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 Chapter One

 


“You’re going to what?”
Alexandra Dixon asked as she stopped walking along the boardwalk at
the Florida beach.

Kevin Edwards turned to her. “Is it so
hard to believe?”

Alex blinked a couple of times and
shook her head. “No. I guess not. I mean, we’re not in high school
anymore, but…” She adjusted her football cap and shrugged. “You’re
not even in a serious relationship.”

“That doesn’t
matter.”

“Of course it
does.”

“No, it doesn’t.” He sighed
and dug his hands into the pockets of his jacket. “I have to get
married by Valentine’s Day or I don’t get the money.” Glancing at
the crashing waves of the Gulf of Mexico, he added, “It’s a lot of
money, Alex.”

She glanced at the sun then turned her
gaze in his direction. “How much money?”

“A million
dollars.”

Her green eyes grew wide.
“Whoa.”

“Yeah. That’s what I said
when the lawyer read my aunt’s will.” He leaned forward, his elbows
resting on the rail in front of him. “No one had a clue she even
had that kind of money. I mean, she drove around in a beat up used
car and lived in an apartment. My parents used to offer her money
to help her out.” He laughed. “Isn’t that a riot?”

She fiddled with her ponytail, letting
the dark brown strands twirl around her fingers.

“What’s wrong?” he asked
when he noticed her nervous habit.

“Nothing.”

He rolled his eyes. “Come on, Alex.
It’s me. Kevin. I’ve known you since kindergarten, so don’t give me
that ‘nothing’ bit. What’s up?”

“Fine. I’m just wondering
who you’re going to marry.”

“I didn’t get that far
yet.”

Looking relieved, she let go of her
ponytail and joined him at the rail. “Good because I think Mary
would be a wonderful choice.”

He grimaced. “For real,
Alex?”

“Yeah, for real. She’s
great.”

“Sure, if you want to be
bored to death.”

Alex laughed. “She’s not boring.
You’re not being fair to her.”

“Her idea of a good time is
going to the art museum and spending hours deciding what the artist
was trying to say. I swear, I never should have taken that Art
Appreciation class. That was a painful semester.”

“Okay. You have a point.
Why look at paintings when you can watch a good game on
TV?”

“Exactly.”

“Andrea?”

An image of Andrea with her frizzy
hair and mass of pimples came to mind and he shuddered.
“Pass.”

“What? Why? She’ll let you
watch football, baseball, and all the other sports whenever you
want. She’ll even go along to the games and pretend to be
interested in them.”

“I have to be attracted to
the woman I marry.”

“There’s nothing wrong with
the way she looks.”

He snorted and turned to her. “So says
a woman.”

“And what is that supposed
to mean?”

“It means that you have no
idea what men find attractive.”

“Gee, I hang out with you,
Camden, and Greg all the time. You’re telling me I haven’t learned
something about the male psyche?”

“You join us when we watch
the games.”

“And I’ve watched you guys
drool over the babes at half-time.” She put her finger in her mouth
and pretended to gag. “It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that
guys like big boobs and long legs.”

He smiled in amusement. “Boobs don’t
always have to be big, but we want to be able to notice
them.”

“Then Andrea will suit you
just fine.”

“No. Believe it or not, we
do look at the whole package. It’s best when the body is
proportioned right.”

She groaned. “You’re hard to pick a
wife for.”

“You gave me some lousy
options.”

“Fine. Then who would you
pick?”

Tapping his foot on the boardwalk, he
stared at the sky and thought over all the women he knew. There
should be at least one decent woman he could happily marry in the
next month. He needed a good mix between beauty and brains, but who
fit that bill? Then he snapped his fingers and turned to Alex. “I
got it!”

“Who?”

“Tammy Vance. You know, the
one who was in Biology with us. I still talk to her from time to
time.”

Alex gasped. “No!”

Surprised, he asked, “No?”

“No. Absolutely not. She’s
horrible. Don’t you know what she’ll do to us? She’ll insist that
you give up being my friend.”

He chuckled. “Oh, come on.”

“It’s true. She
will.”

“You’re not usually this
dramatic.” He turned back to the surf and thought about Tammy.
Tammy might suit well. Blonde hair, perky, great body, and athletic
enough to exercise with. Currently, he jogged with Alex, but he
might have to change that. If he was going to be married to Tammy,
then he’d have to spend more time with her. Maybe that’s what
bothered Alex. Looking at his friend, he said, “We’ll still get to
hang out with the guys for football games. I won’t be coming by
where you work—” he motioned to the small shop further down the
boardwalk, which was snuggled between the restaurant and clothing
shop—“all the time, but I’ll still come by.”

“No, you won’t, and I won’t
be allowed to join you and the guys for football games. Tammy won’t
let you.”

He laughed again. “Give me a break.
I’m not a little kid. I can decide who I hang out with.”

“She’ll insist you stop
hanging out with me.”

He knew she was serious, but he
couldn’t stop laughing.

“Fine. Don’t believe me,
but don’t be surprised when she tells you something like this.” She
clasped her hands together and used a high-pitched voice to say,
“Kevin, I really can’t wait to be your wife. I just know we’re
going to have a great life together, what with your money and my
talent for spending and all—”

Amused, he crossed his arms. “Alex, be
nice. She’s not a shopaholic.”

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Look,
we know she’ll marry you for the million.”

“I’m marrying her for the
same reason.”

“And you don’t see anything
wrong with that?”

“I wouldn’t ask her if I
wasn’t already interested in her, okay?”

“I know. You do have some
standards, but I’m telling you that even if she is nice to you, she
can’t stand me and won’t tolerate you hanging out with
me.”

“That’s easy to resolve.
I’ll let her know from the get-go that I’ll still be your friend. I
was going to ask you to be my best man anyway. This will let her
know how much you mean to me.”

She smiled and pressed her hand to her
chest. “Oh, that is so sweet, but I can’t be the best man because
I’m a girl.”

“There’s nothing saying the
best man can’t be a girl.”

“Tradition?”

He shrugged. “It’s my wedding and I
can do it however I want.”

Frowning, she said, “It’s going to be
Tammy’s wedding too.”

“Yeah, and she can control
her side of the aisle. If she wants a man to be her maid of honor,
I won’t stop her.”

“I’m telling you she won’t
go for it. As soon as she finds out I’m the best man, she’ll flip.”
She gave him a pointed look and added, “She won’t flip out in front
of you, but she’ll let you know this isn’t in her plans. She’ll use
her feminine wiles to persuade you.”

“Feminine
wiles?”

“Yep.”

“Show me.”

She wrinkled her nose in a way he
always thought was cute. “What?”

“Show me how she’d use her
great and powerful feminine wiles to convince me to give up on my
best friend. That way I’ll be prepared for it when it
happens.”

“Fine. Okay, I’ll show
you.” She took off her cap and set it on the bench before she took
the scrunchie out of her hair. “But I’m only doing this so you’ll
recognize it when you see it. Otherwise, you might miss
it.”

“Ha ha. I’m not brain
dead.”

Alex shrugged off her jacket and set
it beside her hat.

Intrigued, he forgot the surf and
seagulls and focused on her. “Are you going to strip?”

With a chuckle, she shook her head.
“Of course not. I’m going to act like Tammy, and part of acting
like her is looking like her.” She undid the top three buttons of
her work shirt and pushed her boobs up so he could see her
cleavage.

Kevin glanced around and was relieved
to see no one was watching her. True, she was playing a part, but
still… He didn’t like the idea of anyone but him getting a chance
to look at her this way.

She ran her fingers through her dark
hair and let the waves settle gently on her shoulders. “There.
Minus the blonde hair, I think this is a good imitation of Tammy,
don’t you?”

Clearing his throat, he nodded.
“Sure.” Except Tammy didn’t look as good. He shoved the thought
aside. Alex was his best friend, the sister he never had, for
goodness’ sakes!

Adding an extra swing to her hips, she
went over to him. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her soft
breasts pressing against his chest. When he glanced down, he got a
generous view of her cleavage. He hadn’t realized her breasts were
that big before. His body reacted to her on its own accord, and he
instinctively placed his hands on her hips and drew her closer to
him. He looked into her eyes and wondered if she picked up on his
arousal, but she seemed oblivious to it.

She gave him a cute pout as she ran
her fingers through his hair. “Kevin, my sweetheart,” she began in
a high-pitched voice, “I’m so glad you asked me to marry you. I’ve
been in love with you ever since we met. I think we will be an
awesome couple, but I have one teeny tiny concern.”

He blinked and forced his mind back on
what Alex was saying. Taking a deep breath, he willed his voice to
remain normal. “A concern, Tammy? Whatever could that
be?”

Alex giggled at his joke, and he
grinned, enjoying the jiggling of her breasts. She batted her
eyelashes a couple of times and continued, “I’m not sure about the
thing you have with Alex.”

Growing serious, he said, “Alex and I
go back to kindergarten. We’re best friends. You have nothing to
worry about.”

“But is it possible for a
man and a woman to be friends without that friendship developing
into something more?”

“Sure, it is.” He brought
his hands up and cupped Alex’s face. “What Alex and I have is
special, and there’s no way I’m letting that go. If you can’t
accept that, then we shouldn’t get married.”

Alex’s eyes brimmed with tears.
“You’ll say that?”

“Yes. I’m not going to give
up my friends for any woman. I promise.”

She let go of him and stepped back so
she could wipe the tears from her eyes.

Even though he regretted the loss of
their physical contact, his heart constricted at the sight of her
crying. “You have nothing to worry about. You’ll always be my best
man.”

She laughed and pulled her hair back
into a ponytail. “Okay. I believe you.”

Wishing to lighten the mood, he
wiggled his eyebrows. “You should do that whole spiel on your next
date.”

She laughed. “You just want to see me
make a fool out of myself. You know I don’t do the whole flirting
thing well.”

Really? She could have fooled him. He
grabbed the cap off the bench and handed it to her. “Are you still
dwelling on what happened three years ago with Luke?”

Alex shuddered. “I told you to never
mention that again.”

“It wasn’t that bad. And
from what you just did as Tammy, you’ve gotten great at the whole
flirting thing.”

“Yeah, but you’re my
friend. There’s no pressure with you.” She slipped on her jacket
and grimaced. “I swear, I will never wear false eyelashes
again.”

“You didn’t put them on
correctly.”

“No, I didn’t. And they
fell into my drink. But that wasn’t the worst of it. When I stood
up, my dress ripped.” She shivered. “I still can’t go into that
restaurant.”

Coughing on his laughter, he turned
his gaze to the seagulls. If he looked at her disgusted expression,
he’d lose it. He knew she thought that was the worst thing that
ever happened to her, but he rather fancied the memory of her with
a slit right down the side of her dress. She had some great curves.
Too bad she hid them behind her loose t-shirts and baggy
jeans.

“You know,” he said,
finally able to look at her without laughing, “if you dressed up
like a woman more often, men would ask you out. I bet more guys
would go after you than Tammy.”

“If a guy can’t handle me
the way I am, then I don’t need him.”

“I’m not telling you to
change who you are. I’m just saying you shouldn’t be afraid to show
off your assets.”

“I’m not a
tramp.”

“You don’t have to be a
tramp. Just sexy things up…with class. You were hot in that
dress.”

She gasped and slugged him in the arm.
“You’re not supposed to say things like that.”

“If I don’t tell you these
things, who will?”

“How about the guy I’m
dating?”

“And he would be where…?”
He motioned to the boardwalk where a few people lounged on some
benches out of hearing distance.

“Maybe I’m not interested
in dating right now.”

He rolled his eyes. “Nice try, Alex.
This is me you’re talking to. I’ve seen you at your best and worst,
and I remember when Troy broke up with you last year and you
couldn’t figure out why. I stayed up with you all night while you
cried.”

“You did.” She smiled at
him. “You’ve always been there for me.”

“And that’s the way it’ll
always be.”

“Thanks, Kevin.” She
glanced at her watch. “I better get back to work.”

“Okay. See you this weekend
for the game?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” she
said and headed back to work.


 Chapter Two

Alex sat in the Rathskeller on the
main campus as she waited for her friend. Though two students
played ping-pong in front of her, she was preoccupied with other
things, namely what she’d be doing after graduation. She hoped for
a job in Fort Walton. It wasn’t that the commute to Pensacola was a
long one, but she hoped to spend her days on the beach close to
where her family lived. She thought over the possible jobs she
might get and debated the pros and cons of each one.

“You ready to
eat?”

Alex pushed back images of teaching
kids to play volleyball on the beach and turned to Nita Ward.
“Hey.” She stood up and grabbed her backpack. “Are you sure you
want to eat here?”

Nita laughed. “Come on. The food isn’t
that bad.”

“Do you ever wonder if
running from class to class to get a degree is a waste of time?”
she asked as they walked up the ramp.

“I’m going on to graduate
school to get my counseling degree, so you tell me.”

Alex gave her a wry grin. “I just want
to play on the beach all day. I was thinking if I had my own
business and offered to teach people how to surf or play
volleyball, I might be able to do it.”

“Then your business degree
will come in handy.”

“Yeah, but will I make
enough for the student loans to be worth it?”

“If you’re any good, you
will.”

They reached the line for the cash
register and waited behind three other students.

“Oh, I didn’t tell you the
big news,” Alex informed her friend. “Kevin’s getting
married.”

Nita’s almond-shaped eyes grew wide.
“No way.”

“Way.”

“But I didn’t know he was
dating anyone.”

“He’s not.” She shrugged.
“At least he wasn’t.”

“Why is he getting
married?”

“His aunt died and left the
stipulation in her will that he has to marry by Valentine’s Day in
whatever year she dies in order to get the money. She put something
in there about a wife teaching him responsibility,
etcetera.”

Nita laughed and shook her head.
“Kevin’s not exactly a party animal.”

“No, he’s not, but he
spends a lot of time playing sports, and she used to think he’d do
better with an office job.”

“Hmm… It seems to me that
an office job would make him restless.”

“I know. But he doesn’t
have to do it. I mean, the will never said he had to work in a
cubicle.”

The students in front of them paid for
their meals, took their tickets, and went to sit down so Alex and
Nita ordered their food.

“So who is the lucky girl?”
Nita asked as she took her ticket from the cashier.

A familiar cackle echoed through the
room, making Alex grimace. “Over there.” She pointed to Tammy who
was holding Kevin’s hand. She rolled her eyes and took the
ticket.

“Why her and not you?” Nita
asked, looking back at Alex.

“Kevin and I are just
friends.” She stepped aside so the student behind them could order
their food. “I did suggest Mary or Andrea, but he didn’t like
them.”

Nita cringed. “I don’t blame him.
Couldn’t you give him someone decent to choose from?”

“And who would that be?
Everyone at this school is already in a relationship, including
you.” She paused and snapped her fingers. “You wouldn’t mind
dumping Jordan and marrying Kevin, would you?”

Nita rolled her eyes. “You know that
isn’t happening. I’ve been in love with Jordan for years, and he
just now figured out I’m alive. I’m not going to blow
it.”

“But it would be great if
you married Kevin. When I go over to your house, I can watch the
game with him and the guys and then go shopping with you. It’d be
perfect.” She gave Nita her best smile and clasped her hands
together.

“There’s one thing wrong
with this scenario. I don’t love him.”

“Love is for greeting
cards.” Before Nita could reply, Alex caught sight of Kevin leading
Tammy over to them. “Here they come. Try to act like we weren’t
just talking about them.”

The cashier called out a couple of
numbers and some students got up to get their orders.

Alex crossed her arms and plastered
what she hoped was a friendly smile on her face. “Hey, guys. What’s
up?” As if she didn’t already know by the satisfied smirk on
Tammy’s face.

Kevin glanced from Tammy to Alex and
Nita. “I asked Tammy if she would marry me, and she said
yes.”

Though Alex had been prepared for the
announcement, she still experienced a sense of shock. She remained
frozen, her fake smile stuck to her face.

“Congratulations,” Nita
said, looking a lot more relaxed than Alex felt. “When’s the big
day?”

“Valentine’s Day!” Tammy
squealed. “Isn’t that romantic?”

Nita glanced at Alex. “Yeah, it sure
is. That’s less than a month away.”

“Twenty-five days,” Tammy
said.

“Wow.” Alex cleared her
throat when everyone looked at her. “Oh, well, it’s just that
twenty-five days isn’t a long time.” She shrugged and adjusted her
cap. “You know, to plan for a wedding and everything. Whatever that
entails.”

“My cousin is a wedding
planner,” Tammy said.

“Thank goodness because I’m
no good at that kind of thing,” Kevin added with a
laugh.

Tammy patted his hand. “You don’t have
to worry about a thing. I can handle all those pesky
details.”

