick was all wrong for her. The next time he talked to
her, he hoped she would admit she didn’t want to be with Nick, and
even better, she’d realize she was meant to be with him
instead.

Turning to Chris, Mark nodded. “Sure,
I’ll go. When is it?”

“Tomorrow at noon. Caitlyn
and I will be by around 11:40 to pick you up?” Chris
asked.

“Sounds good. Thanks,
Chris.” He checked his watch, noting it was time to get to work.
“I’ll see you at lunch.” Excited, he left the lounge. The next time
he saw Lexie, everything between them would change.

 


***

 


Lexie drummed her fingers
absentmindedly. Across from her at her parents’ kitchen table, her
mother worked on the seating chart for the wedding
reception.

“We can’t have your Aunt
Trista sit next to your Aunt Lora. Those two are still arguing over
who was more popular in high school,” her mom commented. “You’d
think at this stage in the game, they’d be beyond high school, but
they never did move on from the past. The petty things some people
worry about.”

Lexie forced aside the urge to roll her
eyes. Her mother had her petty moments as well but didn’t see them.
As her mother continued agonizing over every wedding guest and
where they would sit, she looked at the engagement ring on her
finger. Why was it that the closer she got to her wedding day, the
heavier the thing felt? Was this something she really wanted to do?
Marriage was a huge decision, a lifetime commitment. Did she want
to spend the rest of her life with Nick?

“Oh Lexie!”

Surprised by the excited tone in her
mother’s voice, Lexie’s gaze went to her. “What is it?”

“You’ll never guess who’s
coming in for your wedding!” When Lexie didn’t respond, she
continued, “Your cousin, Marcia Williams! You know, the one who
married the lawyer last year. I remember the way Marcia was
bragging about all of the lawyer’s credentials, but he doesn’t save
lives like the doctor does. And to be honest, the doctor has more
awards.”

It was on the tip of Lexie’s tongue to
mention that her mother was being just as petty as Trista and Lora
but kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t really interested in having a
debate with her mother over what qualified as “petty”
anyway.

As her mother turned her attention back
to the seating chart, Lexie stared out the kitchen window, twirling
the engagement ring around her finger. It was a pleasant day. The
kind of day she should be spending at the beach. She’d love nothing
more than to take another walk along the shore with Mark. She could
tell him about the long afternoon with her mother, and he’d listen.
Sometimes he seemed like the only person who actually listened to
her. Everyone else seemed more interested in telling her how to
feel or act. He didn’t pass any judgments and better yet, he was
interested in what she wanted.

“I think… Lexie?”

Lexie’s gaze went back to her mother.
“Hmm?”

Her mother put her pen down, leaned
forward and studied her. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“You look distracted. Honey,
I’m your mother. You can tell me anything.”

Since she’d already expressed her
misgivings about marrying Nick to her mother at the mall, she
didn’t know what else to say. As much as she’d like to think that
she and Nick would grow to fall in love with each other over time,
she was beginning to suspect that the only person Nick was capable
of loving was himself. She hated thinking it, but if it was the
truth, then didn’t she owe it to herself to admit it?

Her mother offered her a smile and
patted her hand. “I understand you need some time to think. You
were always an introspective person. If you want to talk, I’ll be
here, even if it’s in the middle of the night.”

“I know, Mom. You’ve always
been there for me.”

“And I’ll keep being there
for you. Just because you’re getting married, it doesn’t mean I’ll
stop being your mother.”

She nodded, and her mother turned back
to arranging where everyone would sit. The process ended up lasting
an hour. When Lexie finally left the house, she headed for the
beach. Out of habit, she turned on the radio, but she didn’t pay
much attention to what was playing. Her mind was a jumbled mess.
She knew she needed to think through her impending marriage, but it
was easier not to and the longer she went without thinking about
it, the harder it was to face the future looming before
her.

When she pulled into the parking lot,
she realized she had forgotten to bring her beach bag. She sighed.
She was having a lot of trouble thinking straight and she suspected
that wasn’t going to get better any time soon. She turned off the
ignition and got out of the car. Even if she didn’t get a chance to
lie down and soak in the sun, she could still go for a relaxing
walk.

She took off her sandals and held them
while she made her way to where the water rolled onto the sand. It
reminded her of that evening when she and Mark went for a walk. She
scanned the beach, wondering if he was nearby, but he was nowhere
in sight. Disappointed, she continued her walk.

At one point, she unzipped her purse
and grabbed her cell phone. She dialed his phone number but quickly
hung up. She couldn’t call him. At least, she shouldn’t. But maybe
she could call him and invite him to her engagement party. But it
seemed wrong to have him celebrating her engagement to another
man.

With a sigh, she slipped the phone into
her purse and zipped it back up. No. She wouldn’t call him. And she
wouldn’t invite him to the engagement party. It was just too
awkward and it brought up a struggle she didn’t need to think
about. Figuring she’d wasted enough time at the beach, she headed
back for her car.

 



 



Chapter Ten

 


Sandy took another look in the mirror
and groaned. She yanked off the headband. It wasn’t working with
her long blonde hair today. No matter what hairstyle she tried, her
hair didn’t seem to want to stay in place.

How she hated being fixed up with
someone! She never knew what to say or how to act. There seemed to
be nothing but a bunch of expectations and she didn’t know what
those were. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. After she
held it for thirty seconds, she slowly released it. The simple
action allowed her to calm to the point where she could think
clearly.

Opening her eyes, she examined her
reflection. Usually, her wavy hair fell nicely over her shoulders.
Usually, when she added hair mousse to it, she had no trouble
styling it. Today, however, it didn’t want to cooperate with her,
no matter what she did. And of course, it had to be a day when
Caitlyn was trying to fix her up with Mark. Why did this kind of
thing only happen when there was a man involved?

Tapping her fingernails on the bathroom
counter, she finally decided to put her hair up in a ponytail. She
retrieved a green scrunchie that matched her dress and pulled her
hair back. Afterwards, she examined her ponytail and decided it was
her best option. At least, her hair didn’t look as if she’d just
gotten out of bed.

The doorbell rang and she checked her
watch. Great. In addition to having a bad hair day, she was also
running late. This didn’t bode well at all for her date. It was
going to end badly. She didn’t know how, but it would.

She turned off her bathroom light and
grabbed her purse before she made a beeline for the door. When she
opened it, she took in Caitlyn’s immaculate appearance and shook
her head.

“Why is it that you always
look perfect?” she asked as she stepped over the threshold and shut
the door.

Caitlyn laughed. “Come on, Sandy. You
look awesome.”

She locked the door and grunted. “Yeah,
for a garbage bag.”

“You’re too hard on
yourself. You look fine. You need to think positive if you’re going
to enjoy yourself.”

“Easy for you to say. Your
prince dropped out of the sky and married you.”

Crossing her arms, Caitlyn smiled in
amusement. “If memory serves, you thought Chris needed to be hauled
off to prison when I first told you he was an alien.”

“Come on, Caitlyn. Anyone
with common sense wouldn’t believe he came from a planet with no
women.”

“And yet he did, and you’ve
seen how happy he’s made me.”

“That’s true, but I still
think you’re nuts for having sex with him right away and then
taking him home.”

“It was the bonding ceremony
that made me have sex with him. I didn’t leave the diner with the
intention of doing all that. Whatever hormone men from his planet
have, it’s powerful.”

“Somehow I find it hard to
believe you had to have sex with him.”

“Well, if things with Mark
work out as well as I hope they will, you’ll find out soon
enough.”

Sandy glanced at Caitlyn’s minivan. She
saw Chris in the passenger seat but couldn’t tell if Mark was in
the back. “He’s not going to try doing a bonding thing with me, is
he? Because if that’s the plan, you can count me out. You might be
okay with a stranger doing that to you, but I’m not.”

“Of course, he’s not going
to do that. And the thing with Chris was different. He was assigned
to me. Mark has a choice. He’s being careful, checking all his
options.”

Though wary, she nodded. “Alright. But
if he emits any hormones, I’ll use my pepper spray. I need to know
more about him before I commit to anything.”

“He won’t do anything you
aren’t ready for. I promise. Now, let’s get to my sister’s
engagement party before my mother calls to make sure I didn’t
forget.”

Noting the way Caitlyn rolled her eyes,
she grinned and joined her friend as she headed for the minivan.
“At least you won’t be the focus of the party.”

“Yeah, but I expect her to
give me ‘the look’ since I appear further along in my pregnancy
than I actually am, and I can’t tell her that babies on Chris’
world progress faster in the womb than they do here on Earth. You’d
swear I’m five months along.”

“If she gives you that look,
tell her you think the decorations on a certain table are crooked
and she’ll go running off to fix them.”

Caitlyn giggled. “That’s a good idea.
I’ll keep that in mind.”

They reached the minivan and Sandy saw
that Mark was, in fact, in the car. Since he was sitting behind the
driver’s seat, she got in on the other side. She tried to ignore
the nervous pounding of her heart. If nothing else could be said
about him, he was good looking.

“Mark,” Caitlyn said after
she slipped into the driver’s seat, “you remember Sandy from my
wedding, don’t you?”

“Sure.” Mark offered her a
polite smile. “You were Caitlyn’s maid of honor.”

“And you were Chris’ best
man,” Sandy replied.

“I am the best, but I try
not to let it get to my head,” he joked.

“What does being the best
man have to do with your head?” Chris asked.

“It’s an expression,
sweetie,” Caitlyn told him as she pulled out of the parking spot.
“And he’s not serious. He’s just kidding.” Glancing at Sandy, she
added, “He’s not an egomaniac.”

“I’ll never learn all the
strange phrases you have on this planet,” Chris muttered while
Caitlyn drove down the street.

“You should watch more TV,”
Mark advised. “They use idioms all the time, especially in
sitcoms.”

“I have better things to do
with my life than watch TV,” Chris replied and gave Caitlyn a wide
smile.

Sandy sighed. What was it like to be
loved to the point where the man practically worshiped the ground
you walked on? No doubt, Chris would give up anything to be with
her. Sandy didn’t often envy others, but in this case, she couldn’t
deny the slight twinge of jealousy over Caitlyn’s good fortune.
True, Chris’ method of securing the marriage to Caitlyn left a lot
to be desired, but he loved her above everything else. Sandy
thought of how easily Josh ended their engagement twelve years ago
and wondered why he hadn’t been willing to give up more to be with
her. Because his love wasn’t unconditional, she thought.

She forced the past aside. This was a
lousy way to begin a possible relationship with Mark. Mark wasn’t
Josh. He was looking for a wife, something he couldn’t have back on
his planet. She had to give him a chance. Smiling, she turned her
attention to Mark. “Caitlyn says you and Chris work together.”
Fine. So it was a lame icebreaker, but she couldn’t think of
anything else to say.

“Yep.” Mark nodded. “He’d
get bored if not for me.”

Sandy noted the teasing tone in his
voice as he glanced at Chris. “Much like Caitlyn,” she mused. “She
made the diner fun when she worked there. It’s not the same without
her, but I’ll forgive her for abandoning me since she’s happy. Good
friends, those you can depend on no matter what, are hard to come
by.”

“They are,” Mark agreed.
“That’s why I’m glad Chris and I ended up at the same place. He’s a
good friend.”

Chris looked at Mark, his eyebrows
raised. “We’re friends?”

Mark laughed. “Of course we
are.”

Caitlyn shot Chris a pointed
look.

Sandy sensed a private message being
exchanged between Caitlyn and Chris but knew better than to ask
what it was. Every couple was entitled to their secrets.

“Do you know Lexie?” Mark
asked.

She turned her gaze in his direction.
“I do but not that well. She spends most of her time with her mom
or…” She glanced at Caitlyn. “Who is the guy she’s
marrying?”

In a high pitch tone, Caitlyn mimicked
her mother, “The doctor.”

Everyone chuckled and Sandy had to wait
until she stopped laughing before she continued, “I don’t know his
name. I think it’s something like Rick.”

“No, I think his name starts
with an ‘N,’” Chris replied.

“Nick,” Mark
said.

“Probably,” Sandy agreed.
“Anyway, I see Lexie when my family is doing something with
Caitlyn’s family, like a backyard barbeque, but other than that, I
don’t.”

“It’s sad we don’t even
remember the guy’s name,” Caitlyn said as she made a left turn onto
another street. “I mean, he’s going to be my
brother-in-law.”

“It’d help to remember his
name if we got to see him,” Chris added. “I have no idea what he
even looks like.”

“You’ll get to see him
today.”

“Maybe.”

“He’s not going to miss his
own engagement party. Even a heart surgeon wouldn’t do that, no
matter how important he is.”

Mark leaned forward so he could get a
better look at Caitlyn. “You don’t like him?”

Caitlyn shrugged. “I don’t know him
enough to like him or not like him. It’s just that from what I’ve
heard about him, I get the feeling he thinks we’re all here to
admire his greatness.”

“Caitlyn,” Chris replied in
a tone that suggested she was being too hard on him.

“You haven’t met him. Ever,”
she emphasized. “So how would you know?”

“Did he actually come out
and say he’s better than everyone else?”

“It’s not what he says but
the way he says it and the way he acts. There are subtle things
that crop up when you’re talking to him. Personally, if it weren’t
for my mom, I don’t think Lexie would even consider
him.”

“Really?” Mark
asked.

“Really,” Caitlyn replied,
glancing at Chris who shook his head. “It’s true. Lexie doesn’t
stand up to our mother like I do. She lets Mom run her life. I just
hope Nick makes her happy.”

“Have you talked to Lexie
about this?” Sandy asked her friend.

“Yes,” Caitlyn said,
glancing at Sandy, “but Lexie says there’s a side to Mom that I
don’t see. Apparently, there’s a good friend buried somewhere under
the bossy woman.”

Sandy decided not to say anything else.
She’d seen small moments where Caitlyn’s mom showed a tender side,
but she knew her friend didn’t want to hear it. And who could blame
her after all the grief her mom put her through with Randy and then
Chris? She once suggested Caitlyn talk to her mom—have a real heart
to heart conversation with her—but Caitlyn insisted it’d be
pointless. So Sandy opted to stay out of it. It was the least she
could do since Caitlyn didn’t press her for the reason Josh dumped
her.

Caitlyn parked in a spot along the
beach where other cars were and motioned to the large house. “Here
we are.”

Interested to see what kind of home a
doctor lived in, Sandy peered out the window. Her eyes grew wide.
“It’s huge.”

“Are all those windows a
good idea?” Chris asked. “Don’t you have to worry about hurricanes
in this area of the planet?”

While Caitlyn answered him, Sandy’s
attention went to the people lounging along the balcony and then to
those sitting in chairs set up on the beach. The Gulf of Mexico
wasn’t far away and a couple of people chose to take a stroll along
the shore. Sandy couldn’t help but think if a man offered her this
kind of home, she might marry him too, even if he was conceited. At
least she’d live comfortably. She couldn’t blame Lexie for taking
the offer.

“Thank goodness there’s a
lot going on at this party,” Caitlyn said.

Sandy hid her grin. No doubt her friend
was thinking of a way to avoid her mother. “Well, I’d like to see
what Nick looks like since I haven’t seen him yet.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing what
he looks like, too,” Mark said as everyone got out of the minivan.
“Mind if I join you, Sandy?”

Sandy caught the excited expression on
Caitlyn’s face and her heart did a crazy flip-flop. It had to be a
good sign he was choosing to go with her instead of Caitlyn and
Chris, right? Don’t get your hopes up, she warned herself. He might
just want to meet Nick. Clearing her throat, she waited until
Caitlyn and Chris headed for the beach before turning to Mark. “My
guess is the groom-to-be is in the house since he’s hosting the
party.”

“You’re probably right,” he
replied.

As they headed for the front door, she
thought over what she could say to start a conversation. “So, you
and Chris are good friends?”

“Yeah. He’s a really good
guy.”

“Everything happened so fast
when Caitlyn met him. I wasn’t sure what to think of him at first.
She was married to my brother before he passed away. It’s nice to
see her with Chris, after everything that happened. I mean, they
got married so fast, but it’s worked out. That’s the point to
finding someone anyway, isn’t it? To be with them. It’s not the
amount of time you’re with someone but the kind of person that
someone is.” Her face grew warm when she realized she was rambling.
And not only that, but she was making no sense at all. She bit her
lower lip so she wouldn’t say anything else to possibly embarrass
herself.

Fortunately, he didn’t seem to notice
how nervous she was. “I couldn’t agree more. Sometimes love comes
when you least expect it and the best thing you can do is make
every moment count.”

Relaxing, she returned his smile. So he
hadn’t been turned off by her rambling. “Exactly.”

They reached the front door, and he got
ready to ring the doorbell but a butler opened it, holding a
clipboard in his hand. “May I have your names?”

Surprised by the formality, Sandy
glanced at Mark to see what he thought. If she guessed right, he
was as stunned as she was. Her gaze went back to the butler. “I’m
Sandy Davis.”

“And I’m Mark
Tanner.”

The butler scanned the list. “I see
Sandy Davis, but I don’t see Mark Tanner anywhere. Is Mark your
guest, Miss?” he asked, looking at her.

“Um…yeah.” She didn’t know
what else to say. She hoped Mark was okay with it. Since he didn’t
protest, she assumed he was. And maybe that was a good
sign.

The butler moved aside and let them
in.

Despite the nervous flutter in her
stomach, she joined Mark in entering the house.

 



 


 Chapter Eleven

 


Lexie stared out the window from the
second story of Nick’s house, hardly aware of the guests in Nick’s
den. Mindlessly smoothing her knee-length dress, she watched the
people on the beach. Her gaze fell on Caitlyn and Chris, who were
heading for the shore. She was tempted to excuse herself so she
could say hi to them. She hadn’t seen Caitlyn since her wedding and
wondered how she and Chris were doing. But even from where she
stood, she could tell they were deeply in love. Chris took
Caitlyn’s hand in his and leaned toward her to say something that
made her laugh.

Lexie’s heart ached. That was how she
had envisioned love when she was a little girl. She never thought
she’d be stuck in a room full of people who were celebrating her
engagement to someone she didn’t think was right for her. Trapped.
She felt trapped. She knew the walls weren’t closing in on her, yet
she felt claustrophobic just the same.

Not too far from her, Nick was
surrounded by a group of twenty people who were admiring his wall
of awards.

“There’s no way all of these
are yours,” her brother said, bringing her attention back to the
group.

“Yes, I assure you, they
are,” Nick told Blake.

“Seriously?” Blake asked,
not looking convinced. “In addition to saving lives, you’re also a
master car racer?”

“I was one,” Nick replied.
“But that was when I was in my first year of college and bored.”
With a wink at Lexie, he added, “The classes didn’t challenge me
enough.”

“And you volunteered your
summers to aid doctors overseas?” Blake motioned to the plaques of
appreciation for Nick’s work.

“It’s a great blessing to be
able to help others.”

“And it doesn’t hurt that it
made him look good when he went on to graduate school,” one of
Nick’s coworkers added.

The group laughed, but Lexie turned her
attention back to the window. Was this how it was always going to
be when they were together with other people? It was supposed to be
their engagement party. However, she couldn’t help but think that
it was more of his party. She knew she shouldn’t think something so
bitter, but beyond the obligatory kiss on the cheek Nick had given
her when she arrived, he barely paid attention to her.

She kept telling herself it was because
they were rarely together when their families and friends were
around, so naturally, his attention would go to them. Even so, she
couldn’t get rid of the empty feeling in her heart. She was with
him, but she wasn’t really with him.

“Oh, hey there, Sandy,”
Blake called out.

Sandy? Maybe her sister’s best friend
would be someone she could talk to! They got along well enough in
the past when their families got together. Lexie turned away from
the window and started to smile when her gaze fell on Mark, who
stood by Sandy. She examined Sandy and Mark, wondering why he
hadn’t told her that he was dating Sandy in the times they’d
talked. In fact, he’d told her that he was between girlfriends. But
maybe he hadn’t gone out with Sandy before. This could be their
first date. She shouldn’t be surprised. He was a good looking man
and Sandy was Caitlyn’s best friend. It made sense that he’d met
Sandy at some point.

“This over here is my trophy
for when I was in Little League,” Nick told Mark and Sandy. “From
there, I won other awards,” he motioned to the rest of the wall,
“as you can see.”

“Wow,” Sandy replied, her
eyes wide. “I guess Lexie’s mom wasn’t kidding when she said you
excel at everything you do.”

“She said that?” Nick
glanced at Lexie and grinned. “I suspect even among these awards,
my most notable achievement was winning the hand of such a lovely
lady.”

With the exception of Mark, the group
let out a collective ‘aww.’ Lexie inwardly sighed but offered a
polite smile.

“She’s certainly much better
looking than the other doctors’ wives,” one of his friends
said.

She resisted the urge to wince. Was
that all she was? A trophy wife? Something else to add to his
collection? She couldn’t bring herself to look at Mark after that.
Her gaze went out the window again, and this time she saw her
mother on the patio, laughing at something Nick’s mom
said.

“I think I’ll head on
downstairs,” Blake said, interrupting Nick as he described the
other awards on his wall to Mark and Sandy. Lexie turned her
attention to her brother as he walked toward the door. “Very
impressive, Nick.”

Nick waved and continued his
spiel.

Lexie finally decided she’d had enough
of the awards and followed her brother. She waited for Nick to call
her back, to give an indication that he wanted her there in the
room with him, but he continued discussing his Little League
trophy. As she hurried down the stairway, she tried to envision
what her life would be like, living here with Nick. But her mind
didn’t want to do it.

“Lexie, wait up!”

Surprised, she stopped on the steps and
looked over her shoulder as Mark bounded down the staircase to
catch up with her. “Shouldn’t you be with Sandy?” she
asked.

“Nick is telling Sandy all
about the trinkets and pieces of paper decorating his
wall.”

She began to admonish him for calling
Nick’s accomplishments trinkets and paper, but then she decided he
was right and closed her mouth.

Mark reached her step and smiled. “I
hope it’s okay that I came.”

“Of course, it is. I should
have invited you, but…” But what? But it was too awkward to have
him around when she was supposed to be in love with her fiancé? Not
knowing what to say, she continued down the steps.

“It’s fine. Chris invited
me.”

“He did? But I thought you
were with Sandy.”

“Caitlyn invited
her.”

They reached the bottom of the
staircase, and she turned to face him. “So you’re not on a
date?”

“No.”

That shouldn’t have made her feel
better, but it did.

“Want to take a walk on the
beach?” he asked.

She scanned the house full of people
who seemed to be content enough without her. Nick was happy
regardless if she was there or not. “Yeah. That sounds nice.”
Remembering that her mom was on the patio, she added, “Let’s go out
through the front.”

He nodded, so she led him outside,
ignoring the butler as she did. It wasn’t that she intended to be
rude. She was just afraid the butler would note the guilt in her
eyes. She really shouldn’t be running off to talk to Mark when Nick
was upstairs, especially at their engagement party. But she needed
to talk to him. While she knew she should work through her
emotions, it was easier to do so when Mark was with her. Plus, he
wouldn’t judge her.

“Which way do you want to
go?” Mark asked as they stepped onto the porch.

“Somewhere private,” she
replied. “I don’t want anyone overhearing us.” Or at least that’s
what she told herself. She took a deep breath to help settle her
nerves.

“We can go in the direction
of the house down there,” he suggested.

Seeing that the path to the house and
the beach behind it was vacant, she nodded. “It’s
perfect.”

Then, before the internal voice
inspired by her mother stopped her from acting on a whim, she
hurried down the porch steps, Mark close behind. With a glance over
her shoulder, she was assured that no one had followed
them.

She let out an uneasy chuckle as they
strode away from the house. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.
It’s not like I’m a little kid skipping class.” And yet, that was
exactly how she felt.

“I think you’re just eager
to get out of that house,” Mark said.

“Am I that
obvious?”

“I don’t think anyone else
noticed. They were too busy talking to other people.”

“The party is a success.”
She couldn’t deny that. “Everyone’s enjoying it. That’s
good.”

“Yeah, it’s good for them.
But not for you.”

Noting the soft tone in his voice, she
slowed her pace. She glanced back at Nick’s house and relaxed. They
were far away from it now, and better yet, no one was coming after
them. She returned her attention to Mark. “I don’t know what I’m
doing. I mean, I know what I’m doing, but I don’t know why I’m
doing it. I’m one week away from marrying Nick and the closer I get
to the wedding day…” She shrugged. “I don’t know how to explain
it.”

After a long moment of silence passed
between them, he said, “That night we went to the art gallery, you
mentioned that you weren’t sure if you were marrying Nick because
you wanted to or because your mother wanted you to.”

Yes, she had said that. And then she
regretted voicing the thought aloud, but it was one she couldn’t
keep fighting. “This marriage means a lot to my mom.” That
admission was harder to voice than she thought it’d be. She
fingered the engagement ring on her finger, recalling how excited
her mom had been when she first saw it. “My mom has her heart set
on me finding a good husband. I know she drives Caitlyn crazy, but
she’s really not as bad as my sister makes her out to be. I mean
yes, the woman drives everyone crazy to some extent. I’m not saying
it’s easy being her daughter, but deep down, she wants what’s best
for us. Does that make sense?”

“It does.”

She paused and removed her shoes so
she’d have an easier time walking on the sand.

“I’ll hold those for you,”
Mark offered.

“Thanks.” She handed him her
shoes and wiggled her toes. Even through the pantyhose, the warm
sand felt good. “Don’t you want to take your shoes off?”

“Nah. I’m okay with them on,
unless you want to walk along the shore.”

“Not when I have pantyhose
on.”

“Why don’t we walk over to
that bench?” He pointed to the white bench a quarter of a mile from
where they stood. She glanced back at Nick’s house, and he added,
“No one from there will notice us. We’re too far away.”

She relaxed. “It’s silly that I spend
so much time worrying about what others think. I shouldn’t. Caitlyn
doesn’t.” Recalling the way Caitlyn had smiled as she and Chris
walked along the beach just moments before, she said, “Caitlyn’s
happy.”

“And you’re not?”

She slowed her steps as they neared the
bench. “I’m not unhappy.”

“But you’re not happy in the
way Caitlyn is, and that bothers you.”

She knew this moment was long in
coming, and she knew it would take talking to Mark to force her to
confront things she’d been ignoring for much too long.

“Lexie, marriage is a
lifelong decision,” Mark softly told her. “It should be done
because you want to do it, not because you have to.”

“Ideally, that’s true, but
there are people who have arranged marriages, even in this day and
age. Not every marriage is based on love.”

“You have a point. But in
your case, you don’t have to marry Nick. This isn’t an arranged
marriage. You don’t even have to marry for convenience. You live in
a country that allows you to choose who you want to marry, and
better yet, you can marry because of love.”

“Yeah, I know.”

They reached the bench, and he waited
for her to sit before he joined her. “I don’t want to come across
as being pushy.”

“You’re not.” After a moment
of silence, she continued, “The truth is, I haven’t had the courage
to face the situation. I keep thinking over that question you
asked, about what it is that I want, but I can’t answer
it.”

“What’s holding you back
from answering it?”

“Fear.” Even as she admitted
it, she winced.

“Fear that you can’t find
someone else to marry?”

“No. I’m afraid of what my
mother will think of me. I’m a grown woman, but you wouldn’t know
it by the way I let her run my life. That’s why I envy Caitlyn. She
does what she wants, regardless of what our mother thinks. I know
in order to be happy, I have to do that, too.”

“So what do you
want?”

Her face flushed as she looked at him.
He didn’t ask easy questions. For sure, the questions required her
to be more vulnerable than she preferred, but she also knew he was
asking necessary ones. “I don’t want to marry Nick,” she finally
admitted, and by saying it aloud, it seemed so final. “I want to be
with a man who I can talk to and be myself with. I don’t want to
pretend to be someone I’m not. I don’t just want a lover. I want a
friend. Someone like…” Warmth rose from her neck to her cheeks.
Someone like him.

“Lexie?”

She broke eye contact. His tone was so
tender, like a caress. It was nothing like the way Nick said her
name. With Nick, it was pleasant, but not intimate. Nick didn’t
love her the way she wanted to be loved, and she didn’t love him
the way a wife should love her husband either. But with Mark… she
thought there was a future for them, a future similar to what
Caitlyn and Chris shared.

She swallowed the lump in her throat
and finally returned her gaze to his. “I don’t want to marry him,”
she admitted, her voice almost drowned as the waves crashed
nearby.

“Then don’t,” he replied,
making the whole thing sound so simple.

And maybe it was simple. She let out a
hesitant chuckle. It wasn’t like her to make a hasty decision about
anything. Her life had always been one of careful planning—and
mostly following her mother’s direction. Maybe it was time to throw
caution to the wind and see what would happen.

In a bold move that surprised her, she
closed her eyes and leaned toward him. Never in her life had she
initiated a kiss, but it felt right to do it now. Her lips caressed
his, silently asking him if he wanted her to continue. His hand
cupped the side of her face, and he deepened the kiss.


 


 Chapter Twelve

 


A thrill shot straight through Lexie.
Who knew kissing someone could be so exciting? Mark wrapped his
arms around her, drawing her closer, and she snuggled up to him,
enjoying his protective embrace. She never wanted the moment to
end. A moment where no one else existed. A moment where it was just
the two of them and no one else mattered.

No mothers to disappoint. No
expectations to aspire to. In this place, this one moment of time,
she was free to be herself, free to do what she wanted. With Mark,
she didn’t have to pretend to be someone she wasn’t. And she
appreciated that about him more than anything else. The kiss ended
all too soon, but she remained in his arms and rested her head on
his shoulder.

“Lexie,” he whispered in her
ear.

“Hmm?” she asked, aware that
for the first time in a long time, she was at peace.

“There’s something I have to
tell you.”

Noting the serious tone in his voice,
she straightened up so she could get a good look at him. In the
time she’d known him, she hadn’t seen him apprehensive about
anything. “What is it?”

He offered her a tentative smile. “This
is going to sound crazy. Promise me you’ll hear me out before you
decide whether or not you’ll spend the rest of your life with
me.”

His statement about spending the rest
of her life with him made her heart leap with excitement, but she
held her emotions in check. She had to find out what the catch was
first. “What is it?”

“I’m an alien from another
planet. I came here to find a wife. You see, on my planet, there
are no women. There are only two planets with women who are
compatible with men from my world, and Earth is one of them. I
chose to come here because I heard women on Earth want to establish
a lifelong commitment to one man and have children with him. Those
are things I want, too. And I can’t think of any other woman I’d
rather share that with than you.”

She stared at him, waiting for him to
tell her he was kidding, but he didn’t. “You’re an alien?” she
dumbly asked.

“I know it sounds
crazy.”

“No, it doesn’t sound crazy.
It sounds like a lie.” She glanced around them. “Did someone put
you up to this?”

“What?” He took her hand in
his and gently tugged on it so she’d look at him. “No. Lexie, I’m
not lying. It’s the truth.”

“So do something a man from
Earth can’t do.”

He furrowed his eyebrows. “Like
what?”

“I don’t know. You’re the
alien, not me. Do you have an extra eyeball somewhere, or some
magical ability? Can you fly or jump on top of a building? Can you
run at the speed of light?”

He chuckled. “No. I’m just like any
other Earth guy.”

“Which makes what you’re
saying hard to believe.” She shook her head and stood up. “It’s
impossible to believe. There are no such things as aliens. Thanks
for the joke. What I want to know is who put you up to it?” She
scanned the beach and houses on it, wondering if someone was hiding
somewhere.

Standing up, he said, “No one put me up
to anything. I’m telling you the truth. If you don’t believe me,
then ask Caitlyn and Chris. Chris came from the same world I
did.”

“I can’t believe you’re
dragging them into this.”

“It’s true.”

Exasperated, she grabbed her shoes and
walked away from him. How did she end up falling in love with a
lunatic? She should have listened to her mother. Her mother would
have seen right through him.

“Lexie!” He jumped in front
of her, stopping her. “I know it’s hard to accept. Your world
hasn’t been exposed to all the different life forms on other
planets, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist. It’s just that
you’ve been shielded from it.”

“And yet, you managed to
come here from…where? Mars? Jupiter?”

“Pandoran.”

“No such planet
exists.”

“Not in your solar
system.”

“I’ve heard
enough.”

She tried to go around him, but he
dodged in front of her and gently held her arm. “Will you please
talk to your sister and Chris? I came across the galaxy to find my
life mate and I didn’t know who I wanted her to be until I met you.
I know we’ve only known each other a short time. I know this is
happening fast. But I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I
want to marry you and have children with you. Please, give me a
chance. Talk to your sister and her husband. If after you talk to
them, you decide you don’t want to be with me, I’ll leave you
alone. But please talk to them first.”

With a sigh, she relented. “Alright.
I’ll talk to them.” They would tell her that Chris was just as
human as she and Caitlyn were. Chris would probably reveal that
Mark was taking medicine for a mental illness. Then the whole mess
would make sense.

Mark let go of her and smiled. “Thanks.
I meant what I said, about wanting to marry you.”

Unfortunately, she wanted to marry him
too, but she knew better than to marry a man who harbored more
mental issues than she could handle.

“I’ll let you go back to the
party so you can talk to them. I’ll wait for you on the bench.” She
was ready to tell him that she wouldn’t bother going to the bench
if Caitlyn and Chris confirmed what she suspected, but he added,
“One hour. I’ll wait for one hour. If you don’t come to me in that
time, I’ll go home. Then I’ll never bother you again.”

She nodded. “Fine.”

At least he wouldn’t be waiting for her
longer than an hour. She hated the thought of him waiting at the
bench indefinitely for her return. She headed back to Nick’s house
where everyone seemed to be having a good time. Despite her better
judgment, she glanced back and saw that Mark was sitting at the
bench. She had the crazy impulse to run back to him but reason held
her in check. If she was going to spend the rest of her life with
someone, he had to be sane enough to handle a relationship. While
romantic feelings had their place, she still saw the value in
making logical decisions.

Turning her attention away from Mark,
she shielded her eyes from the bright sun as she scanned the beach
for Caitlyn and Chris. Why was she even doing this? Was it a good
idea to feed further into Mark’s delusions by talking to
them?

“Lexie?”

Putting her hand down, she turned in
time to see her father bounding down the patio steps. She looked up
at the room where Nick had been talking to people about his awards
and inched closer to the side of the house so he wouldn’t see her,
just in case he decided to look out the window.

Her father reached her side and offered
a sympathetic smile. “Why are you hiding in the shadows? You should
be in there, enjoying all the attention.”

“I don’t like large
gatherings.” While that was true, she sensed he would pick up on
the fact that there was more to the story than she was telling
him.

“They’re not my thing
either. But still, all of these people are here to see
you.”

“Yeah, I know.” And in some
ways, knowing that made everything worse, especially since she
didn’t want to marry Nick. “I just don’t feel up to it right now. I
wanted a moment to get away from the action.”

“Okay. Well, if you need
anything, give me a holler.”

“Thanks, Dad.” As he turned
to leave, she reached for his arm. “Oh, did you see Caitlyn and
Chris anywhere?”

“Nope. Sandy said they came
with her and Mark, but I haven’t seen them.”

“Do you think they’re hiding
from Mom?”

He chuckled. “Probably. And who can
blame them? The wedding’s all she talks about. Even I’m trying to
steer clear of her. As happy as I am for you, sweetie, if I hear
anything else about the wedding, I’ll go loco.”

“You’re not the only
one.”

“If I see Caitlyn or Chris,
I’ll let them know you’re looking for them.”

“Thanks.”

Her father went back up the patio steps
and she scanned the beach. She didn’t think they would venture
anywhere near the house, but she didn’t see them anywhere. After a
minute, she decided to check and see if Caitlyn’s minivan was
parked near the house. She walked to the front of the house and
scanned the parked vehicles, and sure enough, Caitlyn’s minivan was
there. So she and Chris had to be nearby. But where?

She turned her attention back to the
house. She was hoping she wouldn’t have to go back in there, but it
seemed she had no choice. Bracing herself for her mother and Nick,
she headed up the steps to the front door. As she reached it, Sandy
opened it.

“Hi, Sandy,” Lexie greeted.
“Have you seen Caitlyn or Chris?”

“No. They headed down the
beach when we got here. I haven’t seen them since.”

Though disappointed, she managed a
smile. “Thanks.”

Before Lexie entered the house, she
asked, “Is there anything I can help you with?”

She hesitated. Sandy was good friends
with Caitlyn. Just how much did Caitlyn tell her? Would she tell
her if Chris came from another planet? Or maybe she would tell
Sandy that Mark believed he was an alien but really wasn’t? Either
way, it probably wouldn’t hurt to ask, especially since it involved
Mark. “Maybe,” she finally replied. “Do you mind if we go somewhere
private?”

Sandy’s eyebrows rose in interest.
“Must be good.”

Her face grew warm. “More like…crazy.”
Mark was right. It was crazy. And Sandy was about to laugh her head
off or warn Lexie to stay as far from the lunatic as
possible.

“Where do you want to
talk?”

Lexie scanned the beach. While there
were a few people enjoying the day, she knew Mark was out there,
waiting for her, and she’d rather be in a place where she couldn’t
see him. It was such a contradiction, she knew, especially since
she’d wanted to see him so badly before. But she needed to think
with a clear head.

Her gaze went to the folded up beach
chairs leaning against the side of the house. “How about there?” It
was the perfect place. They would be out of everyone’s
sight.

“Okay.” Sandy led the way to
the chairs, and after they unfolded them, they sat down. Leaning
forward with her elbows on her knees, she ventured, “Does this have
something to do with Nick?”

“Yes.”

 

“Let me guess. You don’t
want to marry him?”

“Yes. How did you
know?”

“Just a hunch. I noticed he
couldn’t stop talking about himself in that ‘Nick’s Hall of Fame’
room he has.”

Giggling, Lexie relaxed. “It’s not a
‘Hall of Fame’ room. It’s just his award room.”

“Which is basically the same
thing, if you think about it,” Sandy replied, shooting her a
pointed look.

She considered Sandy’s words and
relented. “Alright. I guess it can be seen that way.”

“And he’s in love with
himself.”

Though hesitant, she nodded her
agreement.

“If it was me, I’d be
screaming and running out of there. It’s one thing to have a good
dose of self-esteem, but he takes it to the extreme.”

Lexie wasn’t sure what to say to that.
She’d talked to Sandy in the past when Caitlyn was around, so she
knew Sandy usually said whatever was on her mind. But for some
reason, it shocked her that Sandy was so blunt about Nick. She was
right. Deep down, Lexie knew it. However, it still was hard to
hear, especially when her mother was excited to have him as a
son-in-law.

“I know it’s not easy to
call off an engagement,” Sandy softly began, “but sometimes you
have to do the hard thing so your life will be better in the long
run. I also understand that your mom has her heart set on this
marriage. She sees a man who has a good job who is going places and
she wants her daughter to have financial security. But there’s more
to marriage than money. You need to be with someone who will be
your friend, someone who will always be there for you no matter
what. There’s so many unexpected things that can happen in a
person’s life and you’d be surprised at how quickly someone will
drop you if you can no longer give them what they want. I hate to
say it, but from what I’ve seen, Nick is the type who is marrying
you for what you can do for him. You deserve better than that. You
need someone who will do what’s best for you, even if he has to
give up something in order to make it happen.”

Lexie’s heart pounded in her chest as
she considered Sandy’s words. After a moment, she ventured, “And if
I happened to find someone else, someone who honestly cares about
me, but he says he’s an alien from another planet…what
then?”

Sandy’s eyebrows furrowed.
“What?”

“It’s silly. I know it is.”
Lexie let out an uneasy chuckle and twirled a few strands of hair
around her finger. “You see, I met this other guy recently and he’s
wonderful. He listens to me, he’s funny, he’s kind. He’s everything
I want in a man, but I think he has a mental illness. Do you think
I should try helping him with that or should I cut things off and
look for someone else?”

“This guy says he’s an
alien?”

“Yeah. Crazy, huh?” She let
go of her hair, crossed her arms, and shrugged. “It doesn’t seem to
prevent him from doing his work or interacting with people. He
doesn’t think he has any special abilities, so I guess that makes
it better. He would act like a normal person, right? If he saw a
good psychiatrist, maybe he could even pull out of his
delusions.”

“Lexie, is this guy Mark
Tanner?”

“Yes. How’d you
know?”

“Because he
is an alien. He came to
Earth with Chris. They’re from a planet with no women and they were
lonely so they came here to find wives.”

Lexie studied Sandy’s expression to see
if this was all one big joke that she and Mark had concocted, but
Sandy didn’t give an indication that she was kidding.

“I didn’t believe it either
when Caitlyn told me about Chris. I told her to call the cops and
have Chris locked away for good.”

“So, what made you decide
Chris is an alien?”

“Caitlyn’s my friend. I had
to believe her.” After a pause, Sandy continued, “And when I met
him, I realized he’s honest to a fault. He wouldn’t lie to
her.”

“So you met him and just
knew he wouldn’t lie to her?”

“Sometimes you meet someone
and you just know whether or not you can trust them.”

That made sense. Lexie studied her
nails for a long minute, not really seeing them but needing to look
at something while she processed everything Sandy was telling her.
“Is there any proof that Chris and Mark are aliens?”

“Well, Caitlyn’s further
along in her pregnancy than she should be. She got pregnant about a
month and a half ago, but the doctor says she’s five months
along.”

“She could have gotten
pregnant out of wedlock.”

“She didn’t. I was at the
diner the night Chris showed up for the first time. She didn’t get
pregnant until two weeks after that. I was there to read the
pregnancy test with her. At her first prenatal visit, the baby was
measuring at twelve weeks. Her second, which she just had, has the
baby measuring at nineteen weeks. She originally thought the baby
would be due in November, but now she thinks it’ll be in
October.”

“But isn’t the doctor
suspicious?”

“She went to a different
doctor the second time so they wouldn’t ask questions. But sooner
or later, the baby is going to be born; on Chris’ world, women used
to carry babies for six months before giving birth. Fortunately, I
think her measurements won’t be so erratic anymore. The greatest
growth spurt for the baby seemed to be early in the pregnancy.”
Sandy shrugged. “Anyway, my point is that Chris is an
alien.”

Lexie bit her lower lip. “You really
think Mark is an alien, too?”

“I know he is. I also know
that he would be a good husband. Men from his planet know the value
of women, since there are none left on their world. When they
marry, it’s for life. And when I say ‘life’, I mean until one of
you dies. They don’t divorce. Ever. So if you want loyalty and
love, you can’t do better than Mark. If I were you, I’d drop Nick
and run off with Mark in a New York minute.”

With a nod, Lexie rose to her feet.
“Thanks, Sandy. It’s still hard to believe, but I guess anything is
possible, right?”

Sandy stood up and smiled. “It is hard
to believe, but it’s true. You’ll be happy with Mark. He’s a good
guy.”

She gave Sandy a hug and whispered,
“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. And a word
of advice: go before your mother catches you. Something tells me
she won’t be happy to lose the doctor as a son-in-law.”

Chuckling, Lexie hurried to get back to
Mark, excited about the possibilities waiting for them in their
future.

 



 


 Chapter Thirteen

 


As Mark waited for Lexie, he wondered
if telling her he was from another planet had been a wise move. He
could have waited until they were married and then popped it on
her, like Chris had with Caitlyn. But it wasn’t right. Sure, it had
worked for Chris, but Chris had an innocence about him that made
his error easy to forgive.

No. He wasn’t Chris. His way of doing
things was different and he had to tell Lexie the truth before
things between them went any further. It was enough that he waited
as long as he had, but he wanted to give her time to know him. He
just hoped he hadn’t blown it. There was probably a better way he
could have told her.

He noticed a couple walking in his
direction and glanced their way. When he realized it was Chris and
Caitlyn, he rose to his feet and approached them. “Hey, guys. Why
aren’t you at the party?” Lexie couldn’t talk to them if they
weren’t at Nick’s house.

“We’ll get there,
eventually,” Caitlyn replied, winking at Chris.

Chris smiled and put his arm around her
shoulders. “We see no reason to run into her mother any sooner than
necessary.”

“Come on. Her mom can’t be
that bad.” Mark turned his gaze to Caitlyn. “Seriously, she’s got
to have some redeeming qualities.”

“Well, she has been faithful
to my dad and she was there while all her kids were growing up,”
she replied. “A little too involved in our lives, but she was there
all the same.”

“We try to keep a low
profile around her at all times,” Chris added. “Besides, today is
about the doctor and Lexie. I doubt she’s fretting over whether
we’re there or not.”

“We’ll pass by, say a quick
hello, and direct her attention to something so we can slip back
out,” Caitlyn said.

“So,” he glanced toward the
house and wondered where Lexie was, “have you seen
Lexie?”

Caitlyn shook her head. “No, but what
happened with Sandy?”

“Sandy?”

“Yeah. My friend. Blonde
hair, pretty. She came with us to this party.”

He shot her an amused grin. “I know who
she is. Last time I saw her, she was listening to Nick go on and on
about his awesomeness in his award room.”

“He has a whole room
dedicated to his awards?” Chris asked.

“He even has stuff from when
he was a kid,” Mark said. “Little League trophies, Spelling Bee
awards, certificates for perfect attendance… It’s a museum to
himself. If you ask me, he’s already married to himself, so Lexie
would be a third wheel. Speaking of her, she’s looking for
you.”

“For me?” Chris pointed to
himself.

“Both of you,” Mark
clarified, motioning to Chris and Caitlyn. “I told her I was an
alien, and she didn’t believe me. I asked her to talk to you two
about it.”

“Why would you tell her
you’re an alien?” Caitlyn glanced at Chris who shrugged. “I can see
telling a couple of people you trust, but people you barely
know?”

“I do trust her. I want her
to be my life mate.”

“Your life mate? But what
about Sandy?”

“What about
Sandy?”

“Well, I…” She glanced from
him to Chris. “Did you know he liked Lexie?”

Chris shrugged. “He said Lexie was
going to end up with him instead of Nolan.”

“Nick,” Mark corrected. “And
he doesn’t love her, Caitlyn. Lexie won’t be happy with him. I was
able to tell that on the day I met her. I don’t know why no one
else sees it.”

Caitlyn turned to Chris. “If you knew
he liked Lexie, why didn’t you tell me? I wouldn’t have tried to
fix him up with Sandy.”

“You did what?” Mark asked,
surprised.

Chris held his hands up. “I didn’t know
Lexie could marry Mark. You said that she and Nick were a sure
thing, that once a couple gets this close to the wedding, there’s
nothing that will stop it.”

“But I didn’t know he was in
the equation.” She motioned to Mark. “How long has this thing with
you and Lexie been going on, Mark?”

“A couple weeks,” Mark
replied.

“See? It wasn’t long,” Chris
told her. “I didn’t realize anything came from it.”