Alex frowned. Was it her imagination
or did Tammy just talk down to him? She looked back at Kevin who
didn’t seem to notice. He ran his fingers through his dark hair and
then turned his green eyes in her direction.

“Oh, Tammy,” he began,
“Alex is going to be the best man.”

Tammy giggled. “But I thought only men
could stand on the grooms’ side. Why don’t I have her as a
bridesmaid instead?”

Alex’s eyes widened in alarm. Being
surrounded by all her giggly friends didn’t sound like her idea of
a good time.

“No,” Kevin said. “Alex and
I go way back. She’s going to be my best man.”

“I think a better term is
best woman,” Nita replied.

“Right,” he said, smiling
at Alex. “I should call you the best woman.”

“Because I’m the best there
is,” Alex joked.

He laughed. “That’s why I picked
you.”

“Great,” Tammy inserted, a
slight edge to her voice that Alex quickly picked up on. “We better
go, Kevin. I want to start looking at rings.”

“Right.” Kevin adjusted his
backpack. “We don’t have a lot of time to prepare. See you at the
game this weekend, Alex.”

“Wouldn’t miss it.” Alex
turned to Nita. “We’re three weekends away from Super Bowl
Sunday!”

“You two need help,” Nita
playfully told Alex and Kevin. “I hope you know what you’re getting
yourself into, Tammy.”

Tammy flipped her hair over her
shoulder. “It’s good for me my wedding day is after Super Bowl
Sunday. Enjoy the day, Alex.” She waved to them as she and Kevin
left the Rathskeller.

Alex clenched the ticket in her hand.
She didn’t miss the threat, but she was probably the only one who
noticed it. Tammy might not say anything to Kevin before the
wedding. No. She was too smart for that. She’d find something to
say afterwards, and by then, it would be too late. Alex wished she
hadn’t assumed Tammy would speak up before the wedding. Now Kevin
would think everything was fine.

The cashier called out the numbers on
Alex’s and Nita’s tickets.

“Alex, we have some
shopping to do after class,” Nita said before she collected their
trays.

Sighing, Alex grabbed their drinks and
joined Nita in finding a place to sit.

 


***

 


Alex winced as the middle-aged woman
plucked the small hair from her eyebrow. “What is the point to all
of this?” she asked Nita who examined the make-up on the store
counter.

Nita picked up a lipstick and
inspected it. “It’s time you started looking like a
woman.”

“I already look like a
woman.” Alex winced as the woman removed another hair. “That
hurts!”

The woman smiled but didn’t stop
plucking Alex’s eyebrows. “It’s a necessary evil we women face in
order to be beautiful.”

Alex sighed but remained still. She
never should have agreed to this. She and Nita were supposed to
grab some clothes and a pair of shoes from the department store and
head out, but then Nita saw the free facial offer and talked Alex
into it. Alex was still trying to figure out why she agreed to it.
It wasn’t “fun”. It was torture.

Nita set the lipstick back on the
counter and picked up another one. “This might be a good one.” She
took the cap off and screwed the bottom to check out the color and
then studied Alex’s face. “Maybe not. You strike me as a more
natural looking kind of girl.”

Alex breathed a sigh of relief when
the woman finally put the tweezers down. Thank goodness that was
over. She turned to Nita who was already done with her facial. “Why
is it taking me longer to get through this than it took
you?”

The woman mixed some hot wax in a
container. “You require more work.” She offered Alex a smile and
continued, “I find the challenge a lot of fun.”

Alex rolled her eyes. Sure, the woman
was having fun. She was the one inflicting the pain!

“Now, lean back and
whatever you do, don’t move,” the woman said as she approached her
with the wax.

“What is that
for?”

“To remove your
mustache.”

Gasping, Alex covered her nose and
mouth. “I don’t have a mustache.”

“The hair is light. One
hardly notices, but it’s there and should be removed.”

Alex glanced at Nita who put the cap
back on the lipstick and nodded. “I’m afraid she’s
right.”

“What? I’ve had a mustache
all these years and you never told me?” Alex asked, both bewildered
and horrified.

Nita patted her shoulder. “Relax. It’s
not dark enough to notice.”

“So why remove it?” Alex
looked back at the woman and the wax dripping from the stick she
held.

“You know it’s there,” the
woman answered. “Take down your hand and we’ll have this over in a
minute.”

Alex hesitated but Nita’s encouraging
nod convinced her to obey the woman.

“Tilt your head back,” the
woman said.

Alex did as instructed and was
surprised by the soothing warmth of the wax on her upper lip. After
the woman finished applying the wax, she waited for a few seconds
for it to harden then tapped it. Just as Alex decided this part of
the ordeal wasn’t so bad, the woman ripped off the wax.

Alex screamed and covered her upper
lip.

Two passing women stopped and looked
in their direction.

Nita waved to them and smiled. “We’re
removing her mustache with wax. She’s never had it done before, so
she didn’t expect it.”

The women nodded and walked
off.

Groaning, Alex picked up a mirror and
examined her upper lip. She didn’t notice anything different, minus
the red skin.

The woman who was administering the
facial beamed with pleasure and patted her on the shoulder. “See?
Much better already. Now we apply the foundation.”

Alex turned her wary gaze to her
friend. “Nita, is there any other part of this facial that’s going
to feel like someone is prying the skin off my face?”

Nita chuckled. “No. That was the worst
of it. From here on out, nothing will hurt. I promise.”

Sighing, Alex put the mirror back on
the counter. “You better be right.”

“She is,” the woman said.
“You’re done with the hard part. Now it’s time to turn you into a
princess.”

“Yay,” Alex
muttered.

Nita laughed. “Relax. You’ll be just
fine. When we’re done here, we’re going to get your hair trimmed.
You’ve got horrible split ends. When’s the last time you cut your
hair?”

While the woman applied the foundation
to her face, Alex glanced at Nita. “I don’t know. The last time I
cut it, I opted to have it short.” Shrugging, she added, “I think
it’s been three years.”

The woman clucked her tongue. “You are
in serious need of a makeover.”

“Exactly,” Nita said.
“You’ll thank me when Kevin ditches Tammy to marry you.”

Alex’s jaw dropped and the woman
motioned for her to close her mouth, so Alex quickly did.
“What?”

Nita pulled up a chair and sat beside
Alex. “You have to find a way to get rid of Tammy. I saw the way
she clung to Kevin and sweet talked him. There’s no way she’s going
to reveal her true colors before the wedding.”

As much as Alex hated hearing it, she
couldn’t argue the point. “I know. I thought she’d flip when she
found out he decided to make me his best man.”

“Well, she did but it was
too subtle for a guy to notice.”

“You saw it,
too?”

“Of course, I did. She was
shooting poisonous darts in your direction. If looks could kill,
you’d be dead.”

“I told Kevin she’d never
be cool with me being his best friend. She’ll make it so that I
can’t see him anymore.” Alex blinked back the tears. “I can’t
imagine my life without him.”

The woman snatched a tissue from the
counter and dabbed her eyes. “That is so sad.”

Alex turned her attention to the
woman. “Isn’t it? I’ve known him since kindergarten. There was this
kid picking on him because he was new and shy. When I saw what was
happening, I beat the kid up so he’d leave Kevin alone. We’ve been
friends ever since. And he’s always been there for me. Losing him
will be like losing a piece of myself, you know?”

The woman pressed the tissue to her
heart. “That is so touching.”

“It is touching, Alex,”
Nita agreed. “You and Kevin are such good friends. If he marries
you instead of Tammy, you can still be his friend.”

“You know,” the woman
began, sniffing as she tossed out her tissue, “I married my best
friend, and we’ll be celebrating our fifteenth anniversary in two
weeks.”

“Congratulations,” Nita
said.

The woman smiled. “Thanks. I can
honestly say we’re closer today than before we got married. It was
the best decision we ever made.” Then she looked at Alex. “Don’t
let Tammy come between you two.”

Alex thought over the idea and decided
it was the only recourse she had if she didn’t want to lose her
best friend. Taking a deep breath, she replied, “I won’t. Tammy is
history.”

Nita cheered while the woman picked up
the blush.

“Let’s show Kevin what he’d
be too stupid to give up,” the woman said with a wide
grin.

Alex nodded, determined that Tammy
wouldn’t win.


 Chapter Three

Alex examined her reflection in the
rearview mirror, wondering if her plan was smart or stupid. It
sounded like a good idea when Nita talked her into it, but now, as
she sat in her car in the apartment parking lot, she considered
whether or not she should go through with it. It wasn’t like she
was in love with Kevin or anything, and she knew he wasn’t in love
with her. Their friendship had never been more than just that:
friendship.

If only Tammy could see that. If only
he would have picked someone better! Alex shook her head in
aggravation. Why was he so thickheaded?

A new wave of determination came over
her. So what if they weren’t in love yet? Given time, it could
happen. He was cute enough to appeal to her. Dark wavy hair and a
muscular build from years of playing sports. She could see herself
kissing him. That and their friendship were good reasons why a
marriage between them could work.

Turning her attention back to the
rearview mirror, she inspected her pink eye shadow and lip gloss.
Nita said both would go well with her complexion, and she had no
reason to doubt her. Alex quickly brushed her hair and watched as
the waves settled gently over her shoulders. Today, she would not
wear her cap. She almost felt naked without it, but assured herself
the Dallas Cowboys would do just fine without her lucky
cap.

She got out of the car and shut the
door. The breeze ruffled her blue dress. She grimaced as she pushed
it back to her knees. Next time, she was wearing shorts. She didn’t
care what Nita said about a dress being sexier. This whole thing of
having air riding up her nearly bare bottom was uncomfortable. And
just why was she wearing a g-string anyway? No one was going to
look at it. At least she was able to convince Nita that she could
wear her sandals instead of the heels she picked out for
her.

She shoved her hands into her jacket
and walked forward a few steps when she saw Camden drive his car
into the parking lot. Once he parked, she went over to
him.

“Hey, Camden,” she called
out as he opened the car door.

He glanced at her and did a double
take. “What are you wearing?”

Laughing, she rolled her eyes. “Come
on. Don’t pretend you’ve never seen a woman in a dress
before.”

“Well, I’ve seen women in
dresses…plenty of them, but..” He rubbed his eyes and studied her
from head to toe. “Are you sure you’re Alex Dixon?”

She made a fist and playfully asked,
“You want me to knock some sense into you?”

He chuckled and got out of the car.
“Okay. You’re really her, but why are you all dressed up? It’s not
like we’re doing anything special.” He shut the door. “Actually, we
never do anything special. So what’s up?”

“Oh, I thought it might be
a nice change of pace,” she said, hoping her sudden nervousness
wasn’t showing. It was one thing to be plotting and planning with
Nita, but now that she was talking to Camden and getting ready to
put the plan into action, she experienced a wave of self-doubt.
“You should wear a suit sometime. Make the game a special
event.”

Snorting, he headed for Kevin and
Greg’s apartment. “Whatever.” When they got to the apartment, he
knocked on the door. “You’ll catch me wearing a suit when I’m
dead.”

“What about Kevin’s
wedding?”

His jaw dropped. “Kevin asked you to
marry him?”

“What?” She blinked. “No.
Whatever made you think that?”

“I don’t know. You two were
always close, that’s all. So why are you wearing the dress if
you’re not doing it for Kevin?”

Her face grew warm. “I told you. I
felt like doing something special today.”

The front door opened so they turned
their attention to Kevin.

“Hey, guys,” Kevin said.
“Wow, Alex. I can’t believe you took my advice.”

“Advice?” Camden asked,
glancing from one to the other.

“I told her she should
dress up like a girl more often. You know, wear a dress and stuff.”
Kevin moved aside so they could come in.

“Yes, that’s why I’m
wearing the dress,” she said as she shrugged off her
jacket.

“You look nice,” Kevin told
her.

Camden nodded. “Yeah. Really
nice.”

Blushing, she smiled. “Well, thanks.”
It was weird to be with them and not be in her usual t-shirt and
jeans. She wasn’t sure whether it was a good kind of weird or not,
but it was weird all the same. After an awkward moment of silence,
she slipped past them and threw her jacket on the back of one of
the chairs in the living room. “Oh good! You bought the veggie
tray!” She ran over to the table in the middle of the room and
dipped one of the carrots into the dip.

“I remember you said you
wanted that last time you were here,” Kevin said.

Camden nudged him in the side. “What’s
this about you getting married?”

Kevin turned his gaze from Alex to
Camden. “Remember my aunt’s funeral and the will?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, it turns out she
left me a million dollars if I get married by Valentine’s
Day.”

“You’re
kidding.”

“Nope,” Greg said as he
came out of the kitchen with a bowl of potato chips. He paused and
stared at her, surprise evident on his dark-skinned face. “What are
you wearing?”

She groaned and rolled her eyes. “It’s
called a dress. Seriously, you never saw a woman wearing one
before?”

Greg set the bowl down and smirked.
“Sure. Normal women. But you’re not normal.”

“Ha ha.” She sat down on
the couch and crossed her legs, remembering to let the dress slip
up to her mid-thigh as Nita instructed. She leaned forward, aware
that she showed off some cleavage. After she snagged a stalk of
celery, she dipped it, and she sat back up. Her eyes widened when
she realized the three guys were watching her. She hid her
amusement. Maybe men were as easy to figure out as Nita said. She
took a bite of the celery and gave them a good look.
“What?”

As if on cue, they blinked and mumbled
before they sat down. When Camden sat next to her so Kevin had to
sit in a chair, she cleared her throat to get Camden’s attention.
He looked over at her, and she motioned for him to trade places
with Kevin. Greg glanced at her in curiosity, but she ignored
him.

Rolling his eyes, Camden got up and
went over to Kevin. “Can I sit there?”

Kevin shrugged and stood up.
“Sure.”

Relieved, Alex adjusted the top of her
dress so that her cleavage was showing. As she flipped her hair
over her shoulder, she happened to catch Greg’s amused expression
as he munched on some potato chips. She motioned for him to turn
his attention back to the TV where the football players were
getting ready for the game. He snickered but did as she
instructed.

Kevin sat next to her and smiled.
“Want to bet on this game?”

“Not this time,” she
replied.

He settled onto the couch and put his
feet up on the table, already paying more attention to the TV than
to her.

She adjusted the skirt of her dress so
it revealed a little more leg and pretended to be interested in the
preliminaries of the game. Within a minute, the game began, so she
took that as her cue to move in subtly since Camden and Greg were
adequately distracted. Licking her bottom lip, she wiggled along
the couch until her arm was touching Kevin’s. She glanced at him,
but he didn’t seem to notice. She wasn’t sure if that was a good
sign or not.

After another couple minutes passed,
she picked up a tomato and plopped it into her mouth. When she
settled back into the couch, she shifted so that her breast pressed
up against his arm. The contact sent a jolt through her she didn’t
expect, and her skin warmed in response.

Swallowing, she glanced at Kevin who
shifted until she was no longer touching him. Disappointed, she
tried to think of what else Nita told her to do. If she was any
good at this, it would help. She caught Greg glancing at her and
snickering again so she mouthed the words, “Stop it.” That only
made him chuckle.

She forced her attention away from him
and grabbed a carrot stick. Once she dipped it, she did a partial
turn, hoping to appear as if she was trying to get more
comfortable, and licked the dip off the carrot stick. She dared a
peak in Kevin’s direction, but he was staring straight ahead at the
TV. Irritated, she bit the carrot and glowered. Why did Nita think
either pressing her breast against Kevin or licking something off
food would get Kevin’s attention? It was pointless.

Greg coughed a couple of times until
she looked over at him. “I need some water. Would you please get me
some?”

She almost told him to get it himself
when he shot her a meaningful look. Furrowing her eyebrows, she
studied his expression.

“Go into the kitchen,” he
mouthed.

“Why?” she mouthed
back.

He shook his head as if he couldn’t
believe she even had to ask the question. Finally, he mouthed,
“Trust me.”

With a quick look at Kevin who was
still watching the TV with more interest than he ought to be, she
shrugged and went to the kitchen. By the time she grabbed a cup
from the cabinet, she heard Greg laughing behind her.

She turned to face him and put a hand
on her hip. “What is so funny?”

“You.” He walked to the
fridge and took out a soda. “You’re putting the moves on
Kevin.”

Could he say that any louder?
“Shh!”

“Hey, I don’t blame you,”
he whispered. “Tammy’s awful.”

“I know. She won’t let him
see me once they’re married.”

“It’s worse than that.
She’s busy planning his life for him, and her plans don’t include
me or Camden either.”

“Why not?”

He shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe we’re
not sophisticated enough for her.”

“I thought it was just me.
You know, because I’m a girl.”

“No. I mean, that might be
part of it, but we’re not her type of people.”

She groaned. “I don’t think Kevin’s
her type either.”

“He is for a million
dollars.”

Gritting her teeth, she said, “Someone
needs to get rid of her.”

“Well, why don’t you bend
down to pick up that paper towel, and I’ll see what I can
do.”

She studied the floor. “What paper
towel?”

He quickly snatched a sheet off the
roll and threw it on the floor. “That one.” Then he slipped out of
the kitchen.

Wondering what in the world that was
about, she bent down to pick up the towel and stood up. When she
turned around, she saw Kevin in the kitchen. “Oh. Hi.” She smiled
and held up the paper towel. “I had to get this off the
floor.”

“Right. You can’t let that
stay down there.”

She nodded and glanced around the
kitchen, trying to think of something to say, which was ridiculous.
She’d known Kevin for most of their lives, and never once did she
run out of things to talk about.

Greg came back into the kitchen.
“Camden changed his mind. I’ll get it, Kevin.” He went to the
refrigerator and picked out another soda. Opening it, he said, “You
know how Camden is. He can’t make up his mind half the time on
anything.”

As he walked passed Alex, he spilled
some soda on the front of her dress. She shrieked as the cold
liquid trickled between her breasts.

“Oh, I’m sorry!” Greg ran
to the paper towels, snatched a dozen sheets from the roll and gave
them to Kevin. “Help her with that. I need to get this to Camden
before he forgets what he wanted.”

Embarrassed because she knew what Greg
was doing, she immediately took some paper towels off the roll, put
soap on them, and turned on the faucet, trying not to disturb the
pile of dirty dishes in the sink as she wet the towels in her hand.
Then she turned the water off and dabbed her dress. She grimaced.
Greg would have to choose a brown beverage instead of a clear one!
Even if she didn’t wear dresses often, she liked this one and hoped
to keep it.

“Here. Let me help.” Kevin
went to the sink and dampened half the paper towels before he put
some dish soap on it and opened the cabinet under the sink. He took
out a bottle of white vinegar and added it to the towels. “This is
what my mom does whenever I get food on my clothes.”

She expected him to hand her the
towels, but he started pressing the towels on the stained area.
Surprised, she watched as he rubbed the towels over her dress. A
strange swell of excitement rose up in her when he brushed the
towels over her breasts. Her flesh responded to him, her nipples
hardening as he wiped over them. He took his time, adding more soap
and vinegar as he needed to, and even as a part of her thought she
should call attention to which area of her body he was touching,
another part wished he would continue.

Blinking back her unbidden thoughts,
she cleared her throat and stepped away from him. “It’s okay. I got
it.”

He jerked back and straightened, the
towels still in his hands. “Oh! I…” He glanced from her to the
towels and then to her breasts and then back to her face. “I’m
sorry. I wasn’t thinking and—”

“It’s fine. I know it
wasn’t sexual.” She laughed even as her body still tingled with the
need to be touched. Inspecting her dress, she said, “I think you
got most of it out.”

“Yes. Um…there’s the
vinegar and soap so you can get the rest of the stain out, and I’ll
give you my shirt.” He glanced at his shirt. “Oh, not this shirt. I
mean, a shirt from my bedroom, in my dresser. A clean one. I do
have clean shirts from time to time.”

Realizing he was rambling to
compensate for the awkward moment, she laughed again. “I hope you
have clean shirts at least once in awhile.”

He chuckled. “Yes, of course I do.
What a stupid thing for me to say. Of course, I have clean shirts
around here. Let me grab one. I’ll be back. Don’t go out there.
You’re wet on top and the guys will see your…” He motioned to her
erect nipples. “Anyway, I’ll be right back.” Then he darted out of
the room.

She took a deep breath, her skin still
flushed from his touch and from embarrassment. As she worked on
getting the rest of the stain out, it occurred to her that if Kevin
married her, she just might find the physical aspect of their new
relationship most enticing.


 Chapter Four

Kevin sorted through his drawer,
looking for a t-shirt. This was nuts. He had to have one clean one.
Glancing at the pile of dirty shirts in his hamper, he decided it
was time to do laundry. But he’d have to wait until that
afternoon.

He finally found a black
shirt hiding under a pair of shorts and pulled it out. It had an
image of a partially open door with someone reaching up to get out
and blood dripping from their arm. In bold red letters, it
read Beware the Dark. It didn’t match Alex’s dress, but it was a shirt so it’d
have to do. After he pushed the drawer in, he returned to the
kitchen and saw that Alex was trying to dry off her
dress.

He stood there for a
moment, not letting her know he was there. She had her back turned
to him, giving him the perfect opportunity to check out the curves
on her body. The last time he saw her in a dress, he knew she
looked good but right now, she was looking better than
good. Much
better.

His gaze traveled from her shoulders
to her hips to her nice, round bottom that begged to be touched.
Then there were her well-toned legs. Why hadn’t he ever noticed how
shapely she was before?

No. This wasn’t right. Alex was his
friend. She was the sister he never had. Except she wasn’t his
sister, and she was incredibly sexy in that dress.

Cursing his errant thoughts, he went
over to her. “I found a shirt, and it’s clean.”

Dropping the damp paper towel on the
counter, she smiled at him and took the shirt. “Oh, I thought you
didn’t have this anymore.”

He forced his eyes off of her breasts.
Trying to clean off her dress distracted him from properly taking
note of how they felt.

She slipped the shirt on, blocking the
view he had no business enjoying. “I got this for you two
Christmases ago when you were going through that horror movie
phase.”

“I forgot about that,” he
replied.

“Yeah well, I didn’t. I had
to come over and hold your hand because you were afraid to watch
them alone.”

“Hey, I wasn’t afraid. It’s
just a bummer to watch movies by myself, okay?”

She chuckled. “Sure. You were the one
who screamed and threw popcorn on the floor.”

“Only because I saw a giant
cockroach.”

“That conveniently ran
under the couch and hid so well we never found it.”

“The roach existed.”
Feeling more like his normal self, he went to the refrigerator,
took out a jar of pickles, and tried to unscrew the cap.

“Here. Let me help.” She
took it from him, tapped the edge of the lid on the counter, and
twisted it off. “There you go.”

“Thanks.” He took it and
went to the cabinet to get a plate but sighed when he noticed all
the clean plates were gone. “I can’t wait to get married. I’ll have
clean dishes and clothes all the time.”

Laughing, she gave him a playful
shove. “Get with the times. You’ll need to help out around the
place whether you like it or not. You’re getting a wife, not a
mother.”

“Yeah but it’s got to be
better than living with Greg. He’s a pig.”

She retrieved a clean bowl and set it
down for him. “So says Porky.”

“I’m not that messy.” He
placed a few pickles in the bowl and put the lid back on the jar
before he put it back in the fridge. “See? I’m so neat it’s
scary.”

Sighing, she rolled her eyes but
didn’t argue with him, so he took that as a minor victory,
collected the bowl, and headed out to the living room.

 


As Alex followed him out of the
kitchen, someone knocked on the door. She glanced at Greg who was
eating more potato chips. “Are we expecting someone?”

He glanced at her and shrugged. “I
don’t think so.” Looking at Camden and Kevin, he asked, “Anyone
order a pizza?”

“Pizza?” Camden jumped to
answer the door.

“No one ordered a pizza,”
Kevin said as he sat back on the couch.

Alex took that as her cue and quickly
sat by him, but before she could get close to him, Camden opened
the door and she heard an all-too-familiar voice.

“I believe my fiancé lives
here,” Tammy said, taking off her sunglasses and smiling sweetly at
Camden. “His name is Kevin Edwards.”

“Uh, sure.” Camden stepped
back. “He’s right there.”

Alex silently cursed her luck. Since
when did Tammy like football? She grimaced and gave up on her plan
to sit too close to Kevin. She couldn’t make her move while Tammy
was right there. Crossing her arms, she stared at the screen while
Tammy snuggled up to Kevin.

“So, this is what you do
when there’s a game, huh?” Tammy asked.

“Yep,” Kevin replied,
holding the bowl of pickles to her. “Want one?”

She wrinkled her nose. “No
thanks.”

He turned and held the bowl out to
Alex.

Alex reached out and took one. She
looked at Greg to see if he wanted one, but he shook his head and
ate another handful of chips.

“Wow,” Tammy said with a
chuckle in her voice, “you’re all a bunch of regular guys, aren’t
you?”

Alex shot her a pointed
look.

Tammy eyed her shirt. “Interesting
choice of clothes you got there, Alex.”

Alex narrowed her eyes at
her.

“Oh that,” Greg called out.
“Yeah, she got her dress wet so Kevin had to help clean her
up.”

Kevin shifted on the couch and gave
Greg a look of warning before he turned his attention back to
Tammy. “It was to get the stain out.”

“Hmm…” She glanced at Alex
with a raised eyebrow. “How fortunate he was right there when the
spill occurred.”

Alex bit her tongue so she wouldn’t
make an unfitting remark. The last thing she needed to do was put
Kevin in the middle of an argument between her and
Tammy.

“Yeah,” Greg said, not even
bothering to look in Tammy’s direction, “Kevin and Alex are real
close.”

“Well…” Tammy began with a
pause, “nice.” She cleared her throat. “So, you all enjoy watching
football, huh?”

Alex gathered some more celery sticks
and munched on them, figuring it was going to be a long game. She
contemplated leaving but then decided she wouldn’t give Tammy that
kind of power over her.

“Kevin, I saw this great
apartment on my way over here,” Tammy said. “It has a pool, tennis
courts, and is right on the beach!”

Kevin looked at her. “Isn’t that
expensive?”

She wiggled into his arms, an action
which made Alex want to get up and pry her off of him. Just who did
Tammy think she was to be rubbing up against him like
that?

“You can afford it, can’t
you?” Tammy asked in a sing-song voice that made Greg and Camden
stop watching the game to give her a good look. “I mean, you do
have a million dollars coming to you.”

Alex gritted her teeth. The moron! Why
did he go and tell her that part of the equation?

Kevin shrugged. “Yeah, but I want it
to last. A beachfront property will blow right through
it.”

“That’s why you’ll get a
good job, isn’t it?” She pouted and ran her finger over his
chest.

“Uh…well… Actually, I want
to be a gym teacher,” he said.

She stared at him for a moment and
then burst out laughing. “Oh, that is so funny! You know, you look
so serious. It’s hard to tell that you’re joking.”

While she continued to laugh, everyone
stared at her.

She flipped her hair over her shoulder
and settled down.

“What’s so funny about
being a gym teacher?” Kevin asked.

Tammy continued to run her finger up
and down his chest. “Nothing if that’s a short-term plan. I mean,
who does that their entire life?”

“My dad,” Alex said, not
hiding the edge in her voice.

Tammy glared at her.

“Her dad is a coach, and
one of the best there is,” Kevin added.

“Well, good for her,” Tammy
sweetly said, though she narrowed her eyes at Alex.

Greg picked up more potato chips. “Be
careful where you sit on that couch, Tammy. We have cockroaches
that periodically fall from the ceiling in this dump. I think they
like to hover over the couch because the couch cushions their
fall.”

“What?” Tammy scanned the
ceiling.

“Greg.” Kevin sighed. “We
don’t have cockroaches falling from the ceiling.”

“No, they don’t,” Alex
admitted. “They like to scamper around the floor, over your feet,
and under the couch. At least, that’s what Kevin said happened one
time when we watched a movie.”

“There was a cockroach,”
Kevin said, looking at Tammy. “No one believes me.”

“Oh look! There goes one
right now!” Greg pointed to the floor.

Tammy shrieked and got up on the
couch.

Alex and Camden chuckled.

“It’s not funny!” Tammy
snapped. “Those things are filthy. I have to go.” She jumped off
the couch and bolted for the door.

Kevin set the bowl of pickles on the
table and followed her. “There aren’t any cockroaches. Okay. I saw
one this morning, but it was dead.”

She shrieked again and opened the door
to run outside.

He turned around to his laughing
friends. “You didn’t need to spook her like that.”

Greg shrugged. “She thinks we live in
a dump, so I thought I’d go along with it.”

“She doesn’t think that,”
Kevin replied.

Rolling his eyes, Greg muttered, “Yeah
right.”

“I better console her. Let
me know who’s ahead when I get back.”

Once he left, Greg put down his bowl
of chips and leaned forward in his chair. “Girl, you need to get
his attention.”

“I know,” Alex said. “I’m
working on it.”

“Well, work harder. Wear a
bikini next time you come over.”

“You’re interested in
Kevin?” Camden asked her.

“I don’t want him to marry
Tammy,” she hedged, not willing to admit how excited she’d been in
the kitchen.

“There’s more than one
reason to stop that marriage,” Greg said. “She’s going to dictate
his life for him, and she’s going to waste his money.”

“I know.” She shook her
head. “I can’t come right out and say she’s all wrong for him. That
method doesn’t work. The only thing I can think of is to convince
him he’d be better off married to me.”

“I agree with Greg,” Camden
said. “You need to wear a bikini. You got a better body than
her.”

Alex gasped. “Since when did you
notice my body?”

He grinned. “I remember that time your
dress ripped.”

Greg chuckled. “I do, too.”

She groaned. “Will I ever live that
down?”

“No,” Greg replied. “You’re
doomed to be reminded of that for the rest of your
life.”

Kevin returned and grabbed his jacket.
“Tammy wants to look at apartments.”

“You’re not going to get
one on the beach, are you?” Greg asked.

Kevin shrugged into his jacket and
zipped it up. “No. It’s too expensive, but we might find something
we can agree on.”

As he shut the door, Camden looked at
Alex. “You need to wear a bikini because there’s no other way he’s
going to remember you’re a girl.”

“I wore a dress,” Alex
protested.

“But you covered it up with
a shirt, and one that’s too loose to notice your better assets,”
Camden said.

“You can thank Greg for
that,” she replied.

“Why? What did Greg do?” he
asked.

“Spilled soda on her
dress.” Greg grinned and glanced at her. “Did he take the bait and
clean you up?”

Her face grew warm.

Greg laughed. “He did. Why didn’t you
tell me?”

“It was…personal,” she
managed to say despite her embarrassment.

He laughed even harder. “I knew he’d
try to clean your dress. Whenever there’s a stain anywhere in this
place, he runs around with a rag to clean it up. It’s like he’s on
automatic when he does it. I thought the same thing might happen in
there.”

“But it didn’t work,”
Camden said. “Kevin’s with Tammy.”

She frowned. “He’s with her today.
That doesn’t mean he’ll be with her at the wedding.”

She glanced at the calendar and saw
she had two weeks left. She bit off a piece of celery and turned
her attention to the game. It was like football at halftime. Her
team was losing, but there was still time to make up for it. The
only question was, how could she pull it off?


 Chapter Five

“Oh that one’s perfect!”
Tammy exclaimed.

Kevin gripped the dashboard as she
swerved her car into an apartment parking lot. She slammed on the
brake, and if it weren’t for the seatbelt, his head would have hit
the dashboard. She hopped out of the car and called out for him to
join her. After a long moment, he finally got out, his legs still
wobbly and heart pounding.

Next time, he was going to do the
driving. There was no way he was going to risk getting into an
accident. Her stunt of pulling into the parking lot was just one of
the many scary things she’d done. She also tailgated everyone and
changed lanes as if something was chasing her. He was sure she was
going to hit the car in front of her several times.

He shut the car door and went over to
her, his steps surprisingly steady after the trauma he’d just been
through. She motioned to the apartment, so he looked at it. While
it was one of the nicest ones he’s seen, it was also on the
beach.

“Tammy, all the apartments
on the beach are expensive,” he said. “Especially if they come with
access to a country club and,” he squinted at the sign, “a spa. A
spa? Really? Who needs membership to a spa?”

“Oh, Kevin, it’ll be fun.”
She took his hand and led him to the entrance. “This apartment has
everything we need.”

Though reluctant, he walked with her.
“We don’t need anything fancy. We can be happy with something
simple.”

“Simple like the kind of
apartment you’re living in now?” She laughed and stopped right
before the door to the main office. “Kevin, you have a million
dollars. We have a
million dollars. We don’t have to live like rats in a hole.” Before
he could respond, she added, “I’m doing you a favor by marrying
you, and now you’ll do me a favor.” She gave him a quick kiss.
“It’ll be fine. Come on.”

She opened the door and tugged on his
hand. With a sigh, he followed her into the office where a man in a
suit stood up from his desk.

“I see you have a special
where we can be members of a country club and spa if we sign a
lease,” Tammy said.