“But she’s still engaged to
the doc…Nick,” Caitlyn argued. “Why are we at this engagement party
if there’s no longer an engagement?”

Chris groaned and turned to Mark. “Will
you please explain what’s going on?”

“Lexie’s going to end up
with me,” Mark explained. “She just realized it today, but she
doesn’t believe I’m an alien. Will you please find her and tell her
the truth so I can fly her to Vegas and marry her?”

Caitlyn stared at him for a long moment
then looked at Chris. “Is he serious?”

“Yes, I am,” Mark said. “Do
you really want your sister to end up with Nick?”

“It’s not up to me to decide
who she marries,” she replied. “That’s her decision.”

“Well, up to now it’s been
your mom’s, and your mom has told her she’s marrying Nick. Today,
she realized otherwise.”

“He has a point,” Chris told
her. “If Lexie wants to marry Mark instead of Nick, then we should
give her our support.”

“Exactly,” Mark replied as
he got behind them and gently pushed them in the direction of
Nick’s house. “And right now that support means you’ll tell her
that I’m from another planet. Hurry up. You have about half an
hour.”

“Or we can wait for her to
come here,” Chris said, shoving Mark’s hand away from his back.
“She’s heading in our direction.”

Mark stopped nudging them. “Wait here.”
He stepped around them and jogged toward her. When he reached her,
he said, “I found them.” He glanced back at where they stood, well
out of hearing distance.

Lexie laughed and waved to them. “I can
see that.”

They waved back but didn’t make a move
to approach her and Mark.

“So, you want to talk to
them?” he asked.

Tucking her hair behind her ear, she
shook her head. “There’s no need. I talked to Sandy. She explained
everything. How you and Chris came from another planet and how
Caitlyn’s pregnancy is further along than it should be. Even if it
sounds crazy, I believe it.”

Relaxing, he smiled and took her hands
in his. “What do you say? Would you like to spend the rest of your
life with me?”

“Yes, I would.” She gave him
a kiss and returned his smile. “Though I confess I never thought
I’d end up marrying someone from another planet.”

He squeezed her hands and led her
toward her sister and Chris. “It’s not really any different than
marrying someone from Earth. The reason men from Pandoran come to
Earth is because the women are physically and emotionally
compatible with them.”

“I guess that makes
sense.”

When they reached Caitlyn and Chris,
Caitlyn said, “Mark’s an alien, just like Chris. So now you know
and can marry him instead of Nick, if you’re sure it’s the right
thing for you to do.”

“Mom wants me to marry
Nick,” Lexie clarified. “But it’s like Sandy said. He’s already
married to himself.”

“I’m glad you’re doing this
for you and not for her,” Caitlyn replied.

Lexie looked at Mark and smiled. “I
am.”

“Good.”

“You’re not missing anything
by not marrying Nick,” Chris added. “On our world, we don’t even
need doctors. We’re much too advanced. Everything we need can be
done by machines.”

Caitlyn sighed. “Get used to the
comparisons between Pandoran and Earth, Lexie. If it weren’t for
women, Earth wouldn’t have anything to commend itself.”

Mark shot Chris an amused look.
“Pandoran wasn’t that great. We might have had a lot of comforts,
but we didn’t have the personal touch this world has. I think it’s
nice you can have a doctor perform surgery, especially one who is
qualified and has a good bedside manner.”

“Thanks, Mark.” Caitlyn
nodded in satisfaction. “See, Chris?”

“I like Earth,” Chris
assured her. “I never said I wasn’t happy here.”

She turned to Lexie and gave her a hug.
“Give me a call if you need someone to talk to. Besides you and me,
I don’t know who else is in a relationship with an
alien.”

“Hey, can you give us a
quick ride to the airport?” Mark asked Caitlyn, remembering that he
hadn’t driven to the party.

“Why do we need to go to the
airport?” Lexie asked him.

“To go to Las Vegas.” With a
sly grin, he added, “I hear that’s a great place to
elope.”

“Elope? You want to get
married right now?”

Turning to her, he said, “I’ve seen how
happy Caitlyn and Chris are. Now that I’ve found you, I see no
reason to wait for that kind of happiness.”

After a moment’s consideration, she
nodded. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

“This is the first impulsive
thing I’ve ever seen you do,” Caitlyn said with a grin.

“I know,” Lexie admitted.
“I’ve never been so adventurous before. It’s scary and exciting at
the same time.”

“Hopefully more exciting
than scary,” Mark said.

“It is,” she assured him.
“But we don’t need to get a ride from them. I came here in my
car.”

“Well, a word to the wise,”
Caitlyn began, giving Lexie a pointed look, “is for you to get out
of here before everyone realizes you’re running off with another
man. I, for one, am hightailing it out of here as soon as I can. I
don’t want to be here when Mom finds out what happened. And you’ll
need your purse. You can’t fly without the proper ID.”

“Good point,” Lexie
agreed.

“We’ll get it for you then
you can head out of here.”

Thanking her sister, she reached for
Mark’s hand and squeezed it, excited about their future.

 


***

 


Of all the places Lexie imagined
getting married while growing up, she never once thought she’d go
to Las Vegas. She took in the bright lights as the plane landed.
Next to her, Mark held her hand. She glanced at him and smiled, her
heart racing with excitement. She’d never done anything this
impulsive.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have left
my cell phone with Caitlyn,” she said, thinking of the many times
her mom, and maybe Nick, had probably called her. She owed them an
explanation for running off the way she had. “Maybe I should have
talked to my parents before we left. I think Dad would be okay with
it, but my mom…”

“She would have guilt
tripped you into changing your mind. This was the best way we could
have handled it.” When she bit her lower lip, he added, “Don’t
worry. Everything will work out. But let’s worry about it when we
get back to Florida. Right now, let’s get married and enjoy our
honeymoon.”

She took a deep breath and nodded.
“You’re right. This is our moment, and we shouldn’t let anything
spoil it.”

“If it makes you feel
better, I’ll go with you when you explain things to your
parents.”

“It does,” she admitted.
“Especially when it comes to talking to my mom.”

As the plane came to a stop, he lifted
her hand and kissed it, sending an electric jolt straight through
her. When he lowered her hand, it still tingled. Brushing his thumb
along the top of her knuckles, he said, “Just promise me one
thing.”

“What?”

“Please eat some dessert. I
still feel guilty for not giving you a piece of pie when we had
dinner at Fisherman’s Hideaway.”

The idea that she could finally have
dessert was more exciting than she thought it should be, but it’d
been so long since she’d been able to eat something sweet. “I want
a piece of chocolate cake with a scoop of ice cream.”

“You got it.”

The plane came to a stop and they went
into the terminal which was busier than the airport in Pensacola.
She walked closer to him, glad he held her hand. She still couldn’t
believe she was going through with this. It seemed like a
dream.

“Where do we go to get
married?” she asked, scanning the advertisements lining the
walls.

“I thought we’d find a cab
and tell the driver to take us to the nearest chapel.”

She glanced at her watch and saw it was
almost ten. “Do you think the chapel will be open?”

“It’s Saturday. Things are
bound to be open later than on a weekday.”

“How late do you think
chapels stay open?”

“In a city like this, I’m
sure we can find one that is open past ten.” He paused by the
restroom. “I’ll be right back.”

“Okay. I’ll be
waiting.”

He gave her a kiss. As he went into the
restroom, she turned around and caught sight of a phone. She
wondered if she should call her parents. The least she could do was
leave a message and let them know she was in Las Vegas. With a
glance at the restrooms, she twiddled her thumbs. Caitlyn would
have told them where she was going. Sure, she would have told them
after hightailing it from the party so she wouldn’t have to deal
with their mother’s drama in person. But even if they knew Lexie
eloped with Mark, shouldn’t she let them know she made it to Vegas,
safe and sound?

No, she couldn’t. Her mother would try
to talk her out of marrying Mark and she knew Mark was the right
one for her. The last thing she needed was an argument with her
mother on her wedding day. But she could call Caitlyn and let her
know that she was okay so she could pass on the message to their
parents.

Before she could talk herself out of
it, she headed for the phone and dug out the money she’d need to
make the call. She dialed Caitlyn’s number, tapping the phone as
she waited for her sister to answer it.

“Hi, Lexie,” Caitlyn
greeted.

“How did you know it was
me?” She glanced at the restroom and saw that Mark was still in
there.

“Because I know Mom has a
tight hold on you and you wouldn’t be able to resist calling her if
you had your cell phone. Why do you think I took it?”

“Yeah, but I could have
called her, and I’m calling you instead.”

“Okay, you have a good
point. So, why did you call? Is Mark boring you?”

She grinned at her sister’s joke. “No.
I just wanted to let you know we got into Vegas. Could you call our
parents and let them know I’m okay?”

“I’ll call Dad and let him
tell Mom.”

“Good idea.”

“Now go and enjoy the
bonding ceremony.”

“The what?”

“Didn’t Mark tell you how
men used to marry women on his planet?”

Lexie saw that Mark was heading her
way. She mouthed the word ‘Caitlyn’ before telling her sister, “No.
What’s a bonding ceremony?”

“It’s a ceremony that allows
them to skip the wedding and go right to the honeymoon.”

“Mark and I are on our way
to a chapel,” she replied, not understanding why Caitlyn was
chuckling. “Why are you laughing?”

“Just wait until you get to
the bonding ceremony. It makes for the best first time sex
ever.”

Lexie stared at the phone as her sister
hung up.

“What’s wrong? Is your mom
on her way here to stop the wedding?” Mark asked.

“No. I have no idea what my
mom’s doing right now.” And she hadn’t thought to ask about it when
she was talking to Caitlyn. Oh well. It was probably for the best
if she didn’t know. Her mom would be fine, eventually, and Nick
would be fine, too. She smiled and hung up the phone. “You ready to
get married?”

Taking her hand, he nodded. “I’ve been
ready since the first time I met you at Chris’ wedding rehearsal.
You know, the one your mother arranged but didn’t tell Caitlyn
about.”

They headed down the terminal and she
nudged him in the side. “You liked me as soon as you met
me?”

“It was love at first
sight.”

“Why didn’t you say
anything?”

“You were engaged. It wasn’t
appropriate to ask you out.” With a wink, he added, “I had to find
a different way to let you get to know me.”

His meaning dawned on her. “So you knew
your car was out of gas when I called the towing
company?”

Giving a mischievous shrug, he asked,
“Are you mad?”

Giggling, she shook her head. “No. Just
surprised I didn’t figure out what was going on.”

“I’m glad you didn’t. I
hoped to make everything happen as if by coincidence.”

They reached the escalator and stepped
onto it. Recalling her conversation with Caitlyn, she asked, “Is
there a bonding ceremony we’re going to go through?”

“Yes. Did Caitlyn explain
what it is?”

“Not in so many words. She
said it was how your kind used to get married.”

“Yes, it’s how we establish
a lifelong commitment with women and it works on this world, too.
But we’re going to get married your way first.”

“If we do that, is your way
really necessary?”

“Pretty much. We won’t
consummate the marriage unless we do it.”

She followed him off the escalator and
joined him on the way to the front entrance. “What does it
involve?”

“The actual consummation of
the marriage. For us, the first time we have sex, we establish the
marriage. It’s how we secure our standing in the female’s line and
ensure she’ll have our children, thereby passing on our genetic
code to a future generation.”

“Hmm… You make it sound so
clinical, and Caitlyn made it sound like a lot of fun.”

“That’s probably because
she’s been through it and I haven’t. For me, it’s academic.” He
followed her out of the building and hailed a cab. “I’m looking
forward to it, though, and I’m glad the woman I’ll bond with is
you.” He kissed her. “You ready to go to the chapel?”

“I’m ready,” she said and
went with him to the cab.

 



 


 Chapter Fourteen

 


After they exchanged vows at the
chapel, Mark and Lexie took a cab to the hotel. He hadn’t taken the
pill to inhibit his ability to get an erection since he woke up
that morning. He skipped the second pill at two that afternoon.
Now, he was waiting for the time he’d be ready to engage in the
bonding ceremony. But so far, he’d no indication that the hormone
inhibitor had worn off.

He glanced at his watch and saw it was
now midnight. It’d been sixteen hours since his last pill. Tapping
his fingers on his slacks, he sighed. He thought he was pressing
his luck by waiting sixteen hours, but apparently not.

Lexie grabbed her purse and zipped it
open. “I can’t believe I forgot to take off Nick’s ring until we
were giving our vows. Good. It’s still there.”

He laughed. “Where else would it
go?”

She shot him an amused look and closed
her purse. “It’s expensive. I keep worrying I’ll lose it. I plan to
send it to him when we get back home.”

“Hey, while we’re here, we
should get you a ring, though it won’t be as elaborate as the one
he gave you.”

“Will you give me a piece of
chocolate cake and ice cream with it?”

“I’ll add whip cream to
it.”

She chuckled and set the purse on the
folder with their marriage license in it. “It’s been so long since
I ate whip cream. I’m glad you’re okay with me having
dessert.”

“Dessert? You can have that
for the main course if you want.”

“It’s been so long, I just
might.”

The cab came to a stop, and Mark paid
the fare before helping Lexie out. Taking her by the arm, he
escorted her into the hotel and checked in at the desk.

Once they were in their room, he closed
the curtains while she set the folder and purse on a table. When he
returned to her, he took her in his arms and gave her a lingering
kiss. She felt wonderful against him, soft and warm. He ran his
hands along her curves. He loved everything about the female body
and best of all, she was real. He had created virtual reality women
on his world, but they failed in comparison with a real
one.

When their kiss ended, he pressed his
forehead to hers and whispered, “You’re so wonderful, Lexie. I
couldn’t have asked for a better life mate.”

“Life mate?”

“That means ‘wife’ on my
world. A life mate is someone who completes me, my other
half.”

Before she could respond, he kissed her
again, his heart soaring with the knowledge she chose him to spend
the rest of her life with. She could have had her pick of any man,
but she was with him and he vowed to never take that for
granted.

As she pulled away from him, she traced
his collar and smiled. “It’s been such a romantic day. I keep
thinking I’ll wake up and find out it’s been a dream.”

“If it is, I suggest you
keep sleeping.”

She giggled and gave him another kiss.
Thinking she might enjoy it, he leaned to the side, placed his arm
under her knees, and swooped her up into his arms. As he hoped, she
laughed. He carried her to the large bed and set her in the center
of it. Even if his hormone inhibitor hadn’t worn off yet, he was
anxious to explore her.

He settled next to her and brought her
back into his arms for another kiss. She wrapped her arms around
his neck and pulled him closer to her. When she parted her lips, he
brushed her tongue with his. She let out a low moan, encouraging
him to keep going, something he was more than happy to do. He
traced the curve of her back and settled his hand on her
hip.

Noticing that she was chuckling, he
pulled slightly away from her. “What’s funny? Am I doing something
wrong?”

“No, you’re not doing
anything wrong. I just realized we have our shoes on.”

He looked at their feet and grinned.
“Okay, maybe I’m a little anxious to get started on the honeymoon.
You have such an amazing body.”

This time his hand traveled to one of
her breasts and he brushed his thumb over her nipple, which
hardened in response. Even through her dress, she felt incredible.
Leaning forward, he kissed the area above the neckline of the
dress. The light scent of flowers was subtle, very much like her.
She was so beautiful, but she didn’t flaunt it like some women. Her
way was tasteful. Simple, elegant. It was no wonder Nick chose her.
But she chose him instead, a fact that he’d always be thankful
for.

His head lowered, his lips brushing the
top of her breasts. She let out a contented sigh, her hands resting
on his arms. He unbuttoned the top few buttons of her dress, eager
to see more of her in the soft light of the lamp. Beneath her dress
was a rose-colored bra, so he undid the clasp between her breasts
and was rewarded with the view he desired. He took his time
exploring her, tracing the curve of her breasts with his hands and
licking her erect nipples. Lexie’s moans excited him, prompting him
to continue. Apparently, her breasts were sensitive to the touch, a
nice tidbit he’d have to remember for the other times they’d be in
bed together. Many more times.

His heart raced in anticipation of
performing the bonding ceremony, the physical act that would truly
unite them in the life-mate relationship. But he couldn’t initiate
it. As much as he wanted to release the sex hormone that would
begin the process, he couldn’t. The stupid hormone inhibitor hadn’t
worn off yet. An erection would be the signal for him to begin but
he remained limp, and it was starting to irritate him. He recalled
how quick it’d been for Chris. Ten hours. Ten hours after Chris
took his last pill, his body was doing what it was supposed to do,
and here Mark was coming up on the… He glanced at the clock by the
bed. He was nearing the seventeenth hour, and nothing was
happening.

Well, he was in bed and having a good
time. Soon. The hormone inhibitor would wear off soon. The average
waiting time was between fourteen to twenty-four hours. He was
within that time range. Just because Chris happened to be ready at
ten hours, it didn’t mean Mark would be too. He just needed to be
patient.

“Mark?”

He looked at Lexie, his face growing
warm. He hadn’t realized he’d stopped caressing her breasts.
Clearing his throat, he offered a smile and motioned to their
shoes. “I suddenly remembered we still have them on.”

She giggled and kicked hers off the
bed. “I forgot all about them. I should also remove my
pantyhose.”

Feeling a little more at ease since she
was laughing, he kicked off his shoes and turned back to her. There
was no denying how sexy it was when a woman wiggled out of her
pantyhose and flung them, along with her shoes, across the room.
“Are you comfortable?” he asked. “Is there too much light? Do you
want some water?”

“I’m fine.” She cupped his
face in her hands and kissed his nose. “You’re so sweet. I love
you, Mark. You’re like my knight in shining armor.”

His smile widened and he forgot about
the hormone inhibitor. “I love you, too.”

She pulled him closer and kissed him,
this time acting as the aggressor and tracing her tongue along his
lower lip until he accepted her into his mouth. And this time, he
was the one who gave a low moan to encourage her to keep going. She
deepened the kiss as she unbuttoned his shirt and slid her hands
beneath his undershirt. Her hands felt like heaven on his bare
flesh. He wondered if she had enjoyed his exploration of her as
much as he was enjoying her exploration of him. If her moans had
been an indication of her enjoyment, then he guessed
yes.

Her hands lowered to the belt around
his waist and he stiffened. There was no way he was going to let
her see him without an erection. Sure, she knew he was from another
planet, but he didn’t feel like explaining why he couldn’t perform
the bonding ceremony right now. It’d be way too
embarrassing.

Her mouth left his, and, slightly out
of breath, she asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he quickly
replied and brought his hand to her thigh where he pulled up her
dress. “I’m just eager to learn more about you.” He kissed the side
of her neck and teased, “I hope you don’t mind.”

With a light chuckle, she let go of his
belt and shifted so that she could pull off her rose-colored
panties. “No. I don’t mind.” She tossed the panties
aside.

Relieved she was no longer focused on
him, he slid his hand up her dress and between her
thighs.

She gasped when his fingers brushed the
moist folds of her flesh. “That feels good,” she murmured and
spread her legs.

He traced the folds and dipped his
finger into her. Yes, that felt really good. Extremely good. No
wonder Chris had that goofy smile on his face after he got married.
Mark knew that a woman’s body was exquisite, but he hadn’t realized
it was this wonderful. He removed his hand from her long enough to
lift her dress so that he could see her.

“You’re beautiful.” Then
looking at her face, he added, “Everywhere.”

He brought his mouth back to her nipple
and teased it with his tongue. His hand returned to her flesh, and
he inserted his finger back into her. She shifted, allowing him to
go deeper. He slid another finger inside her, this time noting that
she was wetter than before. He thought that was interesting but
figured it made sense since he needed her to be that way in order
to enter her.

Her hand covered his, and she guided
his thumb to her sensitive nub. Intrigued, he lifted his head so he
could see how she moved his thumb in circular motions. By the way
she groaned, he realized this particular action heightened her
pleasure. She removed her hand from his and he continued to move
his thumb the way she had instructed. He glanced at her face,
thrilled by the pleasure on her face.

Lowering his head, he brought his mouth
back to her breasts, alternating between one and the other. Her
hands tightened on his shoulders, and her hips rocked in rhythm
with his ministrations. He slipped in a third finger, noting she
was a little tight, but she loosened up as he continued to stroke
her core. Her flesh clenched around him and she let out a cry of
pleasure. He stilled and waited until her breathing returned to
normal before he slid his fingers out of her. Bringing her into his
arms, he kissed her, taking his time to savor the way she rested
against him, spent and fully satisfied.

Content to hold her, he closed his eyes
and rested his head on hers.

“Aren’t you going
to…well…finish?” she asked after a minute passed.

“Oh.” He hoped she would
forget he was supposed to do more. As much as it pained him, he
knew his body wasn’t ready yet. “You know, it’s been a long day. We
should get a good night’s sleep and do it tomorrow. The bonding
ceremony is special and I want to be fully awake when it happens.”
That much was true. And now that he was lying with her, his
exhaustion was catching up to him.

“Okay.”

Glad she accepted his excuse, he
relaxed and fell asleep, loving the way she felt in his
arms.

 



 


 Chapter Fifteen

 


When Mark woke up, the first thing he
noticed was the sunlight hitting his eyes. Wincing, he forced his
eyes open and saw that he hadn’t pulled the curtains completely
shut. Closing his eyes again, he rolled onto his side so that the
light wasn’t hitting them anymore. He reached for Lexie, but the
spot next to him was empty. His eyes flew open and he jerked up. It
took him a moment to realize the shower was running in the
bathroom.

Relieved, he settled back on the bed
and released his breath. He’d hate to think she regretted her
decision and was on her way back to Florida. He needed to establish
the life-mate relationship with her. The sooner he did, the sooner
he’d feel secure. Now he had a greater appreciation for how
uncertain Chris had been when he wasn’t sure if Caitlyn loved him
or not. He turned toward the clock by the bed and saw it was a
little after eight. Twenty-four hours. He had now officially been
off the pill for twenty-four hours, and the average time the
effects of the pill should wear off was between fourteen to
twenty-four hours.

The shower went off and he directed his
attention to the closed bathroom door. When Lexie opened it, she
had a towel wrapped around her body and was patting her hair dry
with a smaller towel. Her smile set his mind at ease. Good. She was
still happy to be with him.

Returning her smile, he asked, “Did you
sleep well?”

“I did, but did
you?”

“Yes. I was with
you.”

She came over to him and sat down, her
side pressing nicely against his. “I worried you wouldn’t be able
to sleep much. You know, because you didn’t receive your
pleasure.”

Touched she was concerned about him, he
held her close and kissed her. “I was tired, so I needed my sleep.”
And he needed time for the stupid pill to wear off.

“Well, since you’re all
rested, we can continue what we started,” she replied, her tone
light and a mischievous smile replacing the innocent one she had
just moments before.

Before he could respond, she set aside
the towel she was drying her hair with and wrapped her arms around
his shoulders, pulling him in for a long kiss. He parted his lips
and was delighted when she deepened the kiss, her tongue
intermingling with his. She smelled wonderful. She felt wonderful.
Everything about her was so completely wonderful. And the best
thing of all was the fact that she wanted to be with
him.

She gently nudged him until he settled
back onto the bed. She removed her towel, and his hands roamed over
her body, exploring her soft curves, which were still damp from the
shower. How he wanted to initiate the bonding ceremony, to
experience the full pleasure of their physical union. But though
his mind was more than willing, his body was still unresponsive to
go through with it.

She straddled him, her hands on his
belt. “I want to feel you inside me,” she murmured, kissing his
neck.

He wanted to be inside her, too, but
right now, there was no way it was going to happen. He didn’t know
whether to panic or cry. Finally, he settled for stopping her from
undoing his belt and said, “I have to go to the
bathroom.”

“Oh, I didn’t even think you
might… I should have realized since you just woke up.” Her face a
pretty shade of pink, she got off of him. “I’m sorry. Go
ahead.”

To say it was awkward was a huge
understatement. He had to delay the consummation of their marriage
somehow, and a quick trip to the bathroom wasn’t going to do it. He
needed more time. Sitting up, he saw that his cell phone had fallen
out of his pocket at some point in the middle of the night so he
picked it off the floor and tucked it into his pocket. “I should
take a shower.”

That mischievous smile of hers
returning, she gave him a wink. “Want some company?”

“Uh…” Of course, he wanted
company. What kind of question was that? But he couldn’t.
“Actually, I’m hungry.” Yes, that would work! “Starving. Aren’t you
hungry?”

“A little, but I can
wait.”

“Well, I can’t. My stomach
is growling. I can’t make love on an empty stomach.” That wasn’t
true at all, and looking at her, naked and willing on the bed, was
the most frustrating thing he’d ever gone through. Pushing aside
his regret, he tentatively asked, “Do you mind waiting?”

Though her smile faltered, she gathered
her towel and wrapped it around her body, concealing the view he
enjoyed so much. “No. I don’t mind. We can wait until after
breakfast.”

Great. Now he felt awful. She was one
of the sweetest people he’d ever known. Never demanding anything
from anyone. Doing everything she could to accommodate others. It
made her such a lovely wife…and he felt like a complete jerk for
telling her no.

Tucking the towel into place, she
asked, “Aren’t you going to go to the bathroom?”

“I can give you another
orgasm, like I did last night,” he offered.

“I can wait. Besides, I’d
rather wait until you’re ready. We should eat first.” She retrieved
her purse. Opening it, she pulled out her comb then glanced at him.
“I don’t need the bathroom. You can go in.”

Not knowing what he might say to make
the situation better, he went to the bathroom. He did have to go,
and he might as well take a shower while he was in there,
especially since he had no change of clothes. That was something
they needed to do today: buy some clothes. He’d make sure to buy
her a ring while they were at it.

After he went to the bathroom, he
removed his clothes and set the cell phone on the counter. His mind
turned to Chris. If there was anyone who could understand his
dilemma, it was him. He opened the phone and dialed Chris’ number.
Hopefully, Lexie wouldn’t hear him on the phone since the shower
was going.

To Mark’s relief, Chris picked up on
the third ring. “Hi, Mark. Caitlyn said you and Lexie made it into
Las Vegas.”

“Yeah. We’re here.” Lowering
his voice, he asked, “What did it feel like when your hormone
inhibitor pill wore off?”

“It didn’t feel like
anything at first.”

“Okay.” So far, so good. He
didn’t feel anything. Maybe the pill was wearing off right
now.

“Then I felt warm. At first,
I thought I was sitting under a heater vent. It got increasingly
warmer until I was hot enough to have sweat trickling down my
back.”

Bummer. Mark didn’t feel warm at all.
“How long did you feel that way before you had an
erection?”

“I don’t know. Maybe fifteen
or twenty minutes.” After a pause, he asked, “What’s this about?
Didn’t you already go through the bonding ceremony?”

As much as it shamed him, he admitted,
“No.”

“How long has it been since
you took your last pill?”

“Twenty-four hours,” he
muttered.

“That long? And you haven’t
had an erection yet?”

“I know. It’s
horrible.”

“But it does say the average
length of time can be—”

“I know. Fourteen to
twenty-four hours. I don’t get it. Was there anything you did that
helped you get an erection?”

“No. It just
happened.”

Mark groaned and rubbed his eyes. “You
were so lucky.”

“I didn’t think so when it
first happened.”

At the moment, Mark would have traded
an embarrassing first time ejaculation over this very frustrating
process of waiting. “Do you have any ideas on what I can do to get
things going?”

“No, I don’t. But you know,
twenty-four hours is in the average range. Some men take
longer.”

Mark gritted his teeth. “And yet, none
of the men I talked to back home had to wait this long.”

“You already exchanged vows
with Lexie, so you know she’s willing to go through the bonding
ceremony with you.”

“A lot of good that does me
when I can’t do it.”

“Did you explain how it
works for us on our world?”

“Kind of.”

“What do you mean ‘kind
of’?”

Mark crossed his arms and turned his
back to the mirror, leaning his backside against the counter. “I
told her the bonding ceremony is how we marry on our
world.”

“And?”

“That was the only relevant
thing she needed to know.”

“Then.”

“Then?” Mark asked, sensing
there was something else Chris wanted to say.

“Since it’s taking you
longer, you should tell her why.”

“It’s embarrassing. Men on
Earth can just do it. They don’t have to wait until their stupid
pill wears off.”

“But Earth men don’t have
the ability to tell when their wives are fertile so they can
guarantee conception. We also have a connection to the baby as it’s
growing in the womb. It’s a neat experience. Babies are
amazing.”

“Well, at the rate I’m
going, there won’t be a baby.” Mark groaned and paced the bathroom.
“There has to be something I can do to get things
going.”

“There isn’t. The pill will
wear off when it wears off. There’s no point in worrying about it.
Why don’t you take Lexie out and have a good time? It’ll help take
your mind off of it. Then when you’re ready, you can go back to the
room. Just make sure you’re not too far from where you’re staying.
You don’t want anything to happen in public.”

Mark softly opened the bathroom door
and peeked into the room. Lexie was in her dress, and she was
applying her lipstick. Good. She was still there. He shut the door
and turned his attention back to Chris. “You’re right. I can’t
spend all day stressing out over this.” And who knew? Maybe stress
was aggravating his problem. “If you think of anything to help my
situation, will you give me a call?”

“Sure.”

Mark said good-bye and hung up. With
nothing else to do but enjoy the day, he hopped into the shower.
When he was done washing up, he got dressed. If nothing else, new
clothes would be nice. He wouldn’t mind adding some deodorant, a
razor, and aftershave to the list of items to buy. And a comb. He
definitely needed a comb. He ran his fingers through his hair until
he was presentable then left the bathroom.

His gaze fell on Lexie who had pulled
one of the curtains aside so she could check out the city. She
glanced over her shoulder and smiled at him. “It’s a beautiful
sunny day.”

“It is,” he replied and
walked over to her. “You ready to get something to eat?”

“Yeah.” She kissed him then
brushed her fingers along his jaw. “I kind of like the rugged,
unshaven look on you.”

“Do you?” He touched the
stubble on his face and wondered if he should keep it since she
said she liked it.

“I do, but I also like you
clean shaven. Either way, you’re good looking.”

Pleased she thought so, he gave her a
hug and kissed her. “Today is better because you’re sharing it with
me. After breakfast, I’d like to get you a wedding ring. It’d be
nice to see you wearing something that says we belong
together.”

“Do you plan to get one,
too?”

“Of course.” He clasped his
hand around hers. “You’re mine and I’m yours.”

“That sounds
lovely.”

“It is.” Noting the way her
smile lit up her face, he pressed her hand to his heart. “I’m lucky
to have you. You have no idea how thankful I am I found
you.”

After they shared another kiss, he led
her out of the room and to the restaurant downstairs.

 



 


 Chapter Sixteen

 


The bell above the door rang and Sandy
looked up as she poured coffee into a woman’s empty cup. Caitlyn
stepped into the diner and waved before she sat on the barstool at
the counter.

“Do you know what you want
to eat?” Sandy asked the woman.

“I’ll have the BLT with
fries,” the woman replied and handed her the menu.

“It’ll be ready in a few
minutes.” After she handed Jack the order, she went over to
Caitlyn. “You want some coffee, tea, milk, or soda?”

Giving her friend a sympathetic smile,
Caitlyn said, “I want to know how my best friend is
doing.”

Sandy wiped down the already clean
counter so she wouldn’t have to make eye contact with her. “I’m
fine. Mark and Lexie will be happy together.”

“Yeah, I know, but honestly,
if I’d had any idea he was interested in her, I never would have
tried to fix you up with him.”

Sandy smiled at her friend. “I know.
Chris was a dork for not telling you Mark’s been pursuing Lexie
ever since your wedding.”

“Hey, he’s not a dork. Okay.
Maybe he was a little dorky for not saying anything, but he didn’t
realize what he was doing. He thought there was no way Lexie was
going to ditch the doctor to be with Mark.”

“You explained all of that
when you drove me home from the engagement party. I already told
you that I’m the one who told Lexie to run off with Mark. I could
have told her he was a freak who lied to her, but I didn’t.” It
hurt to do that. She really liked Mark. He seemed like a great guy.
She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I knew what I was doing.
Besides, it’s for the best.”

“I just want to see you with
someone who’ll treat you right.”

Sandy finished wiping the counter and
turned to her friend. “I gave it careful thought last night, and I
decided I’m not meant to be with someone. My lot in life is to be
single.”

“No, I can’t believe
that.”

“Why not? Not everyone gets
married.”

“I know that, but you have
so much to offer a man.”

“No, I don’t. It’s for the
best Mark ended up with Lexie instead of me.” And in hopes of
ending this conversation before it took an uncomfortable turn, she
asked, “What would you like to drink? Soda?”

Caitlyn seemed ready to pursue the
topic but then she sighed. “Hot chocolate.”

“Hot chocolate? You rarely
drink that.”

“Yeah, well, I think my
weird cravings are starting to come back.”

Chuckling, she grabbed a cup and poured
hot chocolate in it before adding whip cream. “That baby of yours
has good taste. You can’t go wrong with chocolate.” She set the cup
in front of her friend.

“Tell that to my
waistline.”

“You’re pregnant. You’re not
supposed to be concerned about your waistline.”

“I just worry what it’ll
look like after the baby is born.”

“We can join a gym and
exercise if you need to get back into shape. It’s easier to stick
with it if you have a friend to go with.”

“Thanks. You’re a good
friend.”

Giving her a teasing grin, she said,
“Yeah, I know.”

Caitlyn tossed a napkin in her
direction, but she dodged it. “Don’t get a swell head.”

Chuckling, Sandy picked up the napkin,
tossed it in the trash and took Caitlyn’s order.

 


***

 


“This is a big selection,”
Lexie thoughtfully stated as she examined the rings enclosed in the
glass case. “What do you think?”

“I think you should get what
you want,” Mark told her.

The woman behind the counter finished
helping another customer and returned to them. “Have you made a
decision yet?”

Mark pointed to a solid gold band with
a strip of silver in the middle. “I like this one for
myself.”

“It’s one of the more
popular ones we sell,” she said as she reached into the
case.

“That is a nice ring,” Lexie
commented, studying the set of rings as the woman put them on the
counter. “Do you know what size you are?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “Nope. I’ve never
worn a ring before.”

“Well, there’s only one way
to find out,” the woman said. “Try this one. It’s a size
ten.”

Mark took the ring from her and slid it
on his finger.

“What do you think?” Lexie
asked.

Twisting it on his finger, he said, “I
think it’s a perfect fit. Not too tight, not too loose.”

“Just like ‘Goldilocks and
The Three Bears’,” the woman joked.

Eyebrows furrowed, Mark tried to recall
what Goldilocks and three bears meant in the American culture.
After doing all the research he had, it was frustrating to realize
he missed something.

Chuckling, Lexie wrapped her arm around
his. “It’s a story about a girl who wandered into a house owned by
three bears while they went for a walk. The baby bear’s stuff
suited her best so she ate his porridge, sat in his chair, and
slept in his bed.”

“That was rude of her,” he
commented before he had time to consider this was just a story, not
something that really happened.

“Yeah, I guess it was,” she
agreed.

“But it was better than what
the wolf pulled in ‘Little Red Riding Hood’,” the woman chimed
in.

“True,” Lexie
replied.

Now he was familiar with the story
about the girl wearing the red cloak and the wolf that followed her
in the forest. Feeling better, he relaxed. “I’ll take this one.
What do you want, Lexie?”

Lexie turned back to the women’s
wedding bands. “I know you want me to make this decision without
your input, but I really want to know what you like. You’re my
husband, and when I look at the ring, I want to think of
you.”

“Okay, but I want to make
sure you like it,” he said.

“Deal.”

He studied the rows of rings, mentally
picturing how they’d look on her finger. Based on what he learned
about her, a simple style would suit her best. Simple and elegant.
Finally, his eyes settled on the heart-shaped diamond set in yellow
gold. “How about that one?”

“It’s beautiful.” Lexie
looked up at the woman. “Do you have that in a size
seven?”

“I’m sure I do.” She sorted
through the tags on the rings and found one with a seven on it.
“Here it is. Try this on.”

“Are you trying it on
because you like it or because I picked it out?” Mark asked,
wanting to be sure he wasn’t leading her to make a decision like
her mother and Nick did.

“Both,” Lexie replied as she
put the ring on and examined it.

His mind at ease, he watched as she
extended her hand and wiggled her fingers. “What are you
doing?”

“Seeing how it sparkles in
the light.” She grinned. “I like the way diamonds sparkle,
especially in sunlight. I’d like this ring,” she told the
woman.

As long as she was happy, that was all
that mattered. “I think that’s it,” he told the woman.

“You two have great taste,”
the woman said and led them to the cash register. “I’ll get boxes
for you to put the rings in and be right back.”

He nodded and took out his wallet.
Glancing at his watch, he saw it was ten. A quick mental check over
his body told him he wasn’t any more ready to initiate the bonding
ceremony than he’d been when he woke up. Twenty-six hours. It’d
been twenty-six hours since he took the last pill. Struggling to
push aside his unease, he forced his attention back to the woman
and paid for the rings.

Once the transaction was complete, he
followed Lexie out of the store. She had such a great walk. Her
hips swayed gently from side to side, and her legs were shapely.
When she turned to face him, his gaze went to the curve of her
breasts. He blinked in surprise. Surely, he noticed all of that
about her before. Or maybe he hadn’t. He was sure he hadn’t. He’d
noticed that she was a very attractive woman, one of the most
beautiful he’d seen on Earth, but he didn’t recall examining her in
such a sensual way.

“Do you want to go back to
our room?” she asked him.

Lifting his gaze so he was looking at
her eyes, he tried to figure out what she said.

Amused, she took his hand in hers. “Are
you shocked because of all the money you spent?”

“No. I… I…” Should he tell
her what he’d been thinking?

“I can get a different ring.
This one was a little pricey.”

“No.” He stopped her before
she could go back into the store. “The ring wasn’t too expensive. I
was,” his face warmed, “checking you out.”

A pleased smile crossed her face.
“Yeah?”

“You know you’re gorgeous,
don’t you?”

“I don’t make it a habit of
checking myself out that way, but it’s nice that you do. So,” she
stepped closer to him, “do you want to go back to our
room?”

He wanted to say yes. How he wanted to
say yes! But he still wasn’t ready. He had to stall her and he
wanted to do it in the least embarrassing way possible. After
brainstorming reasons he was, once again, delaying the bonding
ceremony, he said, “Actually, I was thinking… We aren’t going to
return to Florida until Monday...”

She giggled. “Yes, I already know
that.”

“We wore these clothes
yesterday.” He motioned to their outfits. “We should find another
outfit to wear for tomorrow and pick up a couple things like
deodorant and whatnot.”

“You want to do that before
we go back to the room?”

“Yes. Do you
mind?”

“No, I don’t
mind.”

“Great. Let’s get some
clothes.” Taking her hand, he headed down the sidewalk and motioned
to the nearest clothing store. It wasn’t far from their hotel. Just
in case the pill actually wore off, he did want to make sure they
could make it to their room. That was, if his body would cooperate
with his mind. Despite his anxiety, he smiled and added in what he
hoped was a carefree tone, “I don’t know about you, but I hate
wearing the same thing two days in a row.”

“Me too. It will be nice to
have something different to wear.”

 


***

 


Two hours and two stores later, Mark
had purchased the clothes he wanted, but Lexie was still undecided
about what type of dress she wanted. As she came out of the
dressing room, she looked at him. “I’m sorry it’s taking me so long
to pick out my last outfit.”

“I don’t mind,” he replied.
“Take all the time you need.”

And sadly, he hoped she would. It was
twenty-eight hours since he took the pill, and he still wasn’t
ready to release the sex hormone. At this point, he was beginning
to think he wouldn’t be able to do it. He wouldn’t be able to
consummate their marriage and establish a life bond with
her.

She approached him and knelt beside
him. “I’m so used to having my mother with me when I get clothes, I
don’t even know what to pick.”

“Pick what you
like.”

“I know it sounds like it
should be that easy, but it’s not. When I look at the dresses, I
wonder if I’m interested in them because it’s what I want or if
it’s something she’d like. Does that make sense?”

With a smile, he stroked her back. “It
does. And that’s why it’s good for you to be here without her. You
should discover what it is you like.”

“But what if you don’t like
it?”

“Lexie, anything will look
good on you. You’re hot.”

She chuckled and stood up. “You have a
way with words, Mark Tanner.”

He chuckled and gave her a light tap on
the behind. “Now, go and find something else to try on.”

“Okay.”

Seeming happier and more relaxed, Lexie
went back to the dress rack and sorted through the ones she hadn’t
tried on yet. Mark hadn’t realized how many decisions her mother
had made for her. Being here without her mom was the best thing she
ever did for herself. He shifted in the chair and released his
breath. Thank goodness the people in charge of this place thought
to put comfortable chairs throughout the stores for their customers
or else his feet would have given up on him long ago.

He focused on the music playing in the
store. Though he knew the composer hadn’t intended it, Mark
couldn’t help but think of the art gallery, which also played
instrumental pieces. Thinking of the art gallery reminded him of
the painting with those circles of various sizes on it. He imagined
the circles spinning around, looping through each other, and
changing colors.

He didn’t realize his mind had wandered
off until Lexie gently shook his arm to get his attention.
Straightening in the chair, he asked, “Did you find a dress you
like?”

Giving him an amused smile, she turned
and posed for him. “What do you think of this one?”

His gaze swept over her, noting the
pink and red floral print that covered the white dress which
reached her knees. The heart-shaped neckline hinted at her
cleavage, something that especially drew his attention. He recalled
the way her breasts felt the previous night and his fingers itched
to touch them again. There was so much he wanted to do with her.
Even if he couldn’t engage in the bonding ceremony, he would love
to repeat what he did to her last night.

Forcing his thoughts away from how she
looked naked, he said, “Lexie, that dress enhances your
beauty.”

“You really think so?” she
asked as she ran her hands down the skirt part of her
dress.

His heartbeat picked up. “I wouldn’t
have said it if I didn’t mean it.”

He didn’t know why watching her hands
smooth out her dress excited him, but it did. It was strange that
he was starting to notice new things about her, ever since they’d
bought their wedding rings. His attention to detail came and went,
often in small bursts. But if he guessed right, they were starting
to become more frequent and last longer in duration. Was it because
he was married to her now and had permission to notice the small,
sexy things about her?

Her smile widened and she returned to
the mirrors in the dressing room area.

Feeling compelled to follow her, he
did, his heartbeat picking up once more as she turned around and
examined her reflection in the mirrors surrounding her.

“I love the roses. They’re
so pretty,” she commented. “I think I’ll get this one.”

He approached her from behind and
brushed aside her hair. He bowed his head and kissed her neck. Her
skin was soft and her perfume was so light he almost missed it. It
shouldn’t have surprised him, but for some reason, his senses were
heightened.

She laughed. “I should have picked this
dress out sooner. I had no idea you’d like it so much.”

Bringing his hands to her waist, he
turned her around so that she was facing him. “You don’t need the
dress to make you beautiful,” he whispered.

He cupped her face in his hands and
lightly stroked her cheeks. Her eyes were the most amazing shade of
brown he’d ever seen. A dark, rich color. Her nose was sloped at a
gentle angle, a perfect fit for her face. Her moist pink lips were
slightly parted. Intrigued by them, he lowered one of his thumbs
and traced them, starting with her bottom lip and slowly moving to
her upper one. It was like he was discovering her for the first
time. Everything about her seemed new and exciting, as if he’d
never seen a woman before.

“Mark?” she
whispered.

He lowered his head and kissed her,
softly at first. It hadn’t occurred to him up until then how
incredible she felt against him. He brought her into his arms and
deepened the kiss. His tongue brushed hers and he let out a soft
moan without meaning to. He couldn’t get over how incredible she
was. The best part of it all was that she was his life mate, the
woman he’d come to Earth in hopes of finding. And now that he found
her, he wasn’t going to let her go.

His lips left hers and traveled down
her neck.

“Um, Mark,” she softly said,
tugging on the sleeves of his shirt.

“Hmm?” he murmured as he
kissed her shoulder.

“We’re in a store. In
public.”

His eyes flew open and he let go of
her. What was he doing? “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over
me.” Okay. That sounded dumb. “Why is it so hot in here?” He wiped
his forehead, surprised to see he was sweating. Then he remembered
what Chris said about feeling warmer than usual when the pill wore
off. The pill was finally wearing off! He could initiate the
bonding ceremony! He grabbed her hand. “We need to go back to the
room.”

“But I need to take this
dress off and put on my old one,” she protested as he took her out
of the dressing room area.

He paused and glanced at the dressing
room. “Alright, but keep this dress on. We’ll pay for it on our way
out.”

“I can’t do
that.”

“Sure you can. As long as
you buy the dress, I don’t think the sales lady is going to
mind.”

“Well, I guess…”

He picked up their bags. “It’ll be
fine.”

“Okay.”

Relieved she went to grab her old
dress, he glanced at his watch. Chris said he had fifteen minutes
before he had to either engage in the bonding ceremony or wait
until his body was ready again. Considering it took him
twenty-eight and a half hours to get ready this time, he wasn’t
going to take his chances.

Lexie came out of the dressing room
with her old dress draped over her arm and swung her purse over her
shoulder. “I’m ready.”

Good. He told the sales lady they
wanted to buy the dress Lexie was wearing and he thought she’d
never get through ringing up their order. But she finally did, and
they left the store.

“Do you mind telling me what
the big rush is?” Lexie asked as they hurried down the sidewalk to
their hotel.

“You remember the bonding
ceremony I told you about?”

“Yeah. It’s how you get
married on your world.”

“Right. Well, it’s time we
did it.”

“Right this
second?”

He glanced at his watch. They had ten
minutes. “Just about. On my world, when it’s time to do it, things
speed up pretty fast.” She looked as if she wanted to say
something, but he became aware of a tingling sensation in his
testicles. “I know it’s hard to understand, but this is how things
are for men from Pandoran. Once the process starts, we can’t stop
it. I can explain more later if you want, but I can’t right now.
Will you trust me?”

She nodded. “Of course, I will.”
Tugging his hand, she encouraged him to resume their hurried walk
back to the hotel.

 



 


 Chapter
Seventeen

 


By the time Mark and Lexie got back to
the hotel room, he couldn’t keep his hands off her. He’d heard the
need for making love was overwhelming when coming off the pill,
which was why he didn’t dare do it until Lexie agreed to marry him,
but this was more intense than he expected.

He dropped their packages on the floor
and cupped her face in his hands. Bringing his mouth to hers, he
brushed his tongue along her lower lip, encouraging her to open her
mouth for him. She did and he interlaced his tongue with hers. His
testicles warmed and the male part of him lengthened. Finally! He
had an erection. Had he been an Earth male, he was sure this
wouldn’t have been as exciting as it was, but an erection signaled
the ability to release the sex hormone that would initiate the
bonding ceremony.