“We do for our $1550 a
month rentals, but you need to sign a year lease,” the man
replied.

Kevin thought he was going to be sick.
$1550 a month? That was $18,600 a year!

“What else comes with the
$1550 rental?” Tammy asked, not bothering to look in Kevin’s
direction.

“I’m glad you asked. Pull
up a seat, and I’ll show you a brochure,” the man encouraged. “Oh,
and forgive me. I’m Gavin McCraw.”

She shook his hand. “I’m Tammy Vance,
but soon I’ll be Mrs. Kevin Edwards.” She motioned to Kevin. “This
is my fiancé.” She nudged him in the side.

Blinking, Kevin looked at
her.

“Aren’t you going to shake
Gavin’s hand?” she asked sweetly.

“Uh…” Kevin glanced from
Gavin to her. “I need to talk to you for a minute, Tammy.” He took
her by the arm and led her away from the desk. Lowering his voice,
he said, “We can’t live here.”

Her lower lip jutted out. “Why
not?”

“Are you kidding me? This
place is expensive.”

“But you can afford it.
You’re rich.”

“I won’t be rich for long
with the way you want to spend the money.”

She shot him a smile and snuggled up
to him. “I just want to live the life we deserve, sweetie. We’re
about to graduate from college and start a life together, as
husband and wife. I want what’s best for you. You don’t need to
worry. My daddy can invest some of the money in aggressive stocks
that will yield huge payoffs.”

“Aggressive stocks? Aren’t
those risky?”

“Kevin, Kevin, Kevin.” She
kissed his cheek. “The bigger the risk, the better the reward.
Trust me. I’ll take care of everything.”

As she turned to go back to Gavin,
Kevin grabbed her hand. “We’re not signing anything. We’re only
looking at apartments.”

“Of course,” she assured
him in soothing voice. “There might be something better than this
one.”

He inwardly groaned as she went back
to Gavin and started listening as he explained all the great
features the apartment came with. He dug his cell phone out of his
pocket and stopped when he realized Alex wasn’t home. She was at
his apartment watching the game. And she didn’t have a cell phone.
He debated whether to call his apartment but then decided against
it. He was an adult. He was about to get married. He couldn’t keep
running to his best friend when he needed advice. Besides, he
already knew what Alex would say. She’d say he was nuts for looking
at rent higher than $800 when it was just him and Tammy. And she’d
be right.

He slipped the cell phone back into
his pocket. There was no way he was signing any leases today. He
didn’t care how much Tammy went on and on about how secure the
money was or if she kissed and hugged him. A million dollars was
too much money to waste. He’d already agreed to an expensive ring,
an engagement party and a big wedding. He didn’t need to spend
anything else on something outlandish.

“Kevin, they have a fitness
center!” Tammy called out. “It’s perfect for you! Come and see this
brochure.”

I’m not signing anything, he reminded
himself before he trudged over to the desk and sat next to her.
This was going to be a long afternoon.

 


***

 


It was Wednesday when Alex finally
caught Kevin in the Rathskeller. He was eating a hamburger and
watching the large TV. And better yet, he was alone. Alex couldn’t
believe how inseparable Kevin and Tammy had been since they got
engaged.

She took a deep breath and fluffed her
dark hair which fell softly around her shoulders. She wasn’t
wearing a dress this time, but she was wearing the red tank top
with black shorts. The clothes were tighter than she preferred, but
Nita promised her Kevin would notice she was a girl if she wore
them so she did. And while she’d been getting appreciative looks
from other guys on the campus, there was only one she was trying to
attract.

She sat across from him at the table
and crossed her legs in a way she hoped would get his attention.
His gaze followed them, so it seemed to work.

“I haven’t seen you since
Sunday,” she said. “I was beginning to think you
disappeared.”

He chuckled and set his half-eaten
hamburger down. After he drank some of his soda, he shook his head.
“I know. It’s been crazy. I feel like I’m going all over the
place.”

“Tammy’s keeping you busy,
huh?”

“Yeah. Mostly looking at
apartments. But I did get the tux yesterday.”

“Wow.”

“Wow, what?”

She shrugged. “It just seems so
real.”

“I can’t quite believe it
either.” He wiped his hands on his napkin and leaned forward. “Did
you get the best woman’s dress yet?”

“I ordered it.”

“Good. I don’t want to go
through the day without you there.”

Since this wasn’t getting her to where
she wanted them to be, she placed her elbows on the table and
leaned forward, giving him a good view of her cleavage. “Kevin, are
you sure you want to go through with this?”

His gaze drifted to her chest before
he looked back up at her. “What?”

“This wedding with Tammy.
Are you sure you want to do it?”

In a bold move, she reached out and
touched his arm, praying Nita was right and that men liked this
kind of thing. Nita swore up and down flirting worked wonders, but
if it was supposed to affect him, then why was it her whose stomach
was suddenly doing crazy flip flops? Her fingers tingled just from
touching him. She’d touched him often in the past, and she couldn’t
recall getting excited over it.

He cleared his throat. “I have to get
married.”

“I know.”

“And I don’t have much
time.”

She gave his arm a gentle squeeze and
prayed her voice didn’t tremble with uncertainty and excitement. “I
know that, too. But I was wondering if Tammy’s the right
one.”

“If I don’t marry her, then
who else is there?”

Before she could answer, Tammy lifted
Alex’s hand off of Kevin’s arm and plopped it on the table. Then
Tammy set her hand on his arm and kissed him. Directing her gaze
toward Alex, she smiled and said, “You needn’t worry about your
friend. I’ll take good care of him.”

Alex tried not to scowl at Tammy as
she wrapped her arm around Kevin’s shoulders and asked if he missed
her. She was so close! If Tammy had given her just a few more
minutes, she might have convinced Kevin that he was better off with
her. But Tammy had dug her claws into Kevin, and it was impossible
to get him away from her.

“Alex is fine, Tammy. She
was asking how things are going,” Kevin said.

“Oh, well, in that case,
I’ll tell her.” Tammy turned toward Alex. “They’re going great.
Kevin bought me a ring, we booked a church, planned the engagement
party, and we’re close to choosing an apartment. Is there anything
else you want to know?”

“Hey, Tammy, there’s no
need to get short with her. I haven’t seen Alex for days. We are
allowed to talk to each other.”

“I realize that,” Tammy
replied, her voice taking on a sweetness to it that made Alex want
to puke. “I was only trying to be nice. I’m sorry if you thought I
was snapping at her.”

Kevin picked up his tray of half-eaten
food and stood up. “I have to get to class.”

“Okay. Don’t forget to pick
me up. You promised we’d pick a photographer today.”

“Yeah, I know. I’ll be at
your apartment in two hours.”

She smiled and gave him another kiss.
“I’m looking forward to it. Alex, you’ll just love how beautiful
this wedding will be. Only the best for your friend.”

Alex managed a tense smile in
response.

“I’ll see you around, Alex,
okay?” Kevin asked as he flung his backpack over his
shoulder.

“Sure, Kevin,” Alex
replied, pretending she didn’t notice the way Tammy glared at
her.

“I’ll go with you,” Tammy
told him.

The two headed out of the Rathskeller.
Alex sat back, crossing her arms. Well, that was a complete waste
of time. She wasn’t any closer to getting him to ditch Tammy than
she was on the day he proposed to her. Just how was she going to
accomplish her goal?


 Chapter Six

Nine days later, Alex joined Greg and
Nita for lunch at their favorite restaurant along the boardwalk.
Even if the air was brisk, Alex loved being outdoors and hearing
the surf as it rolled in. She turned her attention back to the crab
salad and tried to gather enough of an appetite to eat
it.

From across the table, Greg lowered
his cheeseburger. “What’s up, girl?”

Alex twirled her fork around and
sighed. “I only have one week to convince Kevin to drop Tammy, and
I can’t get him alone. Tammy’s been hogging all of his time. How am
I supposed to put the moves on him if he’s with her?”

“Do it while she’s with
him,” Greg said. Then as if that solved everything, he took another
large bite from his cheeseburger.

Alex rolled her eyes.

Next to her, Nita put down her soda.
“That’s not a bad idea, Alex. You don’t have to wait until she’s
gone. Just go up to him and kiss him.”

Alex gasped. “I can’t just go up to
him and kiss him!”

“Why not?” Nita asked with
a shrug. “It’d get his attention.”

“It’d get my attention,”
Greg replied, wiggling his eyebrows.

“But it’s too obvious.”
Alex set her fork down and leaned forward, placing her elbows on
the table. “I’d like to be somewhat subtle or else I’ll reek of
desperation, and what guy wants a girl who’s desperate?”

“Okay. Good point,” Greg
said.

Nita stirred the straw in her soda and
placed her chin in her hand. “You know, there are ways you can
flirt with him.”

“I have been flirting,”
Alex said. “But it doesn’t do any good.”

“I doubt Kevin will notice
any of your blunders if you rub your body against his.”

Alex couldn’t believe her ears.
“Seriously, Nita! I can’t go up to him and rub my body all over
his!”

A couple of guys from the other table
glanced at Alex. Her eyes grew wide. She hadn’t meant to be that
loud. The guys gave her a suggestive smile, so she quickly looked
away from them.

Greg swallowed his food and chuckled.
“Believe me. No guy is going to mind you doing something like
that.”

Alex didn’t doubt that any guy would
protest something like that, but there was no way she was going to
do it!

Nita giggled. “You don’t have to rub
yourself all over him, but you can snuggle up to him and lightly
run your finger up and down his arm or something.”

“Tammy did a lot of that,”
Greg reminded Alex. “Remember how she was during the
game?”

Alex grimaced. As if she could forget!
She glanced at her salad and pushed it away.

“Look, Alex,” Nita began,
“as blind as Kevin is to the way Tammy is trying to dictate his
life for him, if he marries her, it’ll be partially your
fault.”

“My fault?”

“Yeah, because you’re not
working hard enough to stop this travesty of a wedding from
happening.”

“I am trying!”

“Nita, I had to give her a
major shove during the game.” Greg looked at Alex. “It would have
given you an advantage if you took the lead I gave you and ran with
it.”

Alex groaned and lowered her cap over
her eyes so she wouldn’t see the two guys from the other table look
in her direction anymore. She really wished they’d find something
more interesting than her to keep glancing at. Turning her
attention to her friends, she said, “I know. I totally blew
it.”

Nita nudged her arm. “He’s
here.”

“Really? Where?” Alex
straightened in her seat and scanned the businesses lining the
boardwalk.

“On the beach.” When Alex
was about to look in the opposite direction, Nita grabbed her arm.
“Hold on. Tammy’s with him.”

“What? Here? At our beach?”
Alex turned and gasped. Sure enough, the two lovebirds were holding
hands and walking along the gulf with their shoes off. She gritted
her teeth. “How dare he bring her here where I work?”

Greg finished his cheeseburger and
wiped his hands on a napkin. “This is the perfect opportunity. Go
make your move.”

She whirled around to face him.
“How?”

He rolled his eyes. “Do I have to do
all the thinking for you?”

The dark haired guy from the other
table stood up and handed her a football. “Here. Throw this in
their direction and run after it. You can give it back when you’re
done.”

She glanced at him,
surprised.

He shrugged. “You remind me of my
sister, so I thought I’d help you out.”

“Oh.” She slowly took the
ball. “Um…thanks.”

Nita gave her a gentle push. “Go
before they get out of throwing range.”

“Seriously,” Greg agreed
before he popped a couple of french fries into his
mouth.

With one last look at everyone, Alex
nodded and stood up. She judged the distance and decided to throw
it right past Tammy. “Okay. Here goes nothing.”

Gripping the ball firmly in her hand,
she counted to three and threw it. As it sailed through the air,
Tammy turned around, found something in the sand, bent down, picked
it up and stood up in time for the ball to hit her face.

“My eye!” Tammy
shrieked.

Alex covered her mouth in shock while
Greg, Nita and the guy broke out into a round of laughter. Greg
even went so far as to bang the table and clap.

“That was great,” Greg said
between fits of laughter.

“I wasn’t aiming for her
face,” Alex hissed, turning to him.

“Go,” Nita said. “Get the
ball.”

Not knowing what else to do, Alex ran
down the boardwalk and along the sand until she reached
them.

“I’m so sorry,” she
apologized, wincing when she saw that a bruise was forming around
Tammy’s eye. “I was throwing the ball around and didn’t know you
and Kevin were over here.” She looked tentatively at Kevin,
wondering if he’d believe her or not.

“It’s okay, Alex,” Kevin
replied, hugging Tammy who buried her face into his shoulder and
started crying. “It was an accident.”

Alex glanced over her shoulder at her
friends who motioned to her to get closer to Kevin. She rolled her
eyes and decided to ignore them. There was no way she could snuggle
up to him with Tammy clinging to him. Why did Tammy have to move
into the path of a flying football? The girl was just asking to get
hurt!

“Hey, is everyone alright?”
someone called out.

Alex blinked and saw that the dark
haired guy was running up to them.

He stopped when he reached them and
shook Kevin’s hand. “Hi. Name is Trent.”

“Uh…Kevin,” he replied,
looking surprised.

“Oh, so this is Kevin!”
Trent turned to Alex and winked before he told Kevin, “I heard all
about you.”

Alex’s eyes grew wide. He wouldn’t
tell Kevin what she and her friends were discussing at the
restaurant, would he? She glanced over her shoulder and motioned to
Greg and Nita to help her, but they just waved and gave her a
thumbs up sign. Sighing, she directed her attention back to the
conversation.

“Yep,” Trent continued and
put his arm around Alex’s shoulder. Giving her a light squeeze, he
added, “You’re a great friend.”

Her relief was so overwhelming, she
didn’t protest when Trent kissed her cheek.

“Alex is amazing,” Trent
went on. “I mean, did you see how well she threw that football? I
was like ‘Wow. That girl’s got a great arm.’” He looked at her.
“It’s too bad the NFL doesn’t allow women to play football. You’d
wipe the floor with those men.”

Okay. Now he was taking
this whole thing too
far. She wasn’t that good, and Kevin knew
it. She patted Trent on the chest and offered the happiest smile
she could muster. “You’re so sweet.” Glancing at Kevin and Tammy
who had her hand over her eye, she asked, “Isn’t he sweet?” Then,
deciding she might as well make the most of it, she kissed him.
“You are the best, sweetie.”

“No, you’re the best,”
Trent replied.

She giggled and playfully swatted his
chest. “No. You are.”

He slipped his arm from her shoulders
to her waist and drew her in for a hug. “No, I’m not. You
are.”

“Alright,” Kevin intervened
before she could reply. “We get it. You two are the
best.”

Tammy sniffed and lowered her
hand.

Alex cringed. “Oh my gosh, Tammy. I’m
so sorry.” She stepped forward and inspected the rest of Tammy’s
face where her nose was swelling up and a bruise was forming on her
cheek. “Does it hurt?”

“Of course, it hurts!”
Tammy snapped. “You threw that ball right at me!”

“No, I didn’t. I mean, I
didn’t throw it directly at you,” Alex quickly replied.

“You did it on purpose.”
Tammy turned to Kevin. “She did this so I’d look like a clown on my
wedding day!”

Kevin shook his head. “I know Alex,
and she wouldn’t do something like that.”

“I can’t believe you’d
defend her,” Tammy yelled, stepping away from him. “You’re going to
marry me, but you’re defending her.”

“Hey, look guys, we don’t
want any trouble,” Trent intervened.

“Good. Then you can butt
out,” Kevin told him.

Alex gasped. “That’s really rude,
Kevin.”

“Yeah? Well, he’s hanging
all over you like he’s your boyfriend or something,” Kevin shot
back.

Tammy huffed. “This is not about Alex
and Trent. This is about Alex and me. Whose side are you on,
Kevin?”

“There’s no one’s side to
choose,” Kevin said. “It was an accident!”

“So you believe her?”
Tammy’s lower lip quivered and tears filled her eyes.

Alex couldn’t believe it. Tammy could
really pull out all the stops. Well, so could she. She snuggled up
to Trent. “You were there. You saw that I wasn’t aiming for
her.”

“Yes, I did,” Trent said.
“It’s just as she said, Tammy. It was an accident.”

Tammy stomped her foot, sending
particles of sand flying into the air. “She’s not going to be the
best woman at the wedding.” Then she crossed her arms and glared at
Alex.

Alex broke free from Trent and
approached Tammy, scowling. “That’s exactly what you’ve wanted all
along, and once you marry Kevin, you won’t let him be friends with
me anymore.”

“No, she’s not, Alex,”
Kevin inserted.

“I’m sure we can work
something out,” Trent said.

Kevin glared at him. “Will you mind
your own business?”