He willed the hormone’s release and
felt the warmth from his body swirl in her direction. Her breasts
touched his chest, something that further aroused him. He had to
get closer to her. His hands descended down her body. He traced the
curve of the small of her back and cupped her behind in his
hands.

Pulling her fully against him, he was
rewarded with the exquisite feel of her body, especially aware of
the way her stomach cushioned his arousal. He needed to remove her
clothes. After he undid the buttons on her dress, he kissed the
area between her breasts.

She groaned in pleasure but pushed him
away. “Mark, wait.”

In a daze, he tried to focus on her.
“Am I being too rough?” He wasn’t trying to be. But calming the
excited charges swirling around him was proving harder than he
thought it’d be. Even now, he was reaching for her, eager to resume
their physical contact.

She laughed and stepped aside to avoid
him. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“What? Now?” He followed
her, unable to stop himself from doing so. The warmth swirling
around him was forcing him to stay near her, his heart racing
faster as he watched the sexy way she walked.

“Yes, I need to go right
now.” She turned when she reached the bathroom door. “I’ll only be
a minute.” With an amused smile, she added, “When you get ready,
you really get ready.” She gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “I’ll
be quick.”

He leaned toward her as she shut the
door and almost hit the door with his forehead. Forcing himself to
take a step away from it, he struggled to calm his breathing. The
warm air was swirling around her but hadn’t touched her yet, so she
had no idea how hard it was for him to be separated from her.
Forget hard. It was downright painful. His gut clenched and he bent
forward to lessen the sharp shooting pain that ran through his
entire body. When he heard an interruption in the bonding process
could kill someone, he thought it was an exaggeration. Now he knew
better.

To his relief, she opened the door.
“Mark, are you okay?” she asked, placing her hand on his
back.

The pain departed and he stumbled
forward in relief.

She knelt beside him and looked at his
face. “Mark?”

“I’m fine,” he assured her
and stood back up. “I’ve never been through the bonding ceremony
before. I had no idea it was this powerful.”

She shook her head as he removed his
clothes. “I don’t understand. What’s so powerful about
it?”

He glanced at her and noticed the
warmth swirling around her was finally touching her skin. Soon, her
body would absorb it. “You’re about to find out.” Once he was
naked, he started to help her out of her dress.

“You mean, you have no
control over what you’re doing when you’re making love with a
woman?” she asked, slipping out of her shoes as he pulled her dress
down to her feet.

“Just for the bonding
ceremony and when it’s time to conceive children.”

She stepped out of the dress, and he
yanked her panties down so she could take them off, too. “Is this
an alien thing?”

He kissed her stomach then her breasts
and then her mouth. “Yes.”

Picking her up in his arms, he took her
to the bed and settled on top of her, settling between her legs. He
wasn’t ready to enter her yet. There was more that had to be done
first and instinct guided him back to her mouth where he resumed
kissing her. He had to wait until she was affected by the hormone
he had released before he could proceed and fortunately, the
increasing heat swirling around them was bearable at the
moment.

He settled his erection against the
moist curls between her legs and moved his hips in anticipation of
what was to come. Even if he couldn’t enter her yet, it still felt
good to have that part of him intimately rubbing her. She responded
to him nicely. Her legs wrapped around his waist, and her tongue
sparred with his. He felt the increased wetness between her legs,
signaling her mounting desire for him. But it wasn’t until she
gasped and squeezed his arms that he knew her body had finally
absorbed the hormone into her body, connecting them together so
they would work in unison to complete the act.

“Oh, wow,” she whispered,
breathless as he lowered his head to explore her breasts.
“It is powerful.”
She ran her fingers through his hair and groaned. “I’ve never felt
this good before.”

“Me neither,” he murmured
then traced her hardened nipple with his tongue.

He continued to tease her nipples,
first going to one and then the other, alternating in hopes of
increasing her pleasure. He’d been able to explore her breasts the
night before, but now he was picking up her scent and taste. He
wrapped his arms around her and rolled onto his back, taking her
with him so that she was on top.

This action allowed her to rub her
chest against his, and though he doubted she realized it, the
action marked him as hers. She dropped kisses along his jawline,
down his neck and then to his nipples. Surprised his nipples were
sensitive to her ministrations, he shifted beneath her as his body
tingled in response. She continued to tease him with her tongue
while she reached down between them and took his erection in her
hand. She traced the head of his shaft with her thumb. He grabbed
the sheet under him and clenched it. It seemed like such a
contradiction, but he had a mounting need for release while he
desired to keep going.

When he realized he was getting too
close to ejaculating, he rolled her over so she was on her back.
The heat circling around them dissipated to a comfortable warmth,
allowing him to hold off on the final event. He took a moment to
examine the mist of warmth that had gone out from him when he
released his hormone. The mist had become a silver cord twining
around them, and it was growing stronger.

“Do you see it?” he asked
despite his heavy breathing.

Her breathing also heavy, she opened
her eyes. “See what?”

“The thing connecting us. It
looks like a silver cord that’s braiding itself.”

Her eyebrows furrowed and she shook her
head. “No.”

That was strange. For some reason, he
was more sensitive to the bond than she was.

She drew closer to him and
kissed his neck before her hand returned to his arousal. “I need
you in me,” she murmured, putting her leg around his waist and
urging him closer to her. “When I say ‘need’, I mean you
have to enter
me.”

“I know.”

It was the ceremony prompting her
along, giving her no choice but to do it. But first, he had to
familiarize himself with her reproductive cycle. He had learned
that women on Earth weren’t always fertile like women on his world
had been, and he was curious to know when she’d be ready to
conceive. His hand went between her legs and he slid his finger
into her. She was just as wonderful as he remembered. This time,
he’d be able to fully enjoy her. Excited, he removed his finger and
licked it. His body linked up to her cycle. He frowned.

“Lexie, are you doing
something to block conception?” he asked, his desire to have
children—the very reason the bonding ceremony was developed on his
world—temporarily overriding his need to finish the
ceremony.

She snuggled closer to him so that his
erection was pressing intimately against her. “Do you have to talk
about this right now?”

“Well,” he closed his eyes
and moaned as she rubbed against him, “I…” He pulled away from her
and focused on what he wanted to say. “I want children.” Of all the
things he’d made sure he knew about her, this was something he
missed and it was very important. He couldn’t believe he didn’t
think to talk to her about having children. “Do you?”

She groaned and rolled him over so that
she was straddling him. “Not right this second, but yes. Can we
please do this?”

Relieved that she wanted children, the
warmth surrounding him surged, prompting him to enter her. When he
pressed his tip into her, he realized she was a little tight. In
response, he adjusted his size to better accommodate her and slid
effortlessly into her. Biting her lower lip, she moaned in
pleasure.

He put his hands on her hips and guided
her movements. This had to be the most incredible experience of his
life. The warmth swirling around them grew stronger, something that
would eventually ensure their mutual release.

He rolled her onto her back and thrust
deeper inside her. She let out a sigh of pleasure, and her core
expanded to receive more of him so his erection grew thicker to
fill her completely. She clung to him, moving in rhythm with him.
He kissed her before he lowered his nose to her neck where her
scent was the strongest. How he loved her. No other woman would
have been a better life mate. He tightened his hold on her and
whispered her name.

As soon as the cord developing between
them was complete, she reached her peak and let out a cry of
pleasure. He joined her, his own orgasm making his body shudder
while he released his seed into her. In his entire life, he
couldn’t recall a time when he felt more at peace than he was now.
And he savored the moment for as long as he could.

When the warmth that had been
surrounding them dissipated, their bodies cooled down and relaxed.
Still out of breath, he opened his eyes and saw the silver cord
fade until it vanished. Though he could no longer see the
connection between them, he could feel it. They were linked
together and nothing but death would separate them.

He returned his mouth to hers and gave
her a lingering kiss. Afterwards, he smiled at her and brushed her
cheek with his fingers. “The bond is complete. You’re now my life
mate.”

Returning his smile, she squeezed his
arms. “You were right. The bonding ceremony is powerful. Will it
always be like that?”

“No, but now that I’ve
ejaculated, my body will establish a routine for when I’ll
ejaculate in the future.”

“Was that the first time
you’ve ejaculated?”

He slid out of her and settled beside
her, lightly tracing her body with his fingers. Even if it would be
a while before he could make love to her again, he wanted to
continue enjoying her. “I took a pill to inhibit ejaculation.
Without women, there was no need to do it. Now that I’m not taking
the pill anymore, I can do it. The ultimate purpose of ejaculating
is to have children. With the way things were on our world while
women still existed, it became necessary to focus on establishing
life bonds and having children to secure our genetic
line.”

“Why?”

“Because the women no longer
wanted to have our children. They found a way to remove us from the
equation and their offspring were genetically
manipulated.”

She rolled onto her side and rested her
hand on his hip. “So they were tampering with the genetics to get
the kind of children they wanted.”

“Right. That’s why
ejaculation became more about having children than receiving
pleasure.” He brushed aside a stray strand of hair that fell near
her eyes then caressed her shoulder. “Until you conceive a child,
I’ll need to ejaculate on a rigid schedule. I’m not sure yet how
many hours will be between ejaculations. I should know within a day
or so.”

Considering how long it took for him to
do it this time, he had no idea if he was looking at once a day,
more than once a day or maybe even every other day. He hoped it was
more than once a day. He really wanted to make love a
lot.

“Nick didn’t want children
right away,” Lexie said, massaging his hip. “He had plans for
career advancement and he wanted me to socialize with a lot of
people he considered important. He was afraid that if I had
children too soon, then I’d be too busy taking care of them to do
what he wanted me to do. Because of that, I started taking the
birth control pill last month so I’d be ready to have sex on our
wedding night. Are you familiar with what the birth control pill
does?”

“I studied it when I got
here.” He realized this was a sensitive issue for women on this
planet, much like it had once been for women on his world. But at
least on this planet, women still wanted to get married and have
children with their husbands. “You said you want children,
right?”

“Of course, I do. Ever since
I was a little girl, I imagined what it’d be like to be a
mother.”

Good. “If I asked you to stop taking
the birth control pill, would you?”

“I didn’t want to take it to
begin with. I only did it to please Nick.” After a moment of
silence, she added, “I did a lot of things I didn’t want to do
because it pleased him.”

“I gathered that from our
conversations.” He kissed her, and she snuggled up to him. She felt
heavenly in his arms. “I should warn you that Caitlyn’s pregnancy
is progressing faster than the usual nine months Earth women
experience, so I don’t know if yours will be like what she’s going
through or if yours will be normal. I’m from Pandoran, but you’re
from Earth. Things could go either way. We have to consider that.
Your mom freaked out when Caitlyn was already showing at her
wedding.”

“I remember. I had to sit
with her during the ceremony while she grumbled under her breath
about it.”

Chuckling, he massaged her shoulder.
“Yeah, she didn’t look too happy, but I thought it was because
Chris and Caitlyn didn’t do the wedding the way she wanted
it.”

“She grumbled about that,
too.” Lexie giggled and shrugged. “I just do what I can to make her
happy.” She sighed. “I’d like to have a baby, Mark. Even if the
pregnancy ends up being shorter than nine months, I’d like to stop
taking the birth control pill and conceive when the time is
right.”

Relieved, he kissed her. “If your mom
gives you any grief, I’ll deal with her.”

“Okay.”

His stomach rumbled and he checked the
clock. “You think we should get some lunch?”

“The sooner we get back, the
sooner we can get back to bed,” she replied, giving him a teasing
grin.

Wondering if he could maintain an
erection when he wasn’t about to ejaculate, he willed himself to
get hard. To his extreme relief, he could. Even if he couldn’t
ejaculate, he wanted to make love to her.

Glancing down at his body, she said,
“Unless you want to do it again right now.”

As tempting as it was, he knew it would
be better to eat first. He willed his erection to cease and it did.
Good. It was nice to know he had control over his erections when he
wasn’t ready to ejaculate. “We should get something to eat. We’re
going to need our energy for what’s to come.” Giving her a sly
grin, he kissed her then helped her out of bed.

 



 


 Chapter Eighteen

 


On Tuesday, at around five in the
afternoon, Lexie waited for Mark at the beach. They had returned
from Las Vegas on Monday evening and had decided to go to his
apartment since she didn’t want to risk her mother finding her. She
hadn’t been ready to face her mother. Even now, she wasn’t ready.
But Mark was right. The sooner they got it over with, the
better.

She shifted on the towel she was
sitting on and glanced at the parking lot to see if Mark had
arrived yet. He hadn’t. Sighing, she turned her attention back to
the waves as they gently rolled onto the beach. There were times
when all she wanted to do was drift out to sea and find solace on a
deserted island. She’d love to go there now, except she’d take Mark
with her. The one thing she loved most about Las Vegas was that
it’d been just the two of them. For the first time in her life,
she’d been able to be who she truly was.

Taking a deep breath to help settle the
butterflies in her stomach, she looked down at her lacy white tank
top and jeans. Her mother hated jeans, but Lexie had wanted to own
a pair ever since she was in high school and yesterday she finally
got up the nerve to buy a pair. They were comfortable and showed
off her curves, something Mark commented on. Her face warmed at the
reminder of how he’d rubbed her behind when she put the jeans on
that morning. If he hadn’t had to go to work, they would have ended
up back in bed.

Smiling, she removed her pearl headband
from her hair and dug through her beach bag until she found her
brush. She pulled it out and ran it through her hair, glancing once
more at the parking lot. When she saw Mark’s car, her heart sped up
in anticipation. She quickly threw her brush back into the bag and
put her headband back in her hair.

She tried not to appear too anxious as
she headed toward him, but her excitement hurried her pace. By the
time he opened the car door, she had reached him. She gave him a
big hug and rested her head on his shoulder. It was too bad she
couldn’t stay in his arms through the entire day.

“I can’t believe how long
today was without you,” Mark said and kissed the top of her
head.

“I missed you, too,” she
replied, smiling at the thought that he hated being away from her
as much as she hated to be away from him. Reluctant, she pulled
away from him. “Do we really have to see my parents?”

He cupped her face in his hands. “We
have to at some point. It might as well be today.” He kissed her.
“It’ll be okay because we’re going to do this together.”

She reached for his hands and squeezed
them. “Alright. Let’s go.”

“I’ll follow
you.”

After he gave her another kiss, she
went to her car and hopped in. She turned the ignition and wondered
if she should turn on the radio but decided to enjoy the silence
for a change. If nothing else, it would give her a chance to
remember every wonderful moment of her whirlwind honeymoon with her
husband.

She drove out of the parking lot and
turned onto the main street, checking the rearview mirror to make
sure Mark was behind her. He waved at her and her grin widened. In
some ways, the whole thing seemed like a dream. She had to keep
looking at her wedding ring to make sure it was real. Earlier that
day, she had mailed Nick the engagement ring he had given her,
insuring the package and paying for the delivery confirmation. She
had no idea what Nick was going through but hoped he wasn’t too
upset. He would surely find another woman, one who was a better fit
for what he needed in a wife, someone who would be happy doing the
things she had dreaded.

Lexie glanced in her rearview mirror
again and chuckled when Mark blew her a kiss. One thing was for
sure. Her life would never be boring with him. On impulse, she blew
him a kiss in return and giggled when he pretended to catch it. He
definitely took the edge off having to face her mother. By the time
she pulled into her parents’ driveway, she wasn’t as nervous as
she’d been while on the beach.

She turned off the ignition and waited
for him to get out of his car before she walked over to him. “Well,
we’re here.”

He put his arm around her shoulders and
led her toward the front door. “Relax. I got it all under
control.”

His confidence did help her, but she
still experienced a slight wave of nausea as they stopped in front
of the door. He rang the doorbell and gave her a light squeeze. She
slowly released her breath and clasped her hands in front of her.
She heard footsteps approaching and her heartbeat picked up in
fear.

Her mother answered the
door.

Before Lexie could say anything, Mark
let go of Lexie and turned to her mother. “Mom,” he wrapped his
arms around her and gave her a big hug, “it’s so good to see
you!”

Lexie’s jaw dropped. Of all the things
she imagined Mark doing, this hadn’t been anywhere on the list and
from the shock on her mother’s face, her mother hadn’t expected it
either.

Lexie’s father came to the door and
smiled. “Hey, kids. Come on in.”

Mark finally released her mother and
shook her father’s hand. “Good to see you, Dad.”

Her father chuckled. “Good to see you,
too.”

Lexie envied Mark’s ability to act so
carefree. She couldn’t even look her mother in the eye, though she
did manage to do so with her father and knew everything would be
fine with him.

Her father turned to her mother who was
moving her mouth but was too stunned to actually say anything. “You
know, I can’t remember a time when you were this flustered. Maybe
being in the sunroom will help.” He took her by the arm and led her
down the hall.

Though she glanced over her shoulder at
Mark and Lexie, she still didn’t say anything.

Mark took Lexie’s hand and winked at
her. “Always take the offensive when dealing with a formidable
opponent,” he whispered as her parents rounded the corner of the
hallway so she could no longer see them. “It knocks them off
guard.”

Well, she couldn’t deny it worked
wonders. At least her mother hadn’t screamed at them.

Mark nodded toward the hallway. “We
only have to stay for about fifteen minutes. We have something
important to do in an hour.”

Heat rose up to her cheeks at his
meaning. “So it’s every eight hours that you’ll need to…?” She
didn’t dare add the word “ejaculate” in her parents’
house.

“Yeah, until you conceive,”
he whispered. “We don’t want to keep your parents
waiting.”

Tightening her hold on his hand, she
joined him and entered the house. At least they were finally
getting this over with. In the future, maybe it wouldn’t be as
awkward to stop by for a visit.

“Which way to the sunroom?”
he asked as he shut the door.

“Down the hall and to your
right.” They walked forward, and she added, “They added it to the
house when I was little. My mom insisted we have one after she saw
one in a magazine and fell in love with it. Dad was opposed to it,
but she kept on and on about it until he offered a compromise. If
he got a billiard room, she got the sunroom.”

“Chris mentioned the
billiard room. It’s his favorite part of coming for a
visit.”

They rounded the corner of the hallway
and took two steps down into a small room with large windows. Her
parents sat on the plush white couch, leaving two matching chairs
for them to sit in.

Lexie’s dad poured pink lemonade into
the crystal glasses and motioned to the chairs. “We’re glad you
came by.”

“Are you?” Lexie asked,
glancing warily at her mom, whose hands were clasped on her
lap.

“Relax, honey,” her father
told her mother. “Pink lemonade is her favorite drink,” he told
Mark and held a glass to her. She shook her head, so he placed it
on the oak table. “Well, it’s there if you want it.”

He rose to his feet and handed Lexie
and Mark their glasses before he sat back down.

Biting her lower lip, Lexie settled
into the chair, Mark doing the same in the other chair. She took a
tentative sip from her glass, barely tasting the sweet drink. Her
mother was upset. Not only was her spine stiff, but her knees were
clenched together and her expression carefully controlled. She
shouldn’t be surprised. She ran off and married Mark without
warning her.

“So, Mark,” her dad began,
leaning back on the couch, “Chris says you work with
him.”

Mark drank some of his lemonade. “Yes,
though he tends to do more of the preliminary stuff while I see the
project through to completion with a group of others.”

“Have you known him for
long?”

“Not really. We met on our
way to Florida.”

“Where did you
meet?”

Lexie’s eyebrows rose and she looked at
Mark, wondering if he’d tell her parents that he was from another
planet.

“Just outside the state
line,” Mark replied. “But I think the length of time you’ve known
someone isn’t that important. The best relationships are based on
the quality of the person you know rather than how long you’ve
known them.”

“I agree,” Lexie added, her
heart racing in anxiety. It was the closest she’d ever gotten to
speaking her mind in front of her mother. Her hands trembled, so
she quickly set her glass on the table between them, keeping her
gaze directed at her father who smiled at her.

“I also agree,” her father
said. “There’s no sense in wasting time when you’re with the wrong
person. Just like when I met your mom.” He rubbed her mother’s
back. “I was dating someone else and it was serious enough that I
was ready to propose. But then I met your mom and decided not to
buy the ring after all. You remember that, don’t you,
honey?”

She sighed. “Of course, I remember. I
was the one selling the jewelry in the store you went
to.”

Mark’s smile widened and he chuckled.
“Were you really?”

Though she offered a nonchalant shrug,
Lexie thought she saw a slight smile on her mother’s lips. “I’ve
always had an appreciation for jewelry. I didn’t realize his
brother owned the store.”

“It was fate,” her father
said.

“Coincidence.”

“I don’t believe in
coincidences.” He turned his gaze to Mark. “Do you?”

“No. I think there’s a
reason for everything,” Mark replied after he finished his glass of
lemonade. “What was it about her that convinced you to give up the
other woman?”

“Rachel told me that if I
truly cared about my girlfriend, I’d be willing to spend at least
three months’ salary on the wedding ring.”

“It’s a simple fact that
every man should know, not my opinion,” her mother
insisted.

“No, it’s not a fact. It’s
an opinion by the jewelry companies who want to make as much money
as possible,” he playfully argued. “But your comment made me aware
of two things. One, that you would let me know exactly what was on
your mind and after being with a couple girlfriends who liked to
play mind games, I found your straightforward approach very
refreshing. And two, if I didn’t care enough about my current
girlfriend to give up everything for her, then I shouldn’t marry
her.” Glancing at Mark and Lexie, he added, “Back then, three
months salary was all I had to my name.”

Surprised, Lexie asked her mom, “And
you went out with Dad even though he didn’t have much
money?”

Her mother crossed her arms. “I wasn’t
aware we were going to spend this time talking about me. I was
under the impression you and Mark were here so we could find out
something about him.”

Her dad gave her a pointed look. “I
think we’re learning that Mark and I share a lot of things in
common.”

Lexie was used to her father figuring
out a way to win an argument with her mother, but she hadn’t seen
this tactic coming and couldn’t help but be impressed with him. Her
mother stared at him, her expression indicating she had no idea how
to respond to that, though she wished she could and desperately
wanted to.

“In that case,” Mark told
her father, “you have good taste in women.”

“I’m sure Rachel wouldn’t
argue with that.” He patted her knee affectionately. “She’s not
always quiet like this, Mark. Usually, she talks a lot. Sometimes
she even laughs.”

At that, Lexie chuckled.

“Lexie was telling me that
she decorated this room,” Mark began. “It looks great. I especially
like how she angled the furniture. The sun doesn’t hit anyone in
the eyes.”

“Rachel’s always had a good
eye for detail,” her father agreed. “Well, we don’t want to keep
you two. I remember what it was like to be a newlywed.” He squeezed
her knee. “Good times, right honey? Though I can honestly say,
things only get better with time.”

Her mother blushed but didn’t say
anything.

“I’ll walk the kids to the
door,” he told her and rose to his feet.

As Lexie and Mark stood up, she dared a
look at her mother who also looked at her. She wasn’t sure if she
read the expression on her mother’s face right, but she thought she
caught a hint of sorrow there.

“Lexie?” her father
asked.

She turned her gaze to him.

“You can come back later,”
he softly said.

With a nod, she followed him and Mark
out of the sunroom, aware that her mother was watching her. She was
tempted to go back and find out just how disappointed her mother
was in her. But did she really want to hear it?

“Do you play pool?” her
father asked Mark.

“I haven’t had the pleasure
yet,” Mark replied.

“We’ll play next time you’re
here. If you’re half as good as Chris, then I don’t stand a
chance.”

“We’ll see.” Grinning, he
touched the small of Lexie’s back. “That didn’t go so
bad.”

“No, it didn’t.” At least
her mother hadn’t screamed or cried, two things she had feared
would happen.

They paused at the front door and her
father gave her an understanding smile. “Your mother’s got a good
heart. Give her time. She’ll come around.”

“You think so?” she asked,
not feeling as optimistic as he was.

“Yes. I know your mom can
seem set in her ways, but she’s a lot more understanding than
people think. You just have to know when to talk to her and when to
wait.”

So right now was the time to wait. She
sighed. “I should be glad everything went as well as it did. Are
you mad that I didn’t marry Nick?”

“Not mad. I’m relieved. I
never did know what to say to him.” He hugged her, making her feel
better. In her ear, he whispered, “You’re much better off with Mark
and in time, your mother will see that too.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

When she pulled away from him, he
opened the door and said, “Don’t be a stranger, you
two.”

“We won’t,” Mark promised.
They said good-bye to her dad and he put his arms around her
shoulders so he could draw her close to his side. “That went pretty
well.”

“As well as could be
expected, I guess.”

“Is something
wrong?”

“I don’t know.” They stopped
at her car and she rested her hand on his chest. “I can’t help but
feel that I disappointed my mom. I almost wish she had come right
out and argued with me. At least then I’d know what she was
thinking.”

“You can go back in there
and talk to her.”

“No. I better not. If Dad
said I need to give her time, then that’s what I need to
do.”

He brought his hands up to her
shoulders and massaged them, helping to ease her tension.
“Everything will work out.”

“I hope so.”

After he kissed her forehead, he opened
her car door. “It will. From what I saw in there, your mom seems
nice. She just needs to get used to the idea that we’re
married.”

Feeling better, she smiled and got into
her car, shut the door and pushed the button to roll down the
window.

“Your place or mine?” he
asked.

“Yours, but I’ll need to
pick up some clothes first.”

He leaned down and kissed her. “You
won’t need clothes.” Wiggling his eyebrows, he straightened and dug
his car key from his pocket. “I’ll lead this time.”

Unable to stop the light chuckle that
rose up in her throat, she started her car and waited for him to
back out of the driveway before she followed him home.

 



 


 Chapter Nineteen

 


The next morning, after Mark went to
work, Lexie picked up her cell phone and almost called her mother.
No. She couldn’t. Her dad was right. It was best to wait. She
placed the phone back on the nightstand by Mark’s bed. Maybe she
should take a shower and get ready for the day. As she was ready to
take off the shirt she slept in, there was a knock at the door. She
searched through his closet until she found a robe. Shrugging into
it, she hurried to the door, wondering if her mom had come to talk
to her.

She stopped right before the door,
remembering her parents didn’t know Mark’s address. Curious, she
peered through the peephole and saw Caitlyn holding a gift wrapped
in silver paper. After she tied the robe’s straps, she opened the
door. “Hi, Caitlyn,” she greeted. “How is married life treating
you?”

“I was about to ask you the
same thing.” Caitlyn entered the apartment and held out the gift to
her. “This is your wedding present.”

She accepted it and shut the door.
“Thank you. Have a seat.”

Her lips curling into a smile, she
relaxed on the couch by the large window. “Nice view.”

“Yeah, it is.”

“So you’re moving
here?”

“My lease is almost up and
Mark’s isn’t, so it makes the most sense. This Saturday is when we
officially move my stuff over here.” She set the present on the
coffee table. “Do you want something to drink?”

“You have anything with
chocolate in it?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“I’ll pass. If it doesn’t
have chocolate in it, I don’t want it. Aren’t you going to open
your gift?”

“Shouldn’t I wait until
Mark’s here?”

“Well, it’s not really for
him. Okay. That’s not the total truth. One thing in there is for
him, but you’re the one who has to wear it.”

Lexie’s face warmed. “Let me guess.
Lingerie?”

“And a frappuccino
maker.”

Excited, Lexie unwrapped the gift,
careful to set aside the bow and paper in a neat pile by the two
boxes Caitlyn had put into a larger box. “I’ve been wanting a
frappuccino maker for a year, but Nick thought it was a bad idea so
I didn’t get one.”

“Well, now you have
one.”

After she studied the frappuccino
maker’s instructions, she picked up the light pink teddy with
matching crotchless panties.

“Trust me, Mark will love
it,” Caitlyn said with a wicked grin. “They don’t have anything
that advanced on their world.”

Lexie laughed and put the lingerie back
into the box. “I thought they were technologically
advanced.”

“In some ways, but they are
lacking in the ways of the bedroom.”

“Right. Because they have no
women on their planet anymore.”

After a moment of silence, Caitlyn
softly asked, “How did Mom and Dad take the news?”

Releasing her breath, she shrugged.
“I’m not sure. Yesterday when Mark and I went to see them, Mom
didn’t say much. I didn’t either. If it weren’t for Dad and Mark,
it would have been more awkward than it was.”

“Well, if she tries to give
you or Mark a guilt trip, just tell her that it’s your life and
you’re going to do what you want. Then hang up. That’s what Chris
and I do.”

“And that makes her tell you
what’s on her mind?”

“I already know what’s on
her mind and I don’t want to hear it.” She studied Lexie for a
moment before asking, “Do you really want to know what she’s
thinking? If she’s being unusually quiet, I’d consider that a
reprieve.”

“I know it sounds weird, but
I kind of,” she shrugged, “miss her.”

“You’re kidding?”

“I know she’s a control
freak, but there are times when I enjoy being with her. I was tired
of all the plans she made for the wedding, but I think that had
more to do with me not wanting to marry Nick.”

“Really? You actually like
our mom?”

“Don’t you?” Lexie asked,
surprised. Even if their mother drove them nuts at times, she
assumed her sister liked her.

“I love her, but I don’t
consider her a friend,” she replied. “She’s never approved of
anything I did. Randy wasn’t good enough. My job wasn’t good
enough. Chris wasn’t good enough. My daughter won’t be good enough
because she assumes I conceived her out of wedlock.” Caitlyn’s hand
rested on the mound in her belly. “I realize I look like I’m five
months along, but I’m not.”

“I know you’re not, but I
didn’t until I found out Chris was an alien. Can you really blame
her?”

“I just wish she hadn’t been
so quick to remind me that I’m a disappointment.”

“You have a good point,”
Lexie admitted, fingering the edge of the robe’s sleeve. Up until
she ran off with Mark, she hadn’t done a single thing her mom
didn’t want. Now that she had, she better understood what Caitlyn
felt on a regular basis. But still, she couldn’t believe their
mother didn’t want a better relationship with her. “Maybe it’s time
you and I had a heart to heart with Mom. You know, air everything
out once and for all.”

With a chuckle, she shook her head. “I
don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’ll turn into a
shouting match.”

“It doesn’t have to be. Not
if we agree we’ll keep everything calm and listen to each
other.”

“I knew you were an
optimist, but there’s a difference between reality and fantasy. The
idea of me being able to have a rational discussion with Mom is a
fantasy.”

“I don’t know why it has to
be. As long as both of you are willing to work
together—”

“See?” Caitlyn held her hand
up. “There’s your mistake. You think she’ll be willing to work with
me. You were a child when I started dating Randy. You don’t
remember what she did to try to break us up because she was afraid
I’d marry someone who didn’t make a lot of money. Ever since then,
there’s been no talking to her.”

“This could be a new start.”
Even as she said it, she didn’t think Caitlyn would agree and she
was right because Caitlyn shook her head in a way that implied she
wasn’t going to budge. “Okay. I won’t say anything else about
it.”

Caitlyn smiled her thanks and said,
“Why don’t you take a shower? We’ll go out to the mall and enjoy
the day. Do some of that sister bonding we never did while we were
growing up?”

“Sounds like fun.” She stood
up and motioned to the frappuccino maker. “If you want to make one
of these while I’m getting ready, feel free.”

“It has chocolate and sugar
in it. Of course, I’ll make one for both of us. When you get
pregnant, you’ll understand why sweets, especially chocolate, is
important.”

“I’ll take your word for
it.” With a smile, she headed for the bathroom.

 


***

 


Mark found Chris at his cubicle where
he was plugging some equations into the computer. “Hey buddy,” he
said as he walked up to Chris. “Want to join me for
lunch?”

Glancing up from the keyboard, he
nodded. “Give me a couple minutes.”

“Okay.”

Mark pulled up a seat and sat down.
Noticing the board on the wall where Chris had put up a couple of
pictures, he leaned forward to study them. Not surprising, Caitlyn
was in every one. Mark wouldn’t have expected otherwise, but there
was a picture of Caitlyn, Lexie, and their mother that had to have
been taken recently. He pulled the picture off the board and
flipped it over to see if there was a date written on it. There
wasn’t.

“Chris?”

“What?”

“When was this taken?” Mark
held up the picture.

“Two weeks ago. Caitlyn’s
mom wanted a picture of her daughters and her. Apparently, she
likes to do it every year. She also insists on having Caitlyn’s dad
and Blake take a picture every year. This year, I got included in
the one with the men. If you’d married Lexie a little sooner, you
would have been in that one. At least she has the pictures taken
with a digital camera. I’ve been to a photographer and they’re not
cheap.”

“So where’s the picture of
you, Blake, and our father-in-law?”

“At home. I don’t want to
look at myself while at work.”

He put the photo back on the board,
thinking he needed to get a picture of Lexie to put up in his
cubicle. “Lexie and I went to see her parents yesterday. I didn’t
think her mom was all that bad. I mean, she was obviously upset
that Lexie ran off with me, but she didn’t go on a screaming
rampage or throw me out. And looking at the picture of her with
Lexie and Caitlyn, it looks like she does love her children, even
if she has a tendency to want to control things.”

“I’ve learned that if you
keep things firm but nice, it makes everything a lot easier for
everyone. The only reason Caitlyn agreed to go was because her mom
promised not to mention the pregnancy.” He finished typing in the
last equation, saved his work, and logged off the system. “One
thing I’ll say for Mrs. Rogers is that when she promises something,
she does it.”

“You call Caitlyn’s mom
‘Mrs. Rogers’?”

“She insisted on it. Why?
What do you call her?”

“Mom.”

A smile slowly spread across Chris’
face and he chuckled. “How does she take it?”

“Well, she was too shocked
to say anything.”

“Maybe I should try it next
time I see her.”

“You should. Technically,
she’s your mom since you married Caitlyn.”

“I guess.” He rose to his
feet. “You ready to get something to eat?”

“Sure am.” Following him
toward the hallway, he asked, “When do you think we’ll all be
invited to the Rogers’ for a family gathering?”

“I have no idea. Why? Are
you looking forward to going back to their house?”

“I guess it’d be nice if
everyone could find a way to get along. We didn’t have families on
our world. I’d like to be a part of one.”

They walked down the hallway and
stopped at an elevator. Chris pressed the down button and turned to
Mark. “We might be a part of a family now, but I’m not so sure it’s
a happy one.”

“I know you had some
problems with Rachel when you first married Caitlyn, but as you
said, it’s doable now. I think we can work everything out so we can
enjoy being together.”

“Maybe. I don’t mind going
over there. I like Caitlyn’s dad, especially when he wants to play
billiards. I’ve been helping him improve.”

They stepped into the elevator, and
Mark pressed the button that would take them to the first floor.
“He said you were good at it. It’ll be interesting to see if I’m as
good as you.”

“There’s nothing to it. It’s
simple geometry.”

“If that’s the case, what’s
so fun about playing a game that doesn’t challenge you?”

“It’s not about being
challenged. It’s…” He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“I got it. You’re friends.
He’s an easy guy to like. Did you know he barely had any money when
he started dating Rachel?”

“How can that be? All she
talks about is how important a good job is.”

“I don’t know, but when she
got married, she wasn’t that concerned about his paycheck.” The
doors opened, and they left the elevator. “I think reaching Rachel
is easier than we think.”

“If so, I don’t know what it
is.”

“I don’t either, yet. But I
think our father-in-law gave me a big advantage yesterday,” Mark
thoughtfully stated.

“What advantage?”

“That’s what I have to
figure out.” And the sooner he did, the sooner Lexie wouldn’t have
to fret over her estranged relationship with her mom.

 



 


 Chapter Twenty

 


On Saturday, Lexie and Mark moved her
things into his apartment. The next day, she went shopping with
Caitlyn who wanted to start decorating her nursery. When she
returned to her apartment, Mark hurried out of a bedroom, an
excited look on his face.

“Did you have a good time
with Caitlyn?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied, placing
her purse on the small table by the front door. “I never spent so
much time with her before. She’s actually fun to be
with.”

“Good.” He reached her and
gave her a kiss. “I missed you.”

Pleased, she returned his kiss. “I
missed you, too.”

“I got a surprise for
you.”

“Do you?”

“Yes, but you have to close
your eyes.”

Smiling, she did as he
requested.

He took her by the hand and led her
through the living room and to the bedroom. When he stopped, he
said, “Okay. Open them.”

She did and gasped in surprise. There
was a laptop resting on a desk and in front of it was a comfortable
chair. On the shelves lining the wall, he had all the books she
owned arranged by genre.

“I don’t know how you want
to decorate this room, so I’m going to leave the rest of it up to
you,” he said as he led her to the chair. “But I think you have a
decent start.”

“It’s a wonderful start,
Mark!”

Looking satisfied, he motioned for her
to sit down and when she did, he gently pushed the chair up to the
desk. He hit the space bar on the laptop and the screen lit up. “I
took the liberty of downloading the word processing program you
said you wanted. I also transferred your music over from your other
computer, so you can listen to your favorite songs while you create
your novels. Now you can write all the stories you want.” He kissed
her cheek and patted her shoulders. “I’ll be right
back.”

She watched him as he hurried out of
the room and chuckled. What could he be up to? Knowing Mark, it’d
be something equally as sweet as giving her a new computer and a
desk. She turned her attention back to the laptop and saw he’d also
taken the time to download all the stories she’d started but never
finished. Never in a million years did she imagine he’d do
something this thoughtful when she showed him the old files on her
computer.

“I have another present for
you,” Mark said as he came back into the room.

She turned from her computer, her smile
widening when she saw he was carrying a plate with chocolate
marshmallow cookies on it. “You’re going to spoil me.”

“You’re my wife. If I can’t
spoil you, then who can I spoil?” With a wink, he set the plate on
the desk and set a glass of milk next to it. “I can’t think of
anything you need to get started with your writing, can
you?”

“Yeah, I can.” She rose to
her feet and wrapped her arms around his neck. Pulling him closer
to her, she kissed him. “I can’t believe you did all of this for
me.”

He squeezed her waist affectionately.
“Get used to it. On Pandoran, there were no women. You can’t blame
me if I want to make all your dreams come true.”

Lowering his head, he closed his eyes,
ready to kiss her again. She leaned into him and sighed in
contentment as their lips met. His kiss was always wonderful. Soft,
warm, passionate. They were nothing like the polite ones Nick used
to give her. This only served as a reminder that running off to
marry Mark was the best thing she ever did. She could only hope her
mother would eventually come around to accepting her
decision.

Mark pulled back slightly away from her
and stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “Is something
wrong?”

Not wishing to ruin the moment by
talking about her mother, she shook her head. “No. Nothing’s
wrong.”

Then, before he could say anything
else, she cupped the back of his neck and urged him to kiss her
again. She had discovered that he was easy to distract if she
turned his attention to things of a more sensual nature. And sure
enough, he forgot all about what they’d been discussing. He cupped
her face in his hands and deepened the kiss. She parted her lips,
and his tongue brushed hers, sending a shiver of delight up and
down her spine.

Her pulse quickened. Being intimate
with him was still new, but she couldn’t imagine the thrill would
ever get old. When the kiss ended, she offered him a shy smile.
“So, this thing you have that makes you ejaculate every eight
hours… Does it mean you can only make love at that
time?”

“No. It just means that I
won’t be able to finish until then, but I’ll ejaculate whether or
not we’re together. It’s the way men are designed on my
world.”

“Right. Until I conceive.”
She brushed the back of his neck with her fingers and played with
the hair touching his collar. “It sounds like a pain. I mean, we
aren’t in bed every eight hours. What do you do when you’re at
work?”

“I go to a stall in the
bathroom. It’s not a pain so much as it’s inconveniencing. But
you’re not ready to conceive, and if I guess right, you won’t be
ready to do that for at least another month.”

“I still don’t understand
how you can know when I’m fertile.”

He shrugged. “I can’t explain it. It’s
something that I’m aware of, through the bond we share.”

“What happens when I am
ready to conceive?”

A sly smile spread across his face.
“It’ll be like the bonding ceremony. You won’t have any choice but
to be at my mercy.”

She giggled as he nipped at her neck.
“But what if you’re at work or I’m at the beach?”

“We’ll drop everything and
find a way to be together.”

“Just like that?”

“Yep.” He nodded. “Just like
that. Even if you’re not sensitive to the bond we share, your body
will still prompt you to be with me.”

“It sounds dangerous and
exciting all at once,” she teased.

He wiggled his eyebrows and slipped his
hands into the back pockets of her jeans, gently pushing her
against him so she could feel his erection. “Maybe it will be.
You’ll be under my control.”

“I hope I can handle
it.”

“I’ll tell you what. Why
don’t we pretend it’s time? Then we’ll be prepared for it when it
happens.”

“But you’ve never gone
through it before.”

“Neither have you.” He
picked her up in his arms. “But I don’t see any reason why we
shouldn’t pretend.”

She laughed as he carried her to the
bedroom.

 


***

 


A month later

 


Mark sat at his work desk. His pencil
tapped absentmindedly on the form he was filling out. Though he was
staring at it, he didn’t really see it. With a sigh, he tried to
think of something he could do to ease things between Lexie and her
mother. It seemed that neither one had the courage to approach the
other.

“How long does it take you
to fill out a form?”

Recognizing Chris’ voice, Mark turned
in his chair and faced him. He set his pencil down and motioned for
Chris to pull up a seat. Once Chris did, he asked, “Do you have any
idea how long women go without talking to each other when they’re
upset?”

Chris chuckled. “I thought you knew
more about women than I do.”

“Yeah, I did, too.” When
Chris shook his head, he added, “I did a lot of research. You know,
books and seminars on relationships and women and such. Nothing
prepared me for this. I really don’t think this is about me. On the
surface, it looks that way, but I think it’s really about them.
What do you think?”

After a moment, he shrugged. “As long
as they want a good relationship, they need to come together and
talk their problems out.”

“That’s a great
idea!”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” Mark leaned back in
his chair. “The question is how.”

“I don’t know. Caitlyn is
happy whenever her mom leaves her alone. As long as no one is
fixing up a family get-together, she-”

“That’s perfect.”

Chris frowned. “What’s
perfect?”

“A family get-together. If
everyone’s together, then there won’t be all that pressure on Lexie
or her mom to talk. Maybe it’ll help them relax.”

“If you want to have a
family gathering, fine. But leave me and Caitlyn out of
it.”

“I can’t do that. You two
are part of the family.”

“I don’t care. Caitlyn hates
those things.”

Mark knew his mother-in-law could be
overbearing, but he couldn’t believe Caitlyn couldn’t find a common
ground with her. “A family get-together is exactly what this family
needs. As long as everyone avoids each other, nothing is going to
get better.”

“And Caitlyn’s just fine
with that.”

“She shouldn’t be.” Mark
sighed and leaned forward. “Wouldn’t it be nice if they did get
along?”

Chris groaned. “It was because of her
mom that I almost died, remember?”

“Her mom didn’t set out to
kill you. It was your fear that Caitlyn loved Randy more than you
that almost did it.”

“Yeah, but her mom didn’t
help.”

“Granted, that’s true,” he
relented, “but this is a chance to change all that. Wouldn’t it be
nice if everyone in the family could be at the hospital when your
daughter is born? Wouldn’t it be nice if your daughter could see
her grandmother without it upsetting Caitlyn?”

“Yeah, it would. Nice of you
to use the daughter angle against me.”

Mark laughed and sat back. “I’m not
using it against you. I’m just saying that after all the time we
wanted to be part of a family, this is a good chance to finally
have one.”

Though he looked skyward, he nodded.
“Alright. I see your point. What do you want me to do?”

 


***

 


Lexie adjusted the umbrella she’d
rented so the sunlight wouldn’t hit her laptop. The beach had
always been her favorite place, and now that she could write here,
it was even more enjoyable. Except for one thing. She kept pulling
her cell phone out of her pocket and dialing her mother’s number.
Each time, right before she selected the call option, she put the
phone back. It should have gotten easier to call her mom as time
went on, but it didn’t. If anything, it was harder.

What was she supposed to say? That she
was sorry she married Mark instead of Nick? But she wasn’t sorry.
She loved Mark. Every day that she was with him, she loved him more
and more. So no, she wouldn’t apologize for marrying him. But she
could see how not telling her mother first hadn’t been the right
decision. At the time, she hadn’t wanted her mother to talk her out
of it. Still, she could have left a note
or…or…something.

“Hi, Lexie.”

Eyes wide, she looked up from where she
was sitting on her fold-out chair. “Nick?” Of all the people she
expected to run into at the beach, he was the last one on the list,
especially since he hadn’t been there the entire time she’d known
him.

“Surprise,” he wryly stated
and motioned to the towel she had rolled up next to her. “Mind if I
sit on that?”

Unsure of what he wanted to talk to her
about, she nodded. He couldn’t be happy with her. She figured she
would have to deal with her mother sooner or later, but she never
imagined she’d have to see him again. Clearing her throat as he
smoothed out the towel, she closed her laptop and turned her
attention to him. “Did you get your ring back?”

He sat on the towel. “Yes, I did. And I
got your letter. I thought about writing but wanted to talk to you
in person. I remember you came to this beach a lot. I’ve only been
able to stop here twice, but you weren’t here before. I’m glad I
finally caught up with you.”

“Yeah, well, I haven’t been
by as often as I usually am. I’ve been busy.” She took a deep
breath and slowly exhaled. “I didn’t intend to fall in love with
Mark. It just happened, and I-”

He held his hand up to stop her. “You
don’t owe me an explanation. I know why you ran off with
him.”

Right. Because she’d already written it
down for him with her apology.

“I don’t blame you,
Lexie.”

Surprised, she shifted in her chair and
studied his expression to see if he meant it. “You
don’t?”

“No. I wasn’t an attentive
boyfriend. Sure, I went through the motions. I took you on dates
and sent gifts when appropriate, but I was never truly there for
you.”

She didn’t know what to say to that.
All she could do was watch him and wait for him to
continue.

“You tried to talk to me.
That day at the restaurant when you asked me why I wanted to marry
you. You remember that day?”

“Yes, I do.”

“I gave you weak answers.
Those were answers any smart woman would have run from. I had
convinced myself that how I felt about you wasn’t important. I was
only looking at the kind of woman who would impress my superiors
and you fit the bill.” With a wince, he added, “Would you get upset
if I admit I was relieved when you ran off to marry
Mark?”

She shook her head and smiled. “No. In
fact, I’m glad. We can go our separate ways and be on good
terms.”

“I’m happy we got the chance
to clear things up.” He rose to his feet and shook out her towel
before he rolled it back up. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” As he turned to
walk away, she called out, “Hey Nick?”

Stopping, he glanced back at her.
“Yes?”

“How did my mom react when
she heard the news?”

“After she fainted, she
insisted on apologizing to every guest. Your father eventually took
her home.”

Well, at least her mom hadn’t been
crying or screaming. Considering the circumstances, it was the best
reaction she could hope for.