“Alex is my business,”
Trent replied.

Alex turned to Kevin. “Look, Greg and
Camden said she won’t let you be friends with them either because
we’re all not her kind of people.” She scanned Tammy up and down.
“Whatever that’s supposed to mean.”

Tammy gasped and placed her hand on
her chest. “She’s insulting me! Kevin, are you going to stand for
this?”

“Yes, Kevin. Are you going
to stand for this?” Alex repeated.

He glanced from Alex to Tammy and to
Alex again. Finally, he said, “I don’t need to deal with
this.”

As he walked off in a huff, the three
stood there for a moment, staring after him.

Finally, it was Tammy who broke the
silence. “Your days are numbered, Alex. You might be the best woman
at the wedding, but I’ll make sure you and those dorky friends of
yours won’t be in his life ever again.”

“For your information, the
wedding isn’t going to happen because he’s not marrying you,” Alex
shot back.

“He needs to marry someone
to get that money.”

“Yeah, and that someone’s
going to be me.”

Tammy laughed. “You? Oh, that’s
precious. If he wanted to marry you instead of me, then why didn’t
he ask you?” Before Alex could respond, Tammy continued, “I’ll tell
you why. Because you are just a friend. He doesn’t love you, and he
never will.” She retrieved the football and shoved it in Trent’s
stomach. “I don’t buy for one minute that you are her boyfriend, so
let the act go, huh?”

When she was out of hearing distance,
Trent whistled. “She’s a real piece of work, isn’t she?”

Alex’s eyes filled with tears and the
lump in her throat prevented her from answering. Things had just
gone from bad to worse, and she didn’t know how to rectify the
situation.

“Hey, it’s not over,” Trent
softly told her.

She sniffed and wiped her tears on the
sleeve of her sweatshirt. “Yes, it is. The wedding’s a week away,
and he’s determined to marry her.”

Trent tossed the football in the air
and caught it. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

“What makes you say
that?”

“He was jealous of you and
me.”

Alex shook her head.

“Maybe you have to be a guy
to see it.” He put his arm around her shoulders and led her back to
the restaurant. “You obviously have no clue when it comes to
guys.”

“I’ve been friends with
them ever since I was little.”

“Yeah, but being friends
and being more are two different things. I’m telling you, Kevin
doesn’t like the idea of you dating other guys.”

“Even if that’s true,
there’s no way to stop the wedding.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure.
A lot can happen in a week. Now, let’s get back to your friends and
start planning, okay?”

With a resigned sigh, she nodded and
decided she’d give it one more try.


 Chapter Seven

 


As Kevin ran for the charity he had
signed up for, he kept thinking over everything that had happened
ever since the lawyer read his aunt’s will. He was beginning to
wonder if the blessing of a million dollars was turning into a
curse. His life was much simpler before that will came along to
mess it up.

He rounded the final lap of the run,
along with the others who participated in it. When he signed up for
it, he had wished that Alex didn’t have to work so she could be
running with him. Now, he was glad he didn’t know anyone else in
the event because it gave him time to think. And that’s what he
needed most.

It was becoming apparent that Tammy
wasn’t the right one for him. Not only did they disagree about the
proper use of his money, but it was starting to look like Alex was
right, that she was trying to come between them. He couldn’t
imagine his life without Alex. Alex had been his best friend since
kindergarten. She’d been there for him through everything. How
could he sacrifice the best thing in his life for anyone
else?

And that came down the crux of the
matter. No matter who he chose, he would have to give up part of
the closeness he shared with Alex, and that would create a void in
his life he didn’t want to deal with. He hadn’t seen her for over a
week and he missed her.

Alex understood him better than
anyone, and she was the only one he could tell everything to
without worrying about being condemned for it. It was a bonus she
happened to be a woman. A major bonus, if he gave it careful
consideration. He could marry her, still be as close to her as he
was now, and, even better, he could make love to her. The more he
thought about it, the more excited he became.

Up to now, he hadn’t been too thrilled
about getting married. Tammy was the best he could come up with on
short notice, but she still wasn’t exactly what he needed. However,
if he married Alex, the prospect had surprising appeal. Whatever
thing she had going with that guy at the beach couldn’t be serious.
After all, he hadn’t seen the guy before, and Alex never mentioned
dating anyone. She probably had the same amount of interest in him
that Kevin had in Tammy.

He finished his run and clocked in his
time with the volunteer from the charity. Then he drove home. Once
he parked his car, he went into his apartment and took a shower. He
worked through the scenario of being married to Alex in his mind
and realized it felt right. He would have to break off his
engagement with Tammy. There was no way it was going to work out
with her.

After he was done with his shower, he
dried his eyes off with a towel and picked up his watch to check
the time. The hour was too late to call Tammy to end the
engagement. He’d have to do that tomorrow, and then he could talk
to Alex.

 


***

 


The next day, Alex and Nita entered
the bridal shop, and Alex groaned when she saw Tammy surrounded by
her trio of bridesmaids. Tammy’s back was turned to her, so Alex
figured she just might make it safely out of there before the witch
saw her. Alex turned to leave, but Nita grabbed her arm.

“You can’t go until you try
on your dress,” Nita said.

“This is so unfair. I
should be the one wearing white, not Tammy.”

“You will.”

“Great,” Alex said with
false enthusiasm. “Then I’ll come back when Kevin comes to his
senses and drops her.”

“He will once he sees you
and Trent tonight at the engagement party.” Nita wrapped her arm
around Alex’s and dragged her to the woman who was at the cash
register. “Hi.”

The woman looked up from the veils she
was sorting and smiled. “Are you the one who’s wearing the best
woman dress?”

Nita nodded. “The best woman is right
here.” She patted Alex on the back.

“Come this way then,” the
woman said as she walked around the counter.

As they went to the section of
dresses, they passed the dressing rooms and the large area for
women to check themselves in the mirrors lining the walls. Out of
morbid curiosity, Alex glanced in Tammy’s direction and saw her
bruised nose and eye. Tammy was wailing and touching her face while
her three friends tried to console her.

“We’ll get make-up,” one of
them said, sounding as if she wasn’t convinced it would hide
everything.

Alex winced as another stab of guilt
pierced her. Even if she didn’t like her, she wouldn’t have wished
those nasty bruises on her.

The woman glanced at Alex. “I admit
it’s unusual for me to order a black dress.”

“Well, this is more of a
funeral than a wedding,” Alex replied.

Nita shushed her before she turned her
attention to the dresses lining the wall. “Kevin and the groomsmen
will be wearing black tuxes, so Alex has to wear a black gown,” she
told the woman. “You know, to match and all.”

“Oh! Now that makes sense.”
The woman took the only black dress in the whole store off the hook
and handed it to Alex. “The dressing rooms are back there. I’ll be
up front if you need anything.”

Alex inspected the dress as the woman
left and grimaced. “It’s a sleeveless dress.”

“So?” Nita
asked.

“I hate sleeveless dresses.
I always feel like my boobs are going to pop out if I raise my arms
too high.”

“Well, that would certainly
get Kevin’s attention.”

Alex shot her friend a warning look.
“There’s no way I’m flashing everyone at a wedding. We’ll be in a
church, for goodness’ sakes!”

“You’re usually more fun
than this.”

“It’s hard to be fun when
your whole world is about to be ripped apart.”

“Alex.” Nita took Alex by
the shoulders. “Focus here. You’re going to condemn yourself if
you’re not careful. Haven’t you ever heard of the self-fulfilling
prophecy?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“It’s when you set yourself
up for failure by believing you will fail. Look, you have until
next Saturday to be the bride, but unless you start acting like
you’re going to be the bride, it’s not going to happen.”

“For awhile I was thinking
it, but since then, nothing’s changed.”

“That’s because sometimes
it takes time to see progress. Your problem is that you expected
everything to work out during the football game, so when Tammy
showed up and Kevin ran off with her, you backed off.”

“I couldn’t get a hold of
him since that game, except for the one time at the Rathskeller,
not that it did any good.” Alex glanced over her shoulder where
Tammy and her three friends were huddled in a circle, staring at
Alex and Nita before they giggled and looked away. “She won’t let
me near him, and then she got hit with the stupid ball. You know
what? I think she saw that ball coming and purposely stepped in
front of it to get Kevin’s sympathy.”

“Doubtful,” Nita said. “No
bride wants to look like a clown on her wedding day.”

“Okay. Probably
not.”

“Alex, you have to start
believing in yourself.” She tapped her forehead. “You have to
believe it before you can make it happen. The rest of us can only
help, but it’s up to you to make it work.”

“Okay, Mom.”

Nita laughed. “Let’s go get this dress
on, and keep telling yourself, ‘I won’t be wearing this at the
wedding because I’ll be wearing white.’”

Alex mentally repeated the words to
herself as they approached the horde of giggling girls. Her stomach
tightened, but she resisted the urge to bolt.

Tammy pushed past the group of
bridesmaids and smirked at Alex. “Last night Kevin came over to my
apartment to comfort me. All. Night. Long. You’re history once the
wedding’s over.”

Gasping, Alex dropped the dress before
she drew back her fist and punched Tammy in her good
eye.

Tammy shrieked, stumbled back, and
covered the eye with her hand. “You’re history!” Then she threw
Alex’s cap off and grabbed her ponytail.

Alex grunted and pushed Tammy away
from her so that she fell into a couple of her friends who then
tumbled to the floor.

The woman who worked in the bridal
shop rushed over to them. “Now hold on! I don’t know what’s going
on here, but this is a respectable place, and I’ll have no fighting
on my watch.” Glaring at Alex, she pointed to the floor. “Pick that
dress up, put it back, and return in one hour. I will not have you
assaulting the bride!”

“Alex not only dresses like
a guy, but she fights like one too,” one of the bridesmaids told
another one.

“Yeah,” the other
bridesmaid agreed. “No wonder she can’t get a date.”

“Exactly,” Tammy said,
pressing her hand over her eye. “That’s why Kevin will never want
to be with you. Men want to marry women who know how to act like
women.”

The woman sighed and turned to Alex.
“Go. Now!”

Gritting her teeth, Alex grabbed her
cap and the dress. “I’m glad I got you with that football,” she
snapped at Tammy. “And last time I checked, sluts shouldn’t be
wearing white!”

Tammy gasped.

“Do I need to call the
cops?” the woman demanded, shooting Alex a pointed look.

Without answering, Alex stormed to the
front of the store and stuffed the horrible dress into the
trashcan. Nita ran behind her and quickly put the dress back on the
hook where it belonged before she followed Alex out of the
store.

“Wait up!” Nita called
out.

Alex stopped and turned to her friend,
the tears already in her eyes. When Nita finally caught up to her,
Alex asked, “How could Kevin sleep with her?”

“You can’t believe
everything she says,” Nita replied. “She just said that to get
under your skin.”

Alex wiped the tears from her eyes.
“You think so?”

“You really have to ask me
that question? You know Kevin better than anybody. Do you honestly
think he would do that?”

“Well, he is going to marry
her.”

“No, he’s not! Will you
stop saying that?”

“I didn’t think he’d
seriously consider someone like Tammy to begin with. I thought he
had higher standards than that, but apparently, he’s making the
biggest decision of his life with his penis.”

“Wow. You’ve always been
blunt, but I have to say that is—”

“I don’t care. And I’m not
going tonight. I’m calling Trent and cancelling.”

“You can’t.”

“Of course, I
can!”

“No, you can’t. He’s going
to be at the country club all day, remember? He won’t be back until
he’s ready to pick you up.”

Alex groaned and rubbed her eyes. “I
forgot.”

“Ask Kevin if he slept with
Tammy. If he did, he’ll tell you he did. Then you’ll know for
sure.”

Alex knew Nita was right. “Okay. We
can talk about everything else, why not this, right?”

“Right. Now let’s go eat a
boat load of chocolate to make you feel better.”

Nodding, Alex agreed and they crossed
the street to a bakery.


 Chapter Eight

Kevin dialed Tammy’s number for what
seemed like the millionth time and paced back and forth in front of
the apartment she and two of her friends shared on the campus.
While the phone rang, he peered into the window and sighed. No one
was there. When Tammy’s cell phone went into her voice message
system, he hung up and shoved the cell back into his pocket. He’d
already left a couple of messages. What good would leaving one more
do?

Where could she possibly be? And why
wasn’t she picking up her cell phone? He knew she was trying on her
bridal gown, but it shouldn’t take all day. With a groan, he
reminded himself that she was a woman, and who knew how long women
took to do anything? He turned from the apartment and decided to
try his luck at sitting on the bench in front of the complex. Maybe
he’d get lucky and she’d pull into the parking lot while he
waited.

After a few minutes, he took out his
phone and decided to call Alex. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a
cell phone, which boggled his mind. In this day and age, he thought
everyone should have a cell phone, but Alex said when she was out,
she didn’t want to be bothered with phone calls. So he was left
calling her parents and hoping she was there.

When her mother answered the phone and
he asked to talk to Alex, her mother said she was out trying on the
dress for his wedding and then she was going to pick up something
to wear for the engagement party that night. He winced and
considered telling her mother he wouldn’t be marrying Tammy after
all but then decided against it.

He didn’t know what he was
going to do if Alex didn’t agree to marry him. Up to that point, he
assumed she’d say yes, which was a foolish thing to do. Sure, he
knew Alex, but he didn’t know her that well.

He waited for another half hour when
Greg drove into the parking lot. Wondering why Greg would bother
coming by, he stood up and walked over to his car. Greg rolled down
his window.

“What’s up?” Kevin
asked.

“What is wrong with you?”
Greg replied, looking as if he was frustrated with him.

He frowned as he sorted through
everything he just did at their apartment. “Did I forget to take my
laundry out of the dryer again?”

Rolling his eyes, Greg said, “You are
a moron.”

“I’m sorry. I thought I
remembered this time. I’ve been distracted with everything that’s
been going on. I’m getting married next week, you know.”

“That’s why you’re a moron.
What are you doing with Tammy? The girl’s all wrong for
you.”

“I know. I’ve been trying
to get a hold of her ever since I woke up this morning, but I can’t
find her anywhere.”

Greg hesitated. “For real?”

“I wouldn’t joke about
something as serious as my wedding.”

“Are you going to marry
someone else?”

“I have to if I want to get
a million dollars, and right now I need that to pay for the
elaborate wedding Tammy wanted.”

“If you aren’t marrying
her, then why are you paying for it?”

“Because everything’s
already been ordered,” Kevin said. “There’s a no refund policy on
most of it. Besides, I’m still getting married, so I’ll still use
it.”

“You’re still getting
married? To who?”

“Don’t tell anyone, but I’m
going to ask Alex.”

“No kidding?” Greg laughed.
“What made you change your mind?”

Kevin shrugged. “I don’t know exactly.
I guess it just seems right.”

“That’s cool, man. So does
this mean I get to be the best man?”

“Sure.”

“Good. You should have
picked me for that spot to begin with. I mean, I’ve been your
roommate. I’ve dealt with you at your worst.” Greg laughed again.
“I forgive you though. Just name your first boy after me and we’ll
call it even.”

Kevin rolled his eyes but grinned.
“You wish.”

“Well, come on. We got to
get ready for the party.”

Glancing at his watch, Kevin winced.
“I was hoping to talk to Tammy first.”

And once Kevin talked to her, the
party would be a total bust. Her family and friends, along with
his, were supposed to be there. He rubbed his eyes, wishing he
hadn’t agreed to something so big and extravagant. Had this been
confined to a small gathering, he could make some phone calls and
call it off, but no, Tammy insisted that it had to be a big affair
to impress others. The more he thought about it, the happier he was
with his decision. He didn’t think he could afford to be married to
her.

“Alright. I guess I should
get ready for the party.” Even as Kevin said it, he grimaced. It
wouldn’t be much of a party once he told Tammy he couldn’t marry
her.

 


***

 


Alex stared at her reflection in the
mirror and wondered if she had the nerve to go out in public in
what was supposed to pass for a dress. She brushed her hair over
her shoulders. Well, that covered some of her cleavage, but not
enough. The only good thing she could say about the red miniskirt,
low-cut dress was that it had straps.

“Nita, this is a bad idea,”
she told her friend who returned to her room with her long
coat.

Nita slipped the coat over Alex’s
shoulders and patted her back. “If this doesn’t get Kevin’s
attention, then nothing will. Trust me, the color red and the
percentage of skin you’re showing are enough to get any guy’s
attention.”

“I feel cheap.” She tried
to pull the mid-thigh skirt lower, but it was pointless. “I’m glad
my family’s not going to be there. They’d die or give me a lecture
about dressing like a lady.”