“I told her not to worry
about it. It was for the best,” he said.

As he walked away, Lexie pulled out her
cell phone and dialed her mom’s number. She bit her lower lip, her
finger hovering over the “call” button. She thought of telling her
mother that Nick had stopped to talk to her and said everything was
alright. But then she thought better of it and put her phone back
in her purse. Somehow mentioning Nick didn’t seem right, especially
since her mom had her heart set on her marrying him. With a sigh,
she opened the lid of the laptop and forced her mind back to her
writing.

 



 


 Chapter
Twenty-One

 


Two weeks later

Friday afternoon

 


“Wait a minute,” Caitlyn
said as she parked the minivan in front of a large condo. She
caught sight of her parents’ car and turned to Chris. “I thought we
were coming here to spend time with Mark and Lexie.”

Chris shifted in his seat and offered
her a tentative smile. “We are. They decided to rent a condo for
the weekend so we could have a fun time together.” He cleared his
throat. “You know, so we can…do things together.”

She noted he was blinking faster than
usual, something that signaled there was more to this getaway than
he was telling her. After she shifted the car into park, she turned
to face him and leaned forward, narrowing her eyes at
him.

He gulped and let out an uneasy
chuckle. “Don’t you want to spend time with them?”

“Is it really only going to
be them, or is there something you’re not telling me?” She
continued to stare at him, willing him to tell her the
truth.

His eyes widened and sweat trickled
down his forehead. A minute passed before he broke down. “Okay.
There’s something I didn’t tell you.”

Finally! Forcing her tone to be sweet,
she asked, “And what would that be, honey?”

He winced, his smile weak. “Mark sort
of invited a couple more people over.”

“And who are these
people?”

“Your parents,” he
whispered.

“Why would you agree to
this?” she demanded. “Do you really think I want to spend an entire
weekend with my mother?”

“No.”

“You lied to me.”

“I know. I’m sorry, Caitlyn.
I’ve been feeling bad about it ever since Mark made the
arrangements.”

“That’s why you’ve been
acting strange. I thought I was imagining it.” That and eating
everything she could get her hands on had distracted her. “Why did
you lie to me?”

“Because I knew you wouldn’t
come if I told you the truth.”

“You got that right.” She
turned back to the wheel and shifted the gear into ‘reverse’.
“We’re going home.”

“No.” He reached over and
shifted the car back into ‘park’. “Are you happy with things as
they are? Do you want the rift between you and your mom to continue
for the rest of your lives?”

“Chris, my mom has been
impossible to deal with ever since I can remember.”

“And as long as we keep
avoiding the issue, it’s not going to get any better. Mark and I
want to get you, Lexie, and your mom together to get everything
resolved.”

She groaned and shook her head. “You
can’t just snap your fingers and make everything better. You’re
wonderful, Chris. Really, you are, but you’re also naïve. You don’t
understand how complicated relationships are.”

“Or maybe they’re not as
complicated as you think. You’re right. I am naïve. There are many
things I don’t understand on this world. But I know what it’s like
growing up without a family. I grew up in a dorm with other boys.
We each had our own room and though we made friends, it wasn’t the
same as living with people who love you. When I married you, I had
a place where I belonged, a place where I’m loved. Wouldn’t it be
nice if we could go to your parents’ house without dreading it?
Wouldn’t it be nice if after our daughter is born, we’d be happy to
see your parents come to the hospital to see her?”

Caitlyn grimaced. “Why do you have to
bring up your past on Pandoran?” Her hand settled on her stomach
where her baby offered a gentle kick. She couldn’t blame Chris for
wanting a happy family. The least she could do was make an effort.
“Okay. I’ll go in there.” She nodded toward the condo. “But don’t
be disappointed when things don’t work out.”

Smiling, he rubbed her back. “That’s
all I ask. If after this weekend, things are the same between you
and your mom, I’ll never ask you to spend time with her
again.”

“Promise?”

“Yes.”

Feeling a little better about the
ordeal, she turned off the ignition. “Alright. Let’s get this over
with.”

 


***

 


Lexie glanced up from where she sat on
the balcony overlooking the Gulf of Mexico as Mark opened the
sliding glass door. “Are Caitlyn and Chris here?” she asked,
straightening in her chair.

He shut the door, pulled up a chair and
sat next to her. “Not yet.”

“Did you want some
strawberry lemonade?” She reached for the pitcher resting on the
table and got ready to pour him a glass.

“No.”

She settled back in her chair and
studied his expression. If she was right, he was about to tell her
something he wasn’t sure she’d like. “What is it?”

He took her hand in his. “Promise me
you’ll hear me out before you get upset.”

Though she grew hesitant, she smiled.
“Alright.”

“I didn’t just invite
Caitlyn and Chris here for this weekend.” He paused. “I also
invited your parents.”

She glanced at the glass door but
didn’t see her parents in the living room. “Are they
here?”

“Yeah. They’re putting their
things in the third bedroom. I asked them to give me a few minutes
to talk to you. Look,” he sighed, “I know I caused the tension
between you and your mom. I also know that even if things weren’t
perfect between you two, you were close. I don’t want that to go
away.”

“It’s not you, Mark. I just
never had the courage to tell her what I wanted. I don’t know what
to say to her.”

“That’s why I thought this
weekend would be good. Not just for you and her but for everyone. I
thought if we rented this condo, it would be a good place to come
together in neutral territory.”

“You mentioned this being
good for everyone. Did you invite Blake, too?”

“Okay. Maybe not everyone. I
only invited your parents, Caitlyn, and Chris. Blake gets along
with everyone.”

She chuckled. “He does. He has nothing
to worry about.”

“Do you mind?”

“No. I need to talk to her.”
She took a deep breath then ventured, “Does she look like she’s
upset?”

“No. But your dad is doing
all the talking.”

“And Caitlyn and Chris are
coming?”

“They should be here any
minute.”

She gulped to settle her nerves and
stood up. Thankfully, Caitlyn and Chris would be here soon. It
would help ease the tension. He got up from his chair and opened
the sliding glass door for her. She wiped her clammy hands on her
skirt and walked into the spacious living room.

From the third bedroom, she heard her
father telling her mother how upscale the condo was, something her
mother was bound to like. Lexie had to admit Mark knew what he was
doing when he chose this condo. It had all the amenities she
enjoyed and was close to all the places she loved. Someone knocked
on the door and she guessed it was Caitlyn and Chris.

“I’ll get it,” Mark told her
and hurried to the door.

Her gaze went to the third bedroom. As
much as she wanted to know what her mother was doing, she didn’t
dare go in the room. She cleared her throat and pressed her hand
against her chest, aware of the rapid beating of her heart. Thank
goodness Caitlyn and Chris were here. Now she understood why her
sister never showed up at their parents’ house unless other people
were going to be there. It was easier to be in an awkward situation
if other people were around.

Mark opened the door. “Hey, guys. I’m
glad you could make it.”

Lexie envied how calm he was in tense
situations. She looked at Caitlyn and Chris. Caitlyn had a strained
smile on her face, and Chris picked up the suitcase they had
brought with them.

“I hear you invited my
parents,” Caitlyn quietly said, her gaze darting across the
room.

“Yeah,” Mark replied as he
waved them in. “They’re unpacking their things. I thought it’d be
nice to have a relaxing weekend.”

Chris followed her into the living
room. “Where should we unpack?”

Mark motioned to the hallway. “Your
bedroom is the second one on the left.”

“Great,” she muttered,
snatching the suitcase from Chris. “I’ll do that while Chris stays
out here.”

As Caitlyn rushed to the safety of the
bedroom, Lexie walked over to Mark. She couldn’t blame Caitlyn for
putting off the inevitable with their mother. But she felt as if
she had put it off long enough. Now, it was a matter of waiting for
her mother and father to come out to the living room.

“This is a fancy place,”
Chris said as he scanned the living room and adjoining
kitchen.

“Yeah, well, I thought it’d
be a good thing if we were all comfortable,” Mark replied, rubbing
the small of Lexie’s back. “At least as comfortable as possible,
given the circumstances.”

Chris whistled and headed over to the
sliding glass door. “The balcony is huge! It looks like it can fit
twenty people.”

“If you squeezed them all
out there, yes, but I wouldn’t advise it.”

“And what a view of the
water! I can see why you picked this place. Mind if I step outside
and smell the air that is fresh?”

Mark shot Lexie an amused grin then
told Chris, “I think you mean, ‘smell the fresh air’. And yes, you
can.”

“I’ll never understand the
expressions people on this planet use,” Chris said as he opened the
door and stepped onto the balcony.

After he shut the door, Mark gave Lexie
a kiss. “What would your parents like to drink?”

“I think iced raspberry tea
would be a good choice for today, especially since it’s so hot
outside.”

“Iced raspberry tea it is.”
He opened the refrigerator door and took the pitcher to the
counter. “Think anyone will want the lemonade on the
deck?”

“Maybe.”

She turned her attention to the third
bedroom. Her mind scrambled for something she might say to her mom.
Clasping her trembling hands together, she slowly left the kitchen
and stopped when she reached the living room. She wasn’t sure if
she should sit in one of the chairs or on the couch. Where would
her mother want to sit? In the past, they’d always sat together on
a couch, but given the circumstances, she wasn’t sure what she
should do.

Mark came out of the kitchen, carrying
the pitcher of tea and glasses on a tray. He set it on the coffee
table in front of the couch and rubbed his hands together. “I think
that’s everything.”

Just as she nodded, her father emerged
from the bedroom, followed by her mother.

“Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad.” Mark
gestured to the couch. “Make yourselves at home. We’re glad you
could make it. We have an exciting weekend planned.” He looked at
her mom. “I got a deluxe spa package for you, Lexie and Caitlyn to
use tomorrow. And when you’re done, I hear we’re within walking
distance of some of the finest stores and restaurants.” His
attention went back to Lexie and her dad. “I also took the liberty
of buying tickets to a symphony. I understand that everyone enjoys
music?”

While her dad gave an enthusiastic nod,
Lexie glanced at her mother, who didn’t seem to want to voice her
opinion either way. Lexie never thought she’d miss hearing her
mom’s opinion on anything, but right now, she wished she knew what
was going through her mind.

“Then tomorrow evening,
we’ll see Oklahoma,” Mark continued. “I haven’t seen it before, but I hear it
has some humor and romance in it. It’ll also be my first time
seeing a musical.”

Lexie’s eyebrows rose in
surprise. Just how did Mark know that her mom loved
Oklahoma? Her gaze darted
to her dad who seemed pleased by the weekend’s itinerary. She
wondered if her dad had a hand in planning it? It wouldn’t surprise
her if he did. She ventured a glance in her mother’s direction, and
when she made eye contact with her, her mother quickly looked
away.

“Please, have a seat,” Mark
offered.

A slight panic gripped her, but Mark
patted the chair, a silent encouragement to sit there. Despite her
apprehension, she did and watched as her parents sat on the
couch.

Mark poured the tea into the glasses.
“The weather’s supposed to be nice all weekend. We can even relax
on the beach if you want?” He glanced Lexie’s way, and realizing
he’d planned the weekend getaway on the beach for her sake, she
smiled.

“While the women are out at
the spa and shopping tomorrow, what are the men doing?” her father
asked.

Mark handed a glass of tea to Lexie,
her dad and her mom. “I wouldn’t mind heading over to the pizza
place two blocks from here. It has billiard tables. I’d like to see
how well Chris plays against me.”

Her father chuckled. “Sounds like an
interesting challenge.”

Chris opened the sliding glass door and
entered the room with a glass of lemonade in his hand. “This stuff
is good. What’s it called?”

“Strawberry lemonade,” Mark
replied.

Chris shut the door and walked over to
them. “Huh. What will they think of next? People on this world are
sure creative.”

Lexie’s gaze turned to her mom whose
eyes grew wide. No doubt her mom was wondering why Chris said such
a strange thing.

“Hi, Jed. Hi, Mrs. Rogers.”
Chris turned to Mark. “Has Caitlyn been out here yet?”

“No, not yet,” Mark said.
“Do you want to get her?”

“Yeah, I better.”

As Chris headed for the hallway, Mark
sat in the chair next to Lexie. “We’re glad you came.”

Lexie cleared her throat and shot
another tentative glance in her mother’s direction. “Yes, we
are.”

Her mother turned her eyes toward her
and Lexie thought she detected a hopeful spark in them.

“We’re happy to be here,”
her dad said. “And it sounds like you have everything planned. All
we have to do is enjoy ourselves, right Rachel?”

Just as her mom began to nod, Chris and
Caitlyn walked into the living room. Lexie couldn’t help but notice
that Caitlyn’s face had the same anxious look she always wore
whenever there was a family get-together. She hoped this weekend
would go as well as Mark hoped. Otherwise, she didn’t think Caitlyn
would be willing to do anything with her or Mark in the future.
After all these years, she was finally getting to know her sister,
and she was turning into a good friend.

“We were thinking of either
making you dinner here or treating you out to the restaurant of
your choice,” Mark spoke up. “Does anyone have a
preference?”

“Let’s eat out,” Caitlyn
said before anyone could respond.

Mark glanced at Lexie and her parents
who indicated their agreement, so he nodded. “Sounds great. Anyone
got a preference on which restaurant we should go to?”

Everyone directed their attention to
Lexie’s mother whose eyes grew wide. “Why is everyone looking at
me?” she asked.

“Because you usually have an
opinion on something like this,” her father replied.

Her gaze swept over everyone, and her
cheeks grew pink. “Are you saying I control what we do?” When no
one replied, she sighed. “If you feel that way, then suggest
something. I’ll eat anywhere.”

After an uncomfortable silence, Caitlyn
said, “Okay. How about the all-you-can-eat-buffet Chris and I
passed by on the way here?”

Her mother cringed for a moment but
stopped and smiled. “That’ll be fine.”

“Good,” Mark replied and
rose to his feet. “Let’s get ready for the symphony, and then we’ll
go out to eat.”

Caitlyn’s eyes widened.
“Symphony?”

Mark nodded. “You brought a nice dress,
right?”

“Yeah,” she slowly replied,
glancing at Chris. “Did you know about this?”

“No,” Chris assured
her.

“Does it matter?” Mark
asked, concerned.

“I hate symphonies,” Caitlyn
told him. “They’re boring. I’m expected to sit there in the
audience and watch a bunch of people play string
instruments.”

“It’s classical music,” her
mother said. “You’re not supposed to just watch the musicians play
their instruments. You’re supposed to soak in the experience of
being in the presence of musical masterpieces.”

With a sigh, Caitlyn shook her head.
“The definition of a musical masterpiece is subjective.”

“Many people—people who are
experts—have classified certain types of music to be classics. They
are passed down from one generation to another. They have been
appreciated around the world. They signify man’s greatest
achievement.”

Caitlyn groaned. “They’re called
classics by snobs who refuse to see any merit in music you can get
excited about dancing to.”

“You can dance to classical
music.”

“That kind of dancing is for
old people. I listen to music to have fun, not put myself to
sleep.”

Mark held up his hand to stop them from
arguing. “I’m sorry I didn’t warn you about the symphony,” he told
Caitlyn. “I made the assumption that everyone would enjoy going to
one. You and Chris don’t have to go.”

Chris turned to Caitlyn. “We’ll find
something else to do after dinner, okay?”

Though she sighed, Caitlyn nodded.
“Alright.”

“I made reservations for
you, Lexie, and your mom to go to a spa,” Mark told her. “But you
don’t have to go to that either.”

“I wouldn’t mind going to a
spa,” she replied.

“Do you like watching
musicals? I bought tickets for Oklahoma.”

“That’s not so bad. At least
there’s humor and romance in it.”

“Good. Then it’s settled.”
Mark’s smile returned and he held his hand out to Lexie. “We’ll get
ready for dinner?”

Lexie accepted his hand and stood up.
“I’ll be ready soon.”

“And so will we,” her father
said as he and her mom rose from the couch.

Lexie ventured another glance at her
mom who cleared her throat and faced Caitlyn. “I’m sorry. You’re
right. Taste in music is subjective.” Without looking at anyone,
she went to her bedroom.

Everyone stared at each other, jaws
dropped.

“Did she just apologize?”
Caitlyn whispered.

“Yeah, she did,” Chris
replied.

“Well, in that case, I guess
I can sit through a symphony,” she said. Taking Chris’ hand, she
added, “If I fall asleep during the performance, pinch me to wake
me up,” as she led him to their bedroom.

Lexie’s dad smiled and patted Lexie on
the shoulder. “See? It’s not as bad as you fear. Your mother’s not
impossible.”

Lexie nodded as he headed for his
bedroom. She looked at Mark and noted the pleasure on his face.
Maybe the weekend would reap the rewards that he was expecting
after all. She certainly hoped so. Placing her arm around his
waist, she went with him to their bedroom and to dress for the
symphony.

 



 


 Chapter
Twenty-Two

 


Halfway through the symphony, Lexie had
to use the restroom. She squeezed Mark’s hand and gave him a smile
before she rose to her feet. Next to her, Caitlyn had her eyes
closed and was leaning against Chris who also seemed equally
sleepy. She gently nudged them awake since she knew Caitlyn didn’t
want to be caught sleeping while their mom was near enough to
notice. Caitlyn jerked awake and shook Chris’ arm until he
straightened in his seat.

Lexie left them and headed down the
aisle. Once she went to the bathroom, she washed her hands then
brushed her hair. The door swung open, and she glanced over her
shoulder in time to see her mother enter the restroom.

She stopped brushing her hair and
offered a tentative smile. “Hi, Mom.”

Tears sprang to her eyes. “Lexie.” She
spread her arms and hurried over to wrap her in a tender
hug.

In that moment, Lexie knew everything
was going to be okay between them. Unable to stop the tears from
coming to her own eyes, Lexie laughed and held her mother closer to
her. “You’re not mad at me?”

Her mother pulled away from her and
brushed the tears from Lexie’s cheeks. “No. I admit I was at first.
You didn’t tell me you were going to marry Mark. You just ran off
and eloped.” She retrieved some tissues from the sink and handed
some to Lexie so she could wipe her eyes. “But then I realized you
tried to tell me you didn’t want to marry Nick. I did a lousy job
of listening.”

“You thought I was having
wedding jitters.”

“Even so, if I had taken the
time to really listen to you, you would have felt comfortable
coming to me and telling me you wanted to be with Mark.” She sighed
and sat on the settee, motioning for Lexie to join her. After Lexie
did, she took Lexie’s hands in hers and squeezed them. “I thought
you and I shared a special relationship.”

“We do,” Lexie assured
her.

“There’s something wrong if
we can’t be open with each other. I don’t even know how to begin to
explain how sorry I am for forcing you into a relationship with
Nick.”

“You didn’t force me into
it. I wanted to be married and have children. Nick came along and
seemed like the perfect man. The fact that you liked him was a
plus.” She released her breath and shrugged. “Honestly, I was
afraid I’d never get married if I didn’t accept his
proposal.”

“Why did you think
that?”

“Well, Caitlyn was married
as soon as she graduated from high school. All of my friends from
high school have gotten married and moved on. I began to feel like
it would never happen for me.”

“Lexie, that’s crazy. You’re
beautiful, kind, intelligent. Your problem is that you don’t
understand your own worth.”

“Nick didn’t love me, Mom.
He was going to marry me because his coworkers were impressed with
me.”

Her mother nodded. “I know, honey. The
day after you eloped, he called me up to explain that.” She
released Lexie’s hands and brushed back a stray strand of hair from
her face. “When you and Mark came over after you returned from Las
Vegas, I saw the way he looked at you. Nick never looked at you
like that. It was the same look Randy used to have for Caitlyn. Now
it’s the same look Chris has for her. And it’s the same look your
father gives me. There was so much I wanted to say that day, but I
had made such a mess of things, I didn’t know where to
begin.”

Though Lexie couldn’t stop her tears,
she laughed. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear you say that.
I wanted to talk to you too, but I didn’t know where to start
either. I picked up the phone so many times to call you.” She
choked up, unable to continue.

“I kept picking up the phone
to call you, too.” She cupped Lexie’s face in her hands and wiped
the tears from her cheeks. “I know it hasn’t seemed like it, but I
love you and want what’s best for you.”

“I love you,
too.”

“I’ll try to be better in
the future about listening to you. I don’t want anything to come
between us again.”

Lexie hugged her. “Thanks, Mom. Thanks
for understanding why I married Mark instead of Nick.”

Her mother chuckled and rubbed her
back. “There’s no denying that Mark has excellent taste. I couldn’t
have planned a better weekend getaway.”

“Mark does have good taste.”
She pulled away from her. “You know, Dad had a good point. He and
Mark are alike.”

“They are. They have a sense
of humor, know the right thing to say at the right time, are
romantics at heart and are very sweet.”

“I’m glad we finally
talked.”

“I am, too. We’d better get
back to the symphony before everyone comes searching for us. But
first, I need to check my face.”

Feeling much better, Lexie rose to her
feet and joined her mother at the mirror. “Mom?”

“Yes, Lexie?”

“What about
Caitlyn?”

Her mother searched through her purse
for lipstick and selected the shade she wanted. “Is something
wrong? She and Chris aren’t having problems, are they?”

“No, nothing’s wrong with
her and Chris. I was wondering about you and her. Things between
you two haven’t been good for as long as I can
remember.”

With a sigh, she turned her gaze to
Lexie. “I love your sister, but there’s been something in our
personalities that’s never meshed well together. She gets along
better with your father.”

“But aren’t you going to
talk to her, just like you talked to me?”

“Yes, I am. I just knew
talking to you would be easier, so I decided to do that
first.”

Satisfied, Lexie turned her attention
to the mirror and finished brushing her hair. Hopefully, she and
Caitlyn could work things out, but she knew better than to press
her mom until she was ready to talk to her.

 


***

 


The next morning, after Mark, Chris and
her father left to play billiards, Lexie’s mom picked up the spa
gift certificates from the kitchen table and turned to Lexie. “It
was nice of Mark to treat us to a day where we can pamper
ourselves.”

Lexie put her cup of orange juice into
the refrigerator and shut the door. “It was. I didn’t even know
he’d planned it. In fact, I didn’t even know he arranged for you
and Dad to come here until you showed up yesterday.”

“I’m glad he did. It was a
thoughtful gesture.” She smiled. “I can see why you married him.
He’s a good man. It’s a bonus he has such good taste.”

Pleased by the compliment, Lexie hugged
her. “I’m glad you think so.”

Her mother returned her hug.

“So, was Dad really about to
propose to another woman when he met you?”

Ending the hug, her mother nodded.
“Yes. I didn’t know about it until we’d been dating for three
months. But she ended up marrying someone else and is happy, so it
all worked out.”

Caitlyn entered the kitchen, rubbing
her stomach. Lexie wondered if her pregnancy would be as fast as
Caitlyn’s. She wasn’t pregnant yet, but from what Mark said, it
sounded like she’d be due to conceive soon. She wondered what it
would be like when it was time.

“Do we have any chocolate in
this place?” Caitlyn asked.

“Yes, we do,” Lexie replied
and opened the nearest cabinet. Chris had warned them that Caitlyn
had strong cravings for chocolate, so she made sure to stock up on
the stuff. She took out a box of assorted chocolates and handed it
to her sister. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.”

Their mother cleared her throat, so
they looked at her. “When I was pregnant, I craved ketchup and ice
cubes. Not necessarily together, though there was one time I mixed
them into a cup.”

She offered a slight chuckle and Lexie
realized that her mother was nervous. All this time, Lexie had
assumed it was only Caitlyn who felt that way.