“Hey—” Nita gave her a
pointed look—“not every woman who dresses up in a sexy outfit is a
tramp, or cheap.”

“I don’t dress like this.
Ever.”

“Do you want to get Kevin’s
attention or not?” When Alex didn’t answer, Nita said, “What you’ve
been wearing up to now hasn’t worked, has it? Remember, if you keep
doing the same thing over and over, you’ll keep getting the same
results.”

Alex took one last look at herself and
shuddered. “Okay. I’m in this, sink or swim.”

“Good.”

The doorbell rang, so Alex quickly
buttoned her coat, thankful it, at least, reached her knees. “I
look like I’m not wearing anything under this coat.”

“Even better. Make Kevin
think you’re naked.”

Alex’s cheeks warmed.
“Nita!”

“What? If you marry him,
he’ll be seeing you naked anyway. You might as well get him used to
the idea.”

“You’re a horrible
influence on me.”

“Why? Because I force you
to be a girl?”

Deciding not to respond, Alex headed
out of the bedroom.

“I can’t help but notice
you have this awful habit of running off on me today,” Nita quipped
as she trailed after her.

Alex shrugged but smiled. When she got
to the living room, she saw Trent and Jordan talking to her
parents.

Her mom looked her way and blinked.
“You are wearing a dress under that coat, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” Alex replied,
glancing at Nita who breezed by her so she could give her boyfriend
a hug. “The coat’s long, that’s all.”

Her father frowned. “When is the
engagement party over?”

“Nine,” she
said.

He gave Trent a good look. “I expect
her home at nine.”

Alex rolled her eyes.
“Dad!”

“Fine,” her dad said. “Nine
thirty.”

She groaned. Here she was, twenty-two,
and her dad was treating her as if she was in high school. Didn’t
it occur to him that if she planned to do something with Trent, she
could go somewhere other than the engagement party?

Her mother rubbed her father’s back.
“It’s okay, honey. We can trust her.”

“It’s not her I’m worried
about.” Her father turned his gaze to Trent whose eyes grew
wide.

“I’ll be fine, Dad,” Alex
quickly assured him, embarrassed they were even having this
conversation in front of everyone. “I know how to kick a guy in the
groin.” She turned to Trent. “Ready?”

Trent offered a smile that seemed
forced. “Uh, sure.”

Nita took Jordan’s hand. “Come on.
Let’s get this party started.”

Alex gave her parents a quick hug and
kiss and walked with Trent to the doorway. As soon as she saw the
driveway, she stopped.

“What’s wrong?” Trent
asked.

She would have rubbed her eyes, but
she didn’t want to ruin her eyeliner. “You drive a
corvette?”

He shrugged. “Only on
Saturdays.”

Alex looked at Nita who fanned herself
and pretended to swoon.

“Didn’t I tell you my
family’s wealthy?” Trent asked.

Alex laughed and strolled to the
driveway. “No. I would have remembered that
conversation.”

“Well, now you know.” Trent
opened the door for her. “Ladies first.”

Still overwhelmed, she slipped into
the car while he shut the door for her.

He got into the car and started it.
“You must really like this guy to go through all this trouble for
him. I don’t have you pegged as a girl who plays dress up
often.”

“I’m not.” She sighed and
looked out the window.

Her parents waved to her, so she gave
the obligatory wave back. Her father pointed to his watch and then
to her. Glancing at Trent, she breathed a sigh of relief. Good. He
hadn’t seen him. This was so embarrassing. She was an adult now,
but they were treating her as if she was going to the prom. Had it
not been for Kevin, she wouldn’t have gone to the prom, and even
though he hadn’t planned on going, he did when he realized how
important it was to her. She wanted to go to a prom at least once
during high school since other students made such a fuss about it.
Smiling, she thought about how he was a good sport about wearing a
tux and dancing, even if they were both horrible at it and kept
stepping on each other’s feet. She couldn’t imagine being as close
to anyone as she was with Kevin.

“You remind me of my
younger sister,” Trent said as he drove down the next
block.

“I do?” she asked, putting
the prom far from her mind.

“Yeah. She had a horrible
time getting the right kind of attention from guys.”

She frowned, unsure of whether or not
she liked this particular analogy.

He glanced her way and chuckled. “I do
mean that as a compliment. She’s a great kid.”

“But she can’t find a
date?”

“She needed help, but it
eventually happened. Sometimes the guy has to see that he can lose
a girl in order to wake up. I don’t mind jumpstarting a
romance.”

Looking over at him, she grinned. “Is
that what you usually do? Go around and look for ways to help
people realize they’re meant to be together?”

“Something like that. I’m a
relationship counselor.”

“Really?”

“Yep. Started my own
business a couple of months ago right after I got my master’s
degree.”

“So you’re an expert in
love, huh?”

Shrugging, he said, “I don’t know if
I’d call myself an expert, but I enjoy seeing people happy in their
relationships.”

“Do I owe you a fee for
helping me out tonight?” she teased.

“I’ll tell you what. If I
ever need a favor, I’ll give you a call.”

“Okay. Deal.”

She turned her attention to the strip
on Okaloosa Island where Kevin and Tammy had rented a condo suite
on the beach for the party. That idea, no doubt, had been Tammy’s.
With the way she spent money, he’d be out of his inheritance before
the year was up. Whatever was he thinking when he told Tammy about
the money? Well, tonight was her last shot at getting him to ditch
her. As Trent drove his car into the parking lot, she straightened
in her seat and got ready to “wow” Kevin.


 Chapter Nine

Kevin entered the suite, blinked, and
rechecked the number on the door. It was the right room, but it
wasn’t anything he had in mind when Tammy insisted they have an
engagement party. The suite was huge. A lot of people—way more than
he was comfortable with—had been invited, and there was a ton of
finger foods set on the buffet tables.

He glanced at the hotel employee who
had shown him to the room. “How much is this costing
me?”

The employee shrugged. “I don’t know
but my wallet would be crying if it was me.”

Kevin reluctantly entered the room,
not surprised when his father came over to him with a concerned
expression on his face. “Kevin, isn’t this a little…too much?” His
father motioned to the room. “Your aunt didn’t leave you that money
so you could be careless with it.”

“I know,” Kevin whispered,
glad the music from the live orchestra in the corner of the room
drowned his dad’s complaints. “I let Tammy arrange
this.”

“Son, I don’t think Tammy
is wise with money.”

“I know. Now.” Kevin didn’t
feel like explaining Tammy’s plans for the wedding. Thank goodness
they were in the middle of a school year and had to delay plans for
a honeymoon! “I have to talk to Tammy. Do you know where she’s
at?”

“Over there.”

Directing his attention to the group
of giggly females, he nodded. What fun this was going to be, he
thought with dread. He took off his coat and searched for a place
to put it.

“In the other room,” his
dad said.

“Thanks.” After he hung it
up, he straightened his suit jacket. He hated wearing suits, but
Tammy warned him it was a formal event and darned if she hadn’t
been telling the truth. Taking a deep breath, he prepared himself
for giving her the bad news. “Be quick and get it over with,” he
mumbled and headed out of the room.

He approached the group of friends and
slowed his steps when he realized Tammy had two black eyes and a
bruised nose. He didn’t recall the ball causing two black eyes.
With a deep breath, he proceeded forward and cleared his
throat.

Tammy looked his way. “Oh, Kevin, look
at what your friend did to me.”

Glancing at her circle of friends, he
gave an apologetic smile. “It was an accident. Alex was throwing
the football around. Tammy stepped in front of it—”

“She meant to hit me so I’d
look like a freak at my own wedding,” Tammy interrupted.

“No, she didn’t. The angle
of the football wasn’t on course to hit you. I get it. For whatever
reason, Alex threw the football close to us, but it was never
intended to hit you.”

Tammy crossed her arms and pouted.
“Well, she punched me in the eye today when I was trying on my
wedding dress.”

He laughed. “Oh come on!”

“It’s true!” Tammy motioned
to two of her friends. “They saw her do it.”

“We did,” her friends said
in unison. When they realized they spoke at the same time, they
looked at each other and giggled.

Kevin forced back the eye roll and
turned to Tammy. “I have something I need to discuss with you, but
I’d like to do it in private.” Scanning the room, he saw that the
balcony was vacant.

“No, Kevin,” Tammy said,
her voice a higher pitch than it’d been just moments before. “You
need to listen to me. Alex attacked me, again. How many bruises do
I have to have before you get it?” Her lower lip trembled. “I had
to cancel the photographer because of this.” She pointed to her
face. “None of the make-up we’ve used has worked. My wedding day is
already ruined, and it’s all because of Alex.”

“What did you do to Alex to
make her punch you?” he finally asked when he realized she wasn’t
going to let the topic go.

She gasped and pressed her hand to her
chest. “What makes you think I did something?”

“Because I know Alex, and
she doesn’t attack anyone unless they ask for it.”

“No, he didn’t,” one of her
friends said.

“Oh yes, he did,” another
one replied, shaking her head at him.

“I need to talk to you,” he
told Tammy. “Alone.”

“No,” Tammy snapped and
brushed the tears from her eyes. “I will not have you defending
psycho chick to me.”

He didn’t know whether to laugh or be
upset that she just called his best friend a psycho. “I hate to
break it to you, Tammy, but if you expect Alex to sit back and take
your crap, it’s not going to happen. Alex doesn’t go around
punching people for the heck of it.”

“Well, I won’t have her
there at the wedding,” Tammy hissed. “This is going to be my day,
and I won’t have your best friend
ruining it for me.”

“You can’t make that
decision.”

“Of course, I
can.”

“No, you can’t.”

“I’m the bride!”

“No, you’re not!” Several
gasps around him made him stop and give a cautious glance at her
friends whose jaws were hung open. Fortunately, the music prevented
anyone else in the room from hearing what just transpired. Sighing,
Kevin motioned to the balcony. “Tammy, can I please talk to you in
private?”

Tammy crossed her arms. “Are you
dumping me?”

“I just…” He shrugged. “I
don’t think it’s going to work.”

“Oh my gosh. You are
dumping me!”

“And at the engagement
party,” one of her friends said.

“So low,” another one
added, this time narrowing her eyes at him.

Kevin realized damage control was in
order, and if he had any idea what that kind of control would
entail, he’d gladly do it. But he didn’t know what to do, so he
said the only thing he could think of. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry?” Tammy
huffed. “Why did you ask me to marry you if you planned to dump
me?”

“I wasn’t planning on it,”
he said. “Can we please talk in private now?”

“I don’t think so, skunk
boy,” one of her friends replied and stepped between them. “We’re
not going to let you hurt her anymore. First, Alex and now you.”
She scanned him up and down and shook her head. “Tammy, you’re way
better off.”

“That’s the truth of it,”
another one added.

“Come on, Tammy,” one of
her other friends said as she put her arm reassuringly around
Tammy’s shoulders. “You can do better than this idiot.”

The group shuffled past him, and Tammy
shot him a piercing look before they went to retrieve their
coats.

“Fine,” he muttered,
throwing his hands up in the air.

He tried. He failed. Now it was time
to move on. As he turned around, he caught sight of Alex entering
the suite. A smile crossed his face and he got ready to approach
her when he noticed she didn’t come alone or even with one of her
female friends. She came with that guy who was with her at the
beach. His smile faltered. Just when did she meet the guy? It
couldn’t have been too long ago since she never mentioned dating
anyone.

She took off her coat, and he had to
stop himself from yelling at her to put it back on. The dress was
red and molded to her body, showing off every curve she had. Her
breasts were ready to spill out of it, and it showed off more of
her legs than he’d ever seen on her.

If she was wearing this when they were
alone, it would be an amazing dress. But here, in front of all
these people…? He glanced around, wondering if any of the other
guys in the room were going to start drooling over her. He told
himself it was only years of being protective of her that sent him
charging her way, ready to take off his suit jacket to cover her
up.

Before he reached her, Nita and her
boyfriend came in and Alex and her date headed for the other room
to hang up their coats. By the time they reached the room, Tammy
and her crew came out of it and stopped when they saw Alex. Kevin
got ready to intervene since he guessed Tammy and her friends
wouldn’t be nice to Alex, but Camden came up to him and slapped him
on the back.

“You sure know how to throw
a party,” Camden said as he ate the shrimp cocktail on his plate.
“This stuff is expensive.”

“Tammy likes the finer
things in life,” Kevin dryly replied. “Hey, do you know anything
about Alex’s date?”

Camden looked up from his plate and
nearly choked on the food he was eating. “Wow! Alex is
hot!”

“Shh!” Kevin’s face grew
warm. For the most part, people hadn’t bothered looking over in her
direction, and he’d like to keep it that way. “Just quiet down,
okay?”

Camden rolled his eyes. “You’re
engaged to Tammy, so what do you care if Alex is showing off what
she’s been hiding all these years? Man, do you think she’ll wear
that at the Super Bowl game?”

“Only if you and Greg
aren’t there,” he growled.

Camden’s eyebrows rose. “You’re with
Tammy, remember?”

“Was with Tammy. That’s past tense.”

“Huh?”

“I’ll explain
later.”

Without waiting for his friend to
respond, he headed toward Alex and Tammy, thinking that whatever
might ensue, it wasn’t going to be good. Tammy said something to
Alex, and just as Kevin was about to step in and stop Tammy from
doing or saying anything else, Alex’s date stepped between
them.

“Excuse me, but I don’t
appreciate the way you talked to my date,” Alex’s date said. “We
are here to celebrate your impending nuptials.”

Kevin blinked. Impending nuptials? Who
in the world talked like that anymore?

Tammy let out a bitter laugh. “Cute.”
She peered around him and told Alex, “I see you got yet another guy
running to your defense.” Turning her attention back to Alex’s
date, she patted him on the shoulder. “You have no need to worry.
I’m out of here.” She brushed past him, her friends close
behind.

As they reached the door, Greg entered
the suite, took one look at Tammy, and laughed.

Kevin’s dad waved to him from across
the room, and Kevin mouthed the words ‘in a minute’. He got ready
to walk up to Alex, but Tammy’s father came up to him.

“Why is my little girl
upset?” her father demanded.

Knowing he had to take care of this
immediately, he turned his attention to the older man.
“Uh…well…”

“You didn’t make her unhappy, did you?”

Kevin blanched. There was no way this
was going to end well. “I had to end the engagement,
sir.”

“You did? Why?”

Looking away from the glaring man,
Kevin shrugged. “I didn’t think the marriage would
work.”

“What? Why? And you better
not say it’s because of my little princess.”

He swallowed the lump in his throat.
“No, sir. It’s just that some people are more compatible than
others, and I don’t think she and I will be a good fit.”

“Why?”

Kevin was starting to get tired of all
the ‘why’s’ this man kept throwing at him, and fortunately, his
father came up to them.

“What’s going on over
here?” his father asked with one of his peacekeeping
smiles.

“What’s going on? I’ll tell
you what’s going on,” her father snapped. “Your son just broke my
little girl’s heart. She ran out of here in tears.”

Kevin stopped himself from saying
Tammy hadn’t been crying, and as for her heart being broken, he
didn’t see how that was possible in the short time they’d been
together.

“What happened, Kevin?” his
father asked him.

“Um...” Kevin glanced over
at Alex and saw her date leaned toward her to whisper something in
her ear that made her laugh. He frowned. Whoever this guy was,
Kevin didn’t like him.

“Kevin?” his father
asked.

“Oh.” Kevin returned his
attention to his dad. “I had to call off the engagement. I don’t
think Tammy and I are right for each other.”

“You’d be a lucky son of a
gun to marry my daughter,” her father said.

“I’m not saying there’s
anything wrong with her,” Kevin lied.

“Then what are you saying?”
her father asked.

Kevin’s father held up his hands and
chuckled. “Come on. Things don’t have to get ugly. So things didn’t
work out for our kids. Isn’t it better they found out now instead
of getting a divorce?”

Her father let out a low growl. “Easy
for you to say. Your son was the one who hurt my girl.”

“And he’s very sorry for
it,” his father said, indicating for Kevin to agree with
him.

“Yes,” Kevin quickly
replied. “I am sorry.” When her father continued to glare at him,
he added, “Very, very sorry.”

After an agonizing moment, her father
let out a long sigh. “Alright. But you’re not allowed to see her
ever again.”

“I won’t,” Kevin said. “I
promise.”

As soon as her father left to talk to
her other relatives, Kevin exhaled, not realizing he’d been holding
his breath during the interrogation.

Kevin’s father also breathed a sigh of
relief. “Thank goodness you came to your senses when you did, but
who are you going to marry?”

“I’d like to ask Alex,” he
replied.

“Alex? Your
friend?”

“Yeah.”

“Good for you. But…if
you’re marrying her, then what’s she doing with him?” He pointed to
Alex who was sitting too close to her date.

“I haven’t asked her
yet.”

“Well, you better get going
on that one. I guess I have some explaining to do to our side of
the family.” He turned halfway and paused. “Will there still be a
wedding next Saturday?”

“If Alex says no, then
no.”

If there was one thing being with
Tammy had taught Kevin, it was that he shouldn’t settle for anyone
to get the money. As crazy as his aunt was to add the marriage
stipulation in her will, he decided he was better off without the
money instead of marrying someone who wasn’t right for him, and the
more he thought about it, the more right being with Alex
felt.

“Good,” his father said.
“Are you going to ask her here?”

“If I can get her away from
her date.”

“I wish you luck. They look
close.”

While his father walked off, Kevin
sighed. He watched as Alex put her hand on her date’s knee. He
clenched his teeth. He’d ask her to marry him, and he’d do it
before Mr. Perfect, who had every dark strand of hair in place and
wore a fancy suit, got a chance to get any closer to
her!


 Chapter Ten

“He’s coming over here,”
Trent whispered in her ear. “Don’t look at him. You want him to
sweat it out. Move your hand a little higher on my
thigh.”

Alex hesitated. She thought she had
her hand high enough as it was. She didn’t consider herself a prude
but still…

“Trust me,” Trent
whispered. “And giggle.”

She obeyed, giggling and sliding her
hand higher. The whole time, her face had to be a wild shade of
red. As soon as Tammy left the party, she wanted to go up to Kevin
and ask him what happened, but Trent warned her that seeming too
eager was a bad idea. She knew he was right. Kevin had to make the
first move.

Kevin approached them and cleared his
throat.

The group looked up at him, and Trent
put his arm around her shoulders. “Hey, Calvin! This is a great
party.”

He frowned. “My name is Kevin. Alex,
can I talk to you?” With a quick glance in Trent’s direction, he
added, “Alone?”

She turned to Trent. “Would you
mind?”

“I guess not,” Trent said
and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t keep her away from me too
long, Kev.”

Taking that as a green light, she
stood up and walked over to Kevin who looked between her and Trent
before he led her to the balcony. When she glanced over her
shoulder, Trent offered her the thumbs up sign. She quickly
returned the gesture and followed Kevin to a secluded spot which
overlooked the water.

Resting his back against the railing,
he rubbed the back of his neck and asked, “Alex, what’s up with you
and that guy?”

Recalling what Trent told her to say
if the question came up, she shrugged. “Oh, he’s just someone I
know.”

“You look like you know him
pretty well. I mean, you had your hand on his thigh, and you’re
wearing…” He motioned to her dress.

She scanned her trampy outfit and
asked, “What?” as if she had no idea what he was
implying.

Groaning, he said, “That.”

She ran her hands down the length of
what little dress there was. “Is there a thread hanging
loose?”

“No.”

“Oh. Then everything’s as
it should be.” Smiling, she brushed her hair over her shoulders and
crossed her arms so that her breasts were more
prominent.

“I can’t take this.”
Slipping off his suit jacket, he draped it over her shoulders.
“What are you doing dressed like that?”

“Dressed like
what?”

“Dressed like you want that
guy to do more than take you to this party.”

She frowned and gripped the edges of
the jacket. “That’s a nice double standard.”

“What is that supposed to
mean?”

“It means that Tammy told
me all about you and her. Together. Last night. All night
long.”

“I wasn’t with her last
night.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I had that run to
do. Don’t you remember I signed up for that?”

“Yes, but you could’ve gone
to her place afterwards.”

“Are you kidding me? After
a long run like that, I was beat. I went home, took a shower, and
went to bed.”

She relaxed her hold on the suit
jacket. “Good.”

“Now that we got that
squared away, should I be concerned about your date in
there?”

Once again thinking of what Trent told
her, she said, “You’re getting married to Tammy, so does it
matter?”

“I’m not marrying
Tammy.”

“You aren’t?”

“No. I tried to tell her
earlier today, but it didn’t happen so that’s why everyone showed
up tonight. It wasn’t easy to tell her. I guess it never is when
you’re dumping someone, but I realized that she and I were all
wrong for each other.”

She nodded, her heart pounding with a
mixture of fear and anticipation. Would he ask her to marry him? Or
would he go through a list of possible candidates like they did
before?

“So,” he began as he ran
his hands along the rail, “that’s why I wanted to know if this
thing between you and Trent is serious. If it is, then what I want
to ask you is pointless.”

She swallowed and glanced at Trent who
was laughing at something Nita and Jordan were saying. She wondered
if it was too soon to stop playing hard to get because she had the
sudden urge to throw her arms around Kevin and kiss him. Taking a
deep breath, she ventured, “I just met him the other day.” There.
That was all he needed to know.

“Okay. Well, I did a lot of
thinking last night, and I realized that you were right. Tammy
would come between us. Then I thought that anyone else I married
would have to be first in my life, and the only person I want to be
first is you. So, I thought I’d ask you…” He took a deep
breath.

She eagerly waited for him to come out
and ask it.

“I was wondering if you’d
marry me.” Before she could answer, he continued, “I mean, I know
we’ve never been more than friends. I’m sure it’s not what you
expected, but I heard somewhere that couples starting out as
friends manage well in marriage. I was thinking you and I get along
great. We already have all the important things in common. You
know, religion, politics, and whatnot. It seems like a logical
choice, don’t you think?”

The only reason her smile didn’t
falter was because it was frozen on her face. She wasn’t sure if he
just gave her an actual proposal or was providing her with an essay
on why he should marry her.

“Alex?” he
asked.

Out of the corner of her
eye, she saw another couple walk out onto the balcony, followed by
a server offering them hors
d'oeuvres.

“Alex?” Kevin asked again,
this time looking concerned.

Alex blinked a couple of times. “So
would this be a marriage of convenience sort of thing?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess. I
have to marry someone to get the money, and there’s no one else I’d
rather marry than you. Does that make it a marriage of
convenience?”

“I think so,” she answered,
uncertain of what that meant in terms of being married to him. “So,
if I married you, then would we be as we are now?”

“I think so. But better,
right? We’d be closer, and no one would come between
us.”

She let out a sigh. It wasn’t quite
the way she hoped the proposal would be, but it was better than
nothing. She didn’t want to marry anyone else. Maybe, in time, he’d
stop thinking of her as a friend and think of her in more romantic
terms. She’d never know if she didn’t marry him. “Yes,” she said.
“I’ll marry you.”

He smiled. “Really? Great! For a
minute there, I thought you were going to say no.”

“Well, it sounds logical
when you spell it out. Um…so since this is a marriage of
convenience, do we have sex?”

To her surprise, he burst out
laughing. She blinked and glanced around, hoping he wasn’t
attracting anyone’s attention.

“What idiot is going to get
married and not have sex?” he asked, still laughing.

“Okay,” she whispered,
noticing that some people were looking in their direction. She
stepped closer to him and kept her voice low. “Fine. We’ll have
sex.”

As if he didn’t hear her, he added, “I
mean, you’d have to be a complete moron to turn down the
opportunity to have sex.”

Through gritted teeth, she replied,
“We’ll have sex.” When she realized he couldn’t hear her over his
laughter, she grabbed his arm and said in a louder voice, “I’ll
have so much sex with you you’ll be dizzy for a week.”

He stopped laughing and looked at her
in interest. “Really?”

Someone cleared his throat.

Realizing it was the server, her face
grew warm.

“I’d ask if there’s
anything you need,” the server began with an amused expression on
his face, “but it seems you are doing well enough without
me.”

As the server walked away, she covered
her face with her hands and groaned.

Kevin chuckled and rubbed her back.
“It’s okay.”

“Sure. For you,” she
muttered. “The server thinks you’re a lucky guy.”

“Then he would be right.”
Kevin stepped in front of her and lowered her hands from her face.
“Come on, Alex. It’s not that bad.”

“I guess not, but do you
think he heard the part where you asked me to marry
you?”

“Does it matter? He’s not
invited to the wedding.” He squeezed her hands. “Actually, half the
people who were invited will be uninvited. Then we need to invite
your family and friends. It’s going to be a busy week.”

“Yeah, it will be,” she
said, suddenly realizing that she had a lot to do to get ready for
being a bride. “I have to get a dress.”

“As long as it covers more
of you than this one does.” He opened his suit jacket so he could
see it. “This is a great dress, but it isn’t something I want my
wife wearing in public. The other guys will see you and want to
steal you from me.”

Pleased, she peered up at him and
smiled. “You don’t want anyone to take me away from
you?”

Smiling in return, he said, “That’s
what I just said.”

“Yeah, but I like hearing
it.”

He slid his hands to her waist and
pulled her closer to him. “I don’t want anyone stealing you away
from me.”

She closed her eyes when she realized
he was going to kiss her. In all their years together, they had
only kissed once, and that was when they were fourteen and wanted
to get the nervous first kiss thing over with so they’d be prepared
for when they started dating in high school. That had been a quick
kiss, mostly because they didn’t know what they were doing but also
because it was like kissing a relative.

But this time when he kissed her, it
wasn’t a simple peck on the lips. His lips, soft and warm, met
hers, causing her heart to speed up with excitement. She brought
her hands up to his arms and returned his kiss. It was a heady
experience. Feeling his body close to hers, his chest lightly
brushing her breasts, his hands on her hips. She hardly noticed the
breeze coming in from the pounding surf or the sound of people
mingling at the party.

Out here, on this balcony at this
moment in time, it seemed that only she and Kevin existed. He
parted his lips and she followed his lead, not realizing until she
felt the tip of his tongue that he intended the kiss to turn so
intimate. She had no idea he was such a good kisser or that kissing
him could make her body tingle.

The kiss ended much too soon, even
though she knew it lasted a good few seconds. The rest of the world
returned to her awareness, and she wondered when she’d get to kiss
him again.

He took her hands and squeezed them.
“You’re pretty good at the whole kissing thing.”

“I am?” she asked, hoping
her surprise didn’t show. It wasn’t like she had a ton of
experience in this area. It was a lot different from playing
sports.

“I wouldn’t have said it if
I didn’t mean it.” He motioned to the patio doors. “We should go in
and tell them the good news.”

She peered around him and saw that all
of Tammy’s family and friends had left so she nodded. The last
thing she wanted was to deal with anyone who knew Tammy. They’d be
likely to toss her off the balcony in outrage.

“Considering we only have a
week until the big day, we should announce it now,” she told
Kevin.

As he led her into the suite, her gaze
fell to Trent who winked at her. Beside him, Nita gave her a thumbs
up sign. She glanced at Kevin, relieved he didn’t notice. There was
no need for him to know she had some help in replacing
Tammy.

“Hey, Mom and Dad,” Kevin
said when they stopped in front of his parents who were talking to
a group of his other relatives. When they turned to him, he
squeezed her hand and continued, “I asked Alex to marry me, and she
said yes.”

His mother squealed and hugged her.
“I’m so relieved,” she whispered in Alex’s ear. “I secretly hoped
you two would end up together ever since you were little kids
playing soccer in the front yard.”

His father patted him on the back.
“Now that’s a good choice, son. Welcome to the family,
Alex.”

“Thanks,” Alex replied, not
knowing what else a fiancée was supposed to say.

“Your parents will be sorry
they missed the big announcement,” his father continued as he
grabbed some wine glasses from the table. “I think we are due for a
toast.” After he handed her and Kevin their glasses, he cleared his
throat so everyone else in the room would turn their attention to
him. “Ladies and gentlemen, there’s been a change of plans. My son
has decided to marry Alex instead of Tammy.”

While they cheered, Alex felt the heat
rise to her cheeks, especially when Greg clapped and called out, “I
knew you could do it, girl.”

She sent Greg a warning look before
she glanced at Kevin whose eyebrows rose in interest. “Greg,” she
began as she rolled her eyes, “no one ever knows what he’s talking
about.”

Fortunately, his father eased the
awkward moment by lifting his glass and saying, “I’d like to
propose a toast. To Kevin and Alex. May you have a happy and long
life together.”

“Hear, hear,” his mother
agreed.

Alex joined in with everyone else and
sipped her wine, excited and nervous about what marriage to Kevin
would actually mean.


 Chapter Eleven

Alex looked down at her hand and
watched the way the diamond ring sparkled in the sun. It’d been a
busy week, but tomorrow was her wedding day and she was looking
forward to being Kevin’s wife. It was still strange at times to
think of him as Kevin the hot guy instead of Kevin the friend. But
finding an apartment, shopping for the ring, and trying on her
wedding dress made it all sink in.

The chimes above the door sounded and
she glanced away from the window in time to see Kevin enter the
store. “Hi there!” She left her spot at the cash register and went
over to him.

Smiling, he took her in his arms and
gave her a lingering kiss that made her eager for their wedding
night. If there was one thing she could put to rest, it was the
fear that they didn’t have enough chemistry to make the physical
part of their relationship exciting.

“So, what brings you by?”
she asked.

“I wanted to know if you’ll
be on lunch break soon?”

She checked her watch. “I’ll be free
in thirty-five minutes. Want to hang out here until
then?”

“If I do that, your boss
will make me buy something.”

She glanced around the store. “What?
You don’t need a Florida souvenir?”

“I already have a ton of
them from this place. I didn’t realize how many until I had to
pack.” He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to him.
“Where is that boss of yours anyway?”

“At lunch.”

“Oh?” He grinned and kissed
her again.

This time, she snuggled into his arms
and traced his lower lip with her tongue. When he parted his lips
for her, she deepened the kiss. She moaned and became more
insistent in the kiss, loving the way his hands went down to her
butt and squeezed it.

Her breasts pressed against his chest,
a sensation she most enjoyed. His hands traveled up her sides to
where her breasts were. He drew away from her so he could brush
them with his thumbs.

She groaned and playfully shoved his
hands down. “Not until we’re married, mister.”

With a wicked grin, he brought them
back up. “You let me touch them when I was cleaning your
dress.”

Laughing, she took his hands into hers
and lowered them. “You were cleaning my dress, not trying to feel
me up.”

“Oh come on. I just want a
sample of what I’ll be getting tomorrow.”

She gave him another kiss. “You
already did. Now, behave.”

Though he let out a long sigh, he
grinned and kissed her in return, this time keeping his hands
safely away from her breasts. The door opened and someone cleared
her throat.

Her boss shut the door and
good-naturedly shook her head. “Find a room, you two.”

“Great idea, Mrs. Wilcox,”
Kevin replied and then looked at Alex. “I guess that means you get
the rest of the afternoon off.”

“Ha ha.” Her boss headed
for the back room. “I expect you to buy something since you’re
wasting my employee’s time.”

After she disappeared into the other
room, he turned to Alex. “I told you I’d have to buy something if I
stuck around.”

“Yeah, but wasn’t it worth
it?” Alex wiggled her eyebrows and gave him a quick
kiss.

“Yeah, it was.”

She went to the cash register and was
surprised when he dropped a package of gum on the
counter.

He shrugged. “It’s something in the
store.”

Her boss came out of the room and
chuckled. “Gum doesn’t count.”

“But I already have
everything else in this place,” he said.

“No, you don’t,” Alex
replied.

“I have everything I want
that’s in here,” he clarified.

“Then get a gift for your
girlfriend,” her boss said.

“Is there anything you
want?” he asked Alex.

“The glass rose is pretty,”
Alex replied, pointing to the red rose on the shelf close
by.

“A rose? Wouldn’t you
rather have the phone that’s in the shape of a
football?”

She laughed. “No. That’s
tacky.”

Her boss cleared her throat. “Just
don’t say that when there are real customers in here.” She winked
and headed back to the other room.

“Okay.” Kevin went over to
the shelf and got the rose. As he returned, he inspected it. “You
really like this crap?”

“I have been known to be a
girl once in a while,” Alex replied.

“Well, I know that. But
this isn’t your style.”

“Maybe there are some
things you don’t know about me. Just because we’ve been friends for
eons, it doesn’t mean you don’t have more to learn.”

“Apparently.”

She rung up his order and handed it to
him.

He gave it back to her. “There’s no
way I’m carrying that thing around. It’s yours. Do whatever you
want with it.”

She turned the pretty glass rose over
in her hands. When she first saw it, she wanted it, but she didn’t
want to have to buy it for herself. She envisioned her boyfriend
buying it for her as a sweet, romantic gesture. Kevin meant well.
He offered to buy her something, and in their many years together,
she never did buy anything overtly feminine around him so how could
he know she enjoyed things like this? She couldn’t expect him to
read her mind.

Her boss returned from the back room.
“Go on and take an early lunch. I’ll man the fort.”

“Thanks.” She placed the
rose under the counter and picked up her purse. As she left the
store with Kevin, she asked, “So where are we eating?”

He took her hand in his. “I thought
I’d let you decide.”

She smiled. Maybe he wasn’t exactly
the most romantic man who ever lived, but he considered what she
wanted to do and that was one thing she appreciated most about him.
She chose the spot where she wanted to eat, and soon, the topic
turned to the wedding.

 


***

 


The next day, Alex examined her
reflection in the mirror. She hardly recognized herself. Nita
fussed over her white gown, spreading it out around her, and though
this gown didn’t have sleeves, Alex didn’t mind. She liked the way
it made her feel. Maybe that was the purpose of the wedding day—to
make a woman feel like a fairytale princess.

“You look so beautiful,”
Nita said as she stood up and checked Alex’s hair which was pulled
back into a twist.

“Thank you, Nita.” Alex
hugged her. “You should be the one giving makeovers for a
living.”

“If I had to pluck your
eyebrows and wax your mustache, you wouldn’t think so.”

Alex momentarily shivered from the
memory. “I never want to go through that again.”

Nita laughed and slipped the pearl
necklace around Alex’s neck. “The experience traumatized you for
life, huh?”

“I do have nightmares about
it. That woman is pinning me down and waxing me everywhere. It’s
not a pleasant thought.”

“You know, some women do
wax their pubic area.”

Alex gasped. “By choice?”

“They think it makes them
look sexy.”

“I’ll pass. The mustache
was enough.” Not that she was convinced there was even a mustache
to begin with, but she left that out to humor her
friend.

Her mother opened the door. “This is a
huge church. I got lost on the way to this room.”

Alex rolled her eyes. “It was Tammy’s
choice.”

Her mother entered the room and shut
the door behind her. She went up to Alex and hugged her. “You look
like a grown woman. It seems just like yesterday when I brought you
home from the hospital. You were such a tiny baby, and look at you
now.” She pulled away from Alex, and though she smiled, tears
filled her eyes. “Your father and I are proud of you,
honey.”

Alex sniffed and blinked back her
tears. “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

Squeezing her hands, her mother said,
“I love you too.” She cleared her throat. “Anyway, I came in to
tell you that everyone’s ready for the bride.”

Taking a deep breath, Alex gave one
last look in the mirror. There wasn’t anything else she could do to
get ready. “Okay. Let’s go.”

“You’ll do just fine,
honey.”

As her mother left to announce Alex
would be out soon, Alex turned to Nita. “This is it.” She glanced
at her hands. Though they were shaking, she was glad no one else
would see that.

Nita handed Alex the blue flowers.
“Does it bother you that Tammy picked everything but your wedding
dress?”

“No. She saved me the
headache of having to take care of this myself. I’m no good at
planning ceremonies.”

Nita picked up her white roses and
checked out her blue gown. “I hate to admit it, but Tammy did have
good taste with the bridesmaids’ dresses.” She bent down and
adjusted the bottom of Alex’s dress again. “There.
Perfect.”

As Alex followed Nita to the door, the
butterflies in her stomach went wild. This was it. Soon, she would
be Mrs. Kevin Edwards. When they reached the foyer of the church,
her father and Camden turned to them.

Camden let out a low whistle. “Too bad
I’m not the one who needed a wife.”

Alex smiled at him. “I’ll take that as
a compliment, especially since your mind is usually on food.” Which
was ironic since Camden was as skinny as a person could
get.

“Hey, I’m not ashamed to
admit I came here for the reception. I hear Tammy ordered more of
that shrimp cocktail. I love that stuff.”

“And here I thought you
came because your friends are getting married today.”

He shrugged but grinned. “That’s a
small part of it. I mean, I don’t go crashing weddings to get free
food.”

Nita put her arm around Camden’s. “Get
ready. The music’s about to start. You can think about food
later.”

Alex slipped her arm around her
father’s and glanced his way.

Her father patted her hand and kissed
her cheek. “Kevin’s a lucky guy.”

“I love you too, Dad,” she
replied.

The organist began playing the music
so Alex turned her attention to the doors which the two ushers
opened. Nita and Camden went down the aisle first, and then Alex
and her father followed. Alex scanned the room, acutely aware that
everyone’s attention was on her. She slowly inhaled and exhaled to
calm her nerves.

She looked at Greg who nodded his
approval and then her gaze turned to Kevin who smiled broadly at
her. Her face flushed. He’d never looked at her that way before,
and it made her even more nervous. When she reached the altar, her
father gave her to Kevin so she put her arm around his and tried
not to think about the group of people watching them.

“Wow,” Kevin
whispered.

She glanced his way and blushed. She
knew something was changing between them but wasn’t quite sure what
it was.

The pastor began speaking, so she
focused as much as she could on what he was saying. Most of it was
a blur. She was mostly aware of Kevin’s hand which was comfortingly
over hers. They exchanged the vows but the words seemed to blur
into each other, and before she knew it, Kevin was slipping the
ring on her finger and kissing her. And just like that, in a matter
of minutes, she was married to her best friend.

After she and Kevin walked down the
aisle, they spent a good hour taking pictures. At one point she
asked, “Didn’t Tammy cancel the photographer when the whole
football incident occurred?”

He laughed. “Yeah, but I called the
photographer back. This is the best day of my life, and I want to
have pictures of it.” He leaned forward and kissed her. “I
definitely want to remember you in that dress.”

She giggled but then paused because
she couldn’t remember ever giggling because she was in love, even
when she dated in the past. But then he called her beautiful, and
she was giggling again. And this time, she didn’t stop.


 Chapter Twelve

 


The next day, Alex was snuggled up to
Kevin on the couch, a blanket wrapped around them. Though a movie
was playing on the TV, Alex wasn’t paying attention to it. Her eyes
were closed as he caressed her breasts in lazy circular strokes,
his focus, more often than not, on her nipples which tingled in
pleasure. They were both naked, and her back was to him, her body
conforming nicely to his. Her head rested on the pillow and she
burrowed down further into the blanket. She couldn’t remember a
time when she was more comfortable or relaxed.

“Alex?” he
whispered.

“Hmm?”

His hand left her breasts so he could
pick up the remote and mute the TV. Returning his hand to where it
had been, he continued, “I was thinking about our
honeymoon.”

Keeping her eyes closed, she smiled.
“Aren’t we on it?”

“No. This is just a bunch
of sex in our apartment.”

She chuckled. “And what’s wrong with
that?”

Laughing, he cupped one of her breasts
in his hand and kissed her neck. “Nothing. This is better than
watching the Super Bowl.”

“How dare you speak such
sacrilege?” she teased.

“Last night you weren’t
exactly rooting for the Cowboys to get a touchdown.”

Giggling, she turned over so that she
could face him. She wrapped her arm around his waist and kissed his
neck. “That’s because they weren’t in the game.”

He ran his hand along her back to the
curve of her hip and then brought her leg over his waist. “I want
to discuss a honeymoon. A real one.”

She groaned, not because of the
subject but because his erection was settled nicely between her
thighs. “We can talk later,” she murmured as she moved her hips so
that her sensitive nub was rubbing against him.

“You can almost convince me
of that.” He pulled away from her. When she protested, he brought
his fingers to her sensitive nub and lightly massaged it. “Can you
concentrate on what I’m saying if I do this?”

She sighed in pleasure and closed her
eyes. “Yes.” It was a half-truth but she was sure she could focus
enough to get the gist of what he was saying. For sure, she didn’t
want him to stop caressing her down there.

“Okay.” Though he didn’t
sound fully convinced, he continued, “I was thinking that when we
graduate, we should take a trip. Maybe for a week or
two.”

She licked her lower lip. The area
between her legs ached so she reached down and encouraged him to
slip a couple of his fingers inside her. “That’s
better.”

“Are you even listening to
me?”

“Sure. You want to go on a
trip after we graduate.”

It must have been enough to convince
him she could indeed pay attention to what he was saying while he
fondled her.

“So anyway,” he began, his
breathing heavier than before, “I thought we could go to
Maine.”

It took her a moment to understand
what he was saying, and when she did, she stopped his actions.
“Maine?” She got up on her elbow so she could look him in the
eye.

Grinning, he started stroking her
again. “Whatever happened to this?”

She pulled his hand out of her and
held it. “It can wait.”

He laughed and kissed her.

Groaning, she turned her head. “Kevin,
come on. I’m being serious.”

“So am I.” He wiggled his
eyebrows and then kissed her neck.

Even as her skin tingled and her body
ached to have him inside her, she asked, “Do you really want to go
to Maine?”

He stopped kissing her, and though he
pulled her closer to him, he didn’t fondle her anywhere that might
distract her. “Yeah. Remember when we were in the fifth grade and
you gave that oral report about wanting to see Maine? Well, I
thought this would be a good time to do that. You know, before we
have to settle down and get full-time jobs.”

“I can’t believe you mean
it!”

“We’ll rent a little
cottage along the Atlantic coast or stay at a bed and breakfast.
Then we’ll walk along the shore and check out a
lighthouse.”

Pleased, she smiled at him. “You
remember what I said in my report?”

“I know. I don’t believe it
either. It happened so long ago. I guess there was something
special in the way you read your paper. I knew it meant a lot to
you and thought maybe one day I’d take you there. Back then I
wasn’t thinking we’d get married, but going there and making love
certainly has its appeal.”

“Oh, Kevin. You are so
sweet. I’d love to go to Maine.”

“How much would you love to
go?” he asked as he gave her a sly grin and brought her hand down
to his erection.

She ran her hand down the length of
him. “Very much.” Leaning forward, she kissed him and continued
stroking him, making sure to tease the tip with her
thumb.

His hand returned to the area between
her legs, and he slid his fingers into her. She moaned and deepened
their kiss, her tongue mingling with his. They remained like that,
side by side and stroking each other for a good couple minutes
before he slipped his fingers out of her, grabbed her around the
waist, and sat up with her.

She settled her sensitive nub on his
arousal and intensified their kiss. Her hands cupped the sides of
his face while her hips moved up and down. When she ended their
kiss, she was gasping, her body demanding she get her
release.

He moved her hips up and down his
shaft. “There you go,” he whispered, his own breathing
labored.

The tension in her sensitive nub
increased until she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, and then
she cried out as she peaked, her body slightly jerking in response
to the waves of pleasure that came crashing down on her. He lifted
her by the hips and entered her.

She let out another soft cry, loving
the feel of his erection as her body clenched around it. When the
last of her orgasm subsided, he placed his hands back on her hips
and moved them. She took his lead and rode him, eager to give him
the same experience he’d just given her. And when he found his
release, she stilled and held him close. She liked it when he came
inside her. It made their lovemaking feel complete. They remained
in each other’s arms, satisfied and reluctant to part.

The sudden knocking at the door,
however, broke the mood, and Alex looked at Kevin. “Is someone
supposed to come over?”

“No. I didn’t order a pizza
or anything.”

Sighing, she got off of him and stood
up. While she secured the blanket around herself, he went to the
door and peaked out the peephole.

“What on earth?” he
asked.

“What? Is it Tammy?” she
replied, not putting it past the annoying woman to interfere with
her and Kevin’s alone time.

“No. It’s Camden.” He
groaned and yelled, “Hold on!” As he passed her, he said, “The
guy’s an idiot.”

She followed him. “Just tell him we
have no food and he’ll leave.”

They reached the bedroom where he
pulled out the dresser drawer and grabbed his underwear, shirt and
pants. He quickly put them on and kissed her. “I’ll go see what he
wants.”

Deciding she might as well get dressed
too, she put on a white t-shirt and a pair of blue shorts. After
she pulled her hair back into a ponytail, she went out to the
living room and watched in partial annoyance and partial humor as
Camden, who had made himself at home on the couch, opened his pizza
and picked up a slice.

He took a bite of it and glanced at
her and Kevin. “Help yourself. I got a large.”

“What are you doing here?”
Kevin asked.

He swallowed his food and picked up a
can of soda. “We always get together on Sundays. I figured Greg and
I would be coming over here since you and Alex live here now. You
know, like Alex and I would go over to your and Greg’s place before
you got married.” He drank the soda and sighed. “Now that’s root
beer!”

“You can’t stay here,”
Kevin said, his tone betraying the fact that he had no control over
the situation and knew it.

Camden took another large bite of his
pizza slice. “Why not?”

Alex cringed. She hated it when people
talked with their mouth full.

“Because Alex and I just
got married,” Kevin said.

“So?” Camden glanced
between her and Kevin. “We’re still friends, and today’s
Sunday.”

Kevin ran his fingers through his hair
and groaned.

Holding back the urge to laugh, Alex
approached Camden. “How long do you plan to stay?”

“Alex!” Kevin
protested.

She motioned to the pizza and soda.
“Well, he did bring lunch.”

“Alex, you were always my
favorite,” Camden told her.

“I’ll get the plates,” she
said.

Kevin followed her into the kitchen.
“Why are you encouraging him to stay?” he whispered.

She took three plates down from the
shelf and turned to him. “Camden’s lonely.”

“So?”

“Kevin, Camden’s been our
friend since high school, and if it weren’t for us and Greg, he
wouldn’t have any friends.”

“Then he can hang out with
Greg today.”

“Maybe Greg’s not at the
apartment. Maybe he’s doing something else.”

“Well, that’s not my
fault.”

Making sure Camden was still sitting
on the couch and watching the movie on TV, she turned back to Kevin
who had a disgruntled look on his face. She put her free arm around
his waist and kissed him. “Look, we won’t be ready to make love
again for awhile, so what’s the harm in having him over here for a
couple of hours?”

“Hours?”

She gave his waist a light squeeze.
“Until the movie is over. Then we boot him out of here,
okay?”

He let out a low groan but nodded.
“Okay.” With a heavy sigh, he added, “We just had our first marital
argument and you won. I guess this means you’ll win all of the
arguments.”

Giggling, she gave him another kiss
and patted his butt. “Yep, and the sooner you get used to that, the
easier it’ll be for you.” She left the kitchen and handed Camden
his plate. “Don’t spill crumbs on the floor.”

He took the plate and smiled. “Thanks,
Alex. Help yourself.”

Kevin motioned to Camden to scoot
down, and once he did, Alex moved over so that Kevin could sit next
to her. She handed him a plate, which he reluctantly took, then
unmuted the TV.

“I love this movie,” Camden
said as she grabbed a slice of pizza and bit into it. “I’ve seen it
a dozen times. I love it when the guy shoots the shark to
smithereens. I always felt it was too bad the captain of the boat
died, though.”

Kevin, who’d been reaching for his own
slice of pizza, threw it back into the box. “Well, thanks a lot,
Camden.”

“What?” Camden asked, his
eyes wide.

Alex rubbed Kevin’s thigh. “Kevin
hasn’t seen this movie yet, though to be fair,” she glanced at
Kevin, “you weren’t exactly watching it earlier either.”

“Yeah but now the guys are
hunting the shark down,” Kevin grumbled. “This is where it gets
good.” He leaned forward so he could see Camden. “And now you went
and spoiled the ending for me.”

Camden weakly laughed and shrugged.
“Sorry. I thought everyone’s seen this movie. I mean, it was made
in the ‘70s.”

“Hey, at least the pizza’s
good,” Alex said.

Kevin finally picked up a slice of
pizza and started eating it.

They watched the movie for awhile, and
as it was about to end, someone else knocked on the door. Camden
put his soda down and went to answer it. Alex caught the look of
disbelief on Kevin’s face and bit her lower lip so she wouldn’t
chuckle.

“I hope he doesn’t think he
lives here,” Kevin muttered.

Camden opened the door, and Greg came
into the apartment.

“Camden, what are you doing
here?” Greg asked.

“Funny. I was just
wondering why you weren’t over here,” Camden replied. “It’s Sunday.
The day we all get together to watch TV.”

“Come on, Camden. Let’s
go.” Greg grabbed his arm.

“But this is the part where
the shark almost kills the man in the cage,” Camden protested as
Greg shoved him out the door.

Kevin groaned and threw his head back
on the couch.

“I’ll keep him away,” Greg
said. “You two go back to what you were doing.”

After he shut the door, Kevin turned
off the TV.

Alex laughed. “Don’t you want to see
the end? It’s almost over.”

“Why? I already know how
everything goes. The suspense is gone.” He tossed the remote back
on the table.

“You poor thing,” she said
and took his hands. “Why don’t we go to bed, and I’ll give you a
massage to make up for Camden interrupting us?”

“Front or back?”

“Both.”

Grinning, he got up and followed her
to the bedroom.


 Chapter Thirteen

Alex