Caitlyn opened the box and picked out a
piece of chocolate. “Yeah, well, I like to eat chocolate on
everything. Mind if I take this with us to the spa?” she asked
Lexie.

“All the chocolate is for
you,” Lexie told her then glanced between her and her mother. “Is
everyone ready?”

Her mother picked up her purse and
nodded. “I’m ready.”

Caitlyn went to the cabinet and
collected three more boxes of chocolates. “I am, too.”

Lexie hid her laughter as her sister
balanced the four boxes in one arm while digging out two pieces of
chocolate. She had no idea cravings could be that powerful.
Retrieving her own purse, she followed her mom and Caitlyn out the
door, vaguely aware of a tingling sensation in her lower abdomen.
In fact, it wasn’t until they were stepping out of the elevator on
the first floor that she gave her full attention to it.

She paused as her mom and sister headed
for the door. What was causing the strange sensation in her
abdomen? She hadn’t eaten anything unusual the previous day.
Besides, the sensation wasn’t uncomfortable. It was warm and
pleasant. In some ways, it was if Mark was stroking her core with
his fingers. She hadn’t experienced anything like it since they
went through the bonding ceremony. She wiped her forehead with her
hand. Was she really sweating?

Caitlyn and her mom stopped when they
realized she was no longer with them. “Did you forget something?”
Caitlyn asked as she picked out another piece of chocolate then
plopped it in her mouth.

“Uh…” Lexie glanced at the
closed elevator doors and wondered if she should go back to the
room. But that was crazy. Mark wasn’t even in the
building.

Frowning, Caitlyn went over to her and
lowered her voice so their mother couldn’t overhear them. “I know
you want me to talk to Mom, but do you really think it has to be
done without you in the same room?”

Ignoring the way her heartbeat
accelerated, she forced her attention on her sister. “No, it’s not
that.”

“Then what is it? You don’t
like spas?”

“I do like them.” Her gaze
went to the front door. She didn’t know how or why, but she felt
that Mark would be coming soon. “I don’t know how to explain it,
but I think I need to stay here.”

Her shoulders slumped.
“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

Lexie shifted from one foot to the
other, noting the way her body throbbed in anticipation for Mark’s
touch. As much as she didn’t want to think it could happen at such
an awkward time, she suspected the link between her and Mark was
alerting both of them that it was time to conceive their child. The
sensations were way too similar to the bonding ceremony for her to
think otherwise.

“Caitlyn, what was it like
for you when it was time to conceive your child?” she
whispered.

“Great. I mean, it was
pretty powerful. A lot like the bonding ceremony. When it was time
for me to conceive, Chris came in to the diner and whisked me off
to the bathroom. Granted, it wasn’t the best place to do it, but I
had to drop everything to be with him. I’m just glad no one caught
us. That would have been a disaster.”

“And you had to do it. There
was no choice?”

“It’s not like being with a
man from Earth. Something in the Pandoran DNA requires you to go
through with it. I don’t understand how it works. I just know how
intense it is.”

“Right.” Lexie shot her a
meaningful look. “I can’t go with you and Mom. I might be able to
meet up with you two later.”

Caitlyn’s eyes grew wide. “Oh! You
really can’t go.”

Taking a deep breath to help slow down
her racing heart, she nodded. “I feel like I’m tied to this
building.”

“I know. Sometimes being
married to a man from Pandoran isn’t convenient.” She glanced at
their mother. “For all of us.”

“I think she’s aware of what
she’s done wrong. Promise me you’ll be open to hearing her
out?”

Though she groaned, she nodded. “I’ll
do my best.” She selected a piece of chocolate and headed back to
her mom.

Lexie turned to the elevator and
selected the button that would take her back up.

The doors opened and as she stepped
inside, she felt a strong pull to look back. When she did, she saw
Mark enter the lobby. His gaze met hers, and a surge of excitement
rushed over her. There was no denying the intent in his
eyes.

Caitlyn took her mom by the elbow. “See
you later,” she called out as she led her mom out the front
door.

Lexie held the elevator doors open
until Mark joined her. “It’s time,” he said as he pressed the
number that would take them to their floor.

“Yeah, I figured that when I
realized I couldn’t leave the condo.”

Without another word, she wrapped her
arms around his waist and kissed him. A shot of pleasure rushed
through her as he backed her up to the wall of the elevator. She
wrapped her legs around his waist, groaning as his hips moved in an
all-too-familiar rhythm.

“Someone might come in
here,” she gasped as he kissed her neck.

He slid his hands under her dress and
cupped her behind, his fingers finding their way under her panties,
stroking her moist flesh.

Breathing heavily, she tried not to
completely lose herself in the moment, which was proving more and
more difficult by the second. “Mark,” she whispered then moaned
when his finger slid inside her. “We can’t,” she moaned again as he
stroked her core, “do this,” she shifted her hips so he could slide
in deeper, “here.”

She bit her lower lip, muffling the
urge to cry out in pleasure. She couldn’t believe how amplified the
sensations were. She swore she would climax at any moment. How
could she go from a mild desire for making love to an extreme need
to do it in such a short span of time?

The doors opened. She fought the fog
hovering over her mind. “Mark.”

She forced his hands off of her and
placed her feet back on the floor, ignoring the sharp ache that
throbbed between her legs. Grabbing his hand, she hurried down the
hall toward their room. When they reached their door, she scrambled
to find the room key in her purse.

She groaned, this time in frustration
as she tried to shove his hands from her breasts in an effort to
slow him down. “Someone might see us,” she hissed. Even as she said
it, the ache in her body intensified. Finally, she found the key
and swiped it over the doorknob. “Why does this have to be so
immediate with you?” she muttered, recalling how he’d been groping
her right before they got to their room in Las Vegas when it was
time to do the bonding ceremony.

“I can’t control myself,” he
whispered, his hands going right back to her breasts.

She gritted her teeth, partly in
irritation but mostly in excitement as her nipples sent sparks of
pleasure straight to her core. Pushing the door open, she breathed
a sigh of relief as they tumbled into the room. The door closed
behind them and she managed to get to her feet. Holding her hand
out to him, she helped him up. “I swear, you’re worse than a
teenage boy,” she commented, unable to stop laughing even as she
unbuttoned his shirt and slid it off his shoulders.

“The need to conceive is a
strong one,” he replied then picked her up.

She knew he wasn’t exaggerating, but it
still made her laugh harder. Her laughter, however, didn’t last
long. As soon as he set her on the bed in their room, she slipped
her panties off and pulled him on top of her. He brought his lips
to hers. She parted her lips and moaned when his tongue caressed
hers. Lowering her hands between them, she unbuttoned his pants and
helped him lower them to his knees.

He raised the dress to her waist and
settled between her legs. Gripping his arms she lifted her hips and
took him into her. She cried out and gave herself completely to the
moment. They worked together, his thrusting insistent and steadily
increasing the amount of pleasure building inside her. As much as
she wanted to keep going, their climaxes came quick. They cried
out, her flesh clenching around him as he released his seed. They
remained still, suspended in their state of bliss for a few
seconds.

Shortly afterwards, she relaxed and he
collapsed in her arms. For a long time, they were silent, their
heartbeats slowly calming down, their breathing finally returning
to normal. When her head cleared, she kissed his cheek.

Mark rolled onto his side so he could
face her. Brushing the hair from her face, he smiled. “I’m sorry I
was so…assertive…in the elevator and hallway.”

She giggled and rested her hand on his
chest. “I was afraid someone would catch us. Otherwise, I wouldn’t
have tried to push you away.”

“I couldn’t stop myself. I
don’t know how to explain it, but it was as if my instinct to
reproduce took over.”

“Will this happen
again?”

“No. Well, not until it’s
time to have another child.”

“And you’re completely sure
that this time was the one?”

“The bond allows for full
accuracy on the timing of conception.”

Her hand went to his nipple, and she
traced it with her finger. “How can that be possible?”

With a shrug, he kissed her. “It just
is. The way the bond works is complicated.”

“And you’ll just know when
conception happens?”

“Yes. Chris said it was
similar to being familiar with the woman’s cycle. The man just
knows.”

“Well,” she began as she
kicked off her sandals and wrapped her leg around his waist, “it
might not be a bad idea to try again. You know, just to be
sure.”

He scooted closer to her, his erection
pressing nicely between her legs. “I can ejaculate again now that
I’ve successfully ensured you’ll get pregnant.”

“Or will be able to
ejaculate because you need to make sure you’ll get me pregnant?”
she teased.

“However you want to think
about it, I certainly don’t mind making love to you
again.”

“Then let’s finish taking
our clothes off and do it.”

After they removed their clothes, they
proceeded to make love, taking their time to fully enjoy the
process.

 



 


 Chapter
Twenty-Three

 


“You may sit here, Mrs.
West.” The spa technician gestured to a chair in a sunroom. “We’ll
be ready for your facial and manicure soon.”

Caitlyn thanked the technician but
hesitated over whether or not to sit next to her mother who was
reading a magazine. Up to now, their conversation had been limited
to finding the spa and signing in at the front desk. After that,
the technician took them to the locker room where they took off
their clothes and slipped into comfortable robes. Then they had the
advantage of not having to talk to each other while they received
shoulder, back and foot massages. But now they were stuck alone in
the same room and couldn’t avoid each other.

Wrapping her robe tighter around
herself, she reluctantly went over to the chair and put her feet
up. She glanced at the clock and wondered if Lexie was done yet.
She promised to come to the spa when she and Mark had finished
their conception ritual. That was two hours ago. It didn’t take two
hours to satisfy the Pandoran male’s need to have a child, but
recalling how much fun Caitlyn had when Chris came to her at her
most fertile time, Caitlyn suspected the temptation to try again
had overridden Lexie’s desire to come to the spa. And who could
blame her? Caitlyn would much rather be in bed with Chris than
stuck in a room with her mom.

The baby kicked and Caitlyn settled her
hand on her belly. She had to admit that few things were as
exciting as feeling her daughter move.

“When is the due
date?”

Surprised her mother asked the
question, Caitlyn directed her gaze to her. “Sometime in early
October.” She held her breath and waited for her mom to make an
unflattering comment about when the baby was conceived.

Instead, her mom asked, “Do you know
when in early October?”

“Not really.”

She nodded and turned back to her
magazine.

Figuring that was the end of their
conversation, Caitlyn closed her eyes and focused on the soothing
music.

“Do you have a name picked
out?” her mother asked.

She opened her eyes and turned her gaze
back to her mom who had set the magazine in her lap. “Chris and I
decided to name her Madison.”

“So you’re having a
girl?”

“That’s what the ultrasound
says.”

Her mother smiled and glanced at the
magazine. “I remember how excited I was when I found out you were a
girl. I had these visions of us shopping for clothes and jewelry. I
imagined us staying up late at night, discussing who you were
dating and which young man you should marry.” She chuckled and
waved her hand. “Silly stuff.”

“I don’t think that sounds
silly,” Caitlyn softly replied. “It sounds nice. But then I was
never into all that stuff and I married the only guy I dated, so I
guess it ruined your plans.”

“It didn’t ruin my plans.
You were a tomboy. You and your brother spent most of your time
with your dad because the three of you had a lot in common. It was
good. Your dad wouldn’t trade that time for anything.”

Seeing her mother in a new light,
Caitlyn sat up and turned so she could face her. “But you felt left
out, didn’t you?”

Though tears filled her mother’s eyes,
she shook her head. “Caitlyn, I understand how things looked to
you. Your father had the sense to appreciate you for who you were.
I tried to mold you into who I wanted you to be and in doing that,
I pushed you away. It’s my fault that things ended up the way they
did and I didn’t help matters when Chris came along.”

“We don’t have to agree on
everything to get along, Mom. So what if I don’t like fancy clothes
or fine restaurants or symphonies? We have different tastes. You
and Dad are almost like night and day and yet you’ve had a good
marriage together.”

“Early on, he and I learned
to compromise. I did some things he liked and he returned the
favor.”

“Why can’t we do that? I
don’t mind going to a symphony once in a while.”

“And I don’t mind going to
an all-you-can-eat buffet once in a while either,” her mother
replied with a smile. “I’m sorry, Caitlyn. I shouldn’t have been so
controlling all those years. From now on, I’ll remember it’s your
life and I need to let you live it.”

“Thank you. I appreciate
it.” She hesitated to say more but felt she had to. “I know it’s
hard to believe, but Chris and I were married before I got
pregnant. I can’t explain how it’s possible. I just ask that you
trust me enough to believe I’m telling you the truth. Can you do
that for me?”

Her mother nodded. “Yes, I
can.”

Relieved, Caitlyn stood up and went
over to hug her. “Thanks, Mom.”

Her mother returned her hug. “Do you
realize the last time you hugged me was when you were
eight?”

Noting the tears in her mother’s voice,
Caitlyn pulled away from her and grinned. “It’s been long
overdue.”

“I sure did miss them.”
After a moment, she added, “The reason I worried about you when you
and Randy got married was because you two were so young. You didn’t
have any money. It wasn’t that I didn’t like him. I did. But when I
married your father, money was extremely tight and I got pregnant
right away. Your father and I went through a lot of stress that
first year, and we almost divorced because of it. I didn’t want you
to go through the same thing I did. It’s scary when you don’t know
if you’ll be able pay for utilities or groceries. Had it not been
for your dad getting a good paying job the second year we were
married, I don’t know if we would have made it.”

“Yes, you would have,”
Caitlyn replied. “You and Dad are as solid as a rock.”

She laughed and patted Caitlyn’s hands.
“It might seem that way from where you’re sitting, but we had times
when things didn’t seem like it.”

“And yet you two pulled
through it each time.”

“Yes, I guess we did.” She
squeezed Caitlyn’s hands. “I adore Chris. I know it seems like I
don’t. God knows he says some of the strangest things. But he’s got
an innocence about him that’s refreshing. He’s a rare
find.”

“You have no idea how rare
he is.”

“I’ll work on being a better
mother, Caitlyn. Can we start over?”

“Yeah. I’d like
that.”

Her mother brought her in for another
hug and Caitlyn held her close, glad for a second chance granted.
It looked like Lexie taking her time in arriving to the spa was
exactly what she and her mom had needed.

 


***

 


On Sunday as Caitlyn packed the
suitcase, Chris entered their bedroom and closed the door. “Are you
mad at me for bringing you here?”

“I already told you I
wasn’t,” she replied, amused. It was sweet he wanted to do
everything he could to make her happy. She went over to him,
wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. “I forgive you for
deceiving me.”

He winced.

Laughing, she gave him another kiss.
“I’m kidding, Chris. I adore you. You’re the nicest guy on the
planet.” Taking her hands in his, she added, “You’ll be happy to
know that my mom and I are actually getting along. I have you and
Mark to thank for that.” She let go of his hands and returned to
the suitcase. “I think I have everything.”

He glanced at the closet and nodded.
“You got all of my clothes.”

“And your deodorant, comb,
toothbrush, shampoo, soap…” With a sigh, she shook her head. “If it
weren’t for me, you would have forgotten to even pack those things.
Then you would have been a mess this whole weekend.”

“I won’t argue with you. But
now you can appreciate why I needed a life mate.”

She shut the suitcase and watched as he
picked it up. “And now you can appreciate why I stick with you. I
hate carrying heavy things.” Giving him a playful hug, she kissed
him again and headed for the door. “You’re wonderful,
Chris.”

When they walked into the living room,
they found Lexie and Mark saying good-bye to her
parents.

“We should have a barbeque
next month,” her dad said. “Poor Blake probably feels left out
since he wasn’t invited here this weekend.”

“I doubt it,” Caitlyn
replied and gave her dad a hug. “He’s a bachelor. The last thing he
wants to do is spend time with boring old married couples. Besides,
he’ll get to man the grill at the barbeque and he doesn’t ever miss
a chance to do that.”

“That’s true. No one grills
food better than he does.”

Her dad turned to Chris and shook his
hand. “Thanks for helping me improve my game. I can’t wait to try
out my new techniques next time I play.” He shook Mark’s hand. “Too
bad you got cold feet watching Chris play. I hope you’ll give
billiards a try next time. You might not be as bad as you
fear.”

“Well, there’s no denying
he’s good at the game,” Mark replied.

Caitlyn glanced at Lexie and couldn’t
resist smirking at her. Lexie’s face turned bright red, but she
didn’t say anything. Caitlyn knew exactly why Mark left the
billiard hall and it had nothing to do with being afraid to play
the game. Patting her dad on the shoulder, she said, “I have a
feeling you and Mom will be holding more than one grandchild in the
very near future.” Ignoring the shocked expression on her sister’s
face, she hugged her mom. “I’m glad we got a chance to
talk.”

“Thank you for giving me a
second chance, Caitlyn,” her mom whispered.

“I love you,
Mom.”

“I love you too,
honey.”

She pulled away from her mom and turned
to Mark and Lexie. “Thanks for a great weekend.”

“Yeah,” Chris added. “We’ll
have to do it again sometime.”

After they left, Caitlyn gave Chris
another kiss and slid her arm around his waist. “Do you still think
I’m mad at you?”

He smiled and put his arm around her
shoulders. “No. You’ve convinced me you’re not.”

“Good.” She gave his waist a
light squeeze as they headed for the elevator.

 


***

 


First week of October

 


“So the doctor is sure that
you’ll give birth next week?” Lexie asked Caitlyn, glancing at Mark
as he drove.

“Pretty sure. My pregnancy
is far from normal,” Caitlyn replied. “It hasn’t been easy to dodge
some of the doctor’s questions, but I’ve managed.”

“Well, it’s still nice that
Madison will be making her entrance into the world soon. I’m
looking forward to being an aunt and Mom can’t wait to be a
grandmother.”

Caitlyn laughed. “I’m anxious for her
birth, too, but I will miss how I could eat everything I wanted and
not gain weight. Let me know how your prenatal visit
goes.”

“I will.” Lexie said
good-bye and hung up. “Madison’s expected to arrive some time next
week.” She slipped her cell phone into her purse and zipped it up
as Mark drove the car into the parking lot of the medical center.
“Last time we were here, I was at six weeks. Do you think that
means I’ll be at twelve weeks this time or will I be further
along?”

“I don’t know.” He pulled
into a parking spot and turned off the ignition. “You could have a
regular Earth pregnancy. Today, we’ll know for sure.”

“Do you really want to be at
these visits?”

“Of course, I do. We didn’t
get to experience pregnancy on Pandoran. Chris is right about it
being one of the most awe-inspiring experiences on this planet. I
can’t understand why so many Earth men take it for granted. You
don’t have to create babies in a lab or raise them in dorms. I’m
glad our child will never know that kind of life.”

Smiling, she squeezed his hand. “Me
too.”

They got out of the car and checked in
for her appointment. While they waited for the doctor, Lexie had a
hard time sitting still. Beside her, Mark flipped through a
magazine, seeming calmer than she felt. She was anxious to hear the
baby’s heartbeat and find out how far along she was.

When the nurse finally called them
back, she jumped up from the chair and shot Mark an excited look.
This was it! She took his hand and led him to the room where the
nurse told her to sit on the exam table.

“How have you been feeling?”
the nurse asked her as she checked Lexie’s temperature.

“Good,” Lexie
replied.

“Any morning
sickness?”

“It comes and goes. As long
as I have small snacks, it’s not bad.”

The nurse smiled and checked her blood
pressure then measured her waist. “Everything looks good. Let’s see
if we can get a heartbeat this time.”

Lexie nodded and unzipped her jeans so
that her flat abdomen was exposed. “How early can you hear the
heartbeat?”

“Eight to ten weeks is
average. Based on your last menstrual cycle, you should be at
twelve. This might be a little cold.”

She squeezed gel onto Lexie’s abdomen
then placed the Fetal Doppler Monitor on it. After a few seconds,
the swishing sound gave way to a rhythmic beating sound.

“That’s the heartbeat,” the
nurse said. “And it’s a strong one.”

Lexie glanced at Mark, her heart
warming when she saw the way he smiled at her.

“Everything looks and sounds
normal,” the nurse said and put the Fetal Doppler Monitor on the
table. She wrote the results on Lexie’s chart. “I’ll send in the
doctor.”

After she left, Mark stood up and
kissed Lexie. “Isn’t this exciting?”

“It is. And it looks like
I’ll have a nine month pregnancy.”

“Disappointed?”

“No. It gives me more time
to shop for baby things. My mom will enjoy that.”

He chuckled and brushed her cheek. “I
think you’ll like that, too.”

There was no denying it, so she didn’t
argue. “Can you tell whether we’re having a boy or a girl? I know
it’s too early to tell with the technology we have.”

“Actually, there was a
method men used to use on Pandoran, but it’s been so long since
anyone’s used it that very few men know about it. But I don’t know
if it works. It could be a myth.”

“Do you mind
trying?”

“No, but it’s a little
weird.”

She was ready to ask him what he meant
by ‘weird’ when he pressed his ear to her heart. He set one hand
over her abdomen and the other over her forehead. Since he was
facing her abdomen, she couldn’t see his face, but she heard him
inhale then hold his breath before he slowly released it. She
blinked in surprise when she saw a thread glowing around
them.

“Uh, Mark?” she asked as it
pulsed around them.

“That’s the bond connecting
us,” he whispered. “I saw it forming during the bonding
ceremony.”

“You did?”

She hadn’t seen it. But now as the
thread twirled around her, she realized just how powerful the bond
was and it created a pleasant warmth that embraced them. She let
out a contented sigh and closed her eyes. She felt as if she was
flying and falling at the same time, but through the whole thing,
she was aware of the protective hold Mark had on her. The thread
circled around them then penetrated them and in that moment, she
caught a glimpse of their unborn child. She smiled. A boy. And he
would be born in twenty-seven weeks.

The cord faded and the air around them
cooled. He released his hands from her and straightened up. “Did
you see it?” he asked.

“I did.” Tears filled her
eyes and she laughed. “A boy.”

“Yes.” He kissed her and
brushed her tears away. “I’m glad you saw it, too.”

“It was amazing.”

“I have a feeling we’ll have
many more amazing things to experience together.”

Lowering his head, he kissed her again
before he returned to his seat. When the doctor came in, she
confirmed that Lexie’s pregnancy was right on track for what Earth
women experienced. It was something Lexie already knew, thanks to
Mark using their connection as life mates to find out, but it was
still nice to hear it.

As they left the doctor’s office, Mark
put his arm around her shoulders and kissed her cheek. “Let’s take
a long walk on the beach before we call everyone and tell them the
good news.”

“I’d like that,” she
replied. “Can we go to the beach where we first walked along the
shore? You know, that day you told me how you created virtual
reality scenarios where men could fall in love with women. That
walk is one of my favorite memories.”

“I wouldn’t dream of going
to any other beach.” They reached his car, and he held her in his
arms. “I told you the truth about my past that day, even if I was
vague about it. I used to design virtual reality programs where men
could live out their fantasy of being with a life mate. I even beta
tested the program.”

“And?”

“I fell in love with the
simulation I created, and one day it occurred to me that she could
never love me back. I never felt so empty in my entire life.” He
cupped her face in his hands. “When I told you a fake woman
couldn’t replace a real one, I meant it. It’s why I came to Earth,
and it’s why I’ll always be grateful you ran off with me instead of
marrying Nick.” He kissed her. “I love you, Lexie.”

“I love you, too,” she
softly replied and returned his kiss.

He opened the car door for her. She
hopped into the seat, and after he got in next to her, he drove her
to the beach.
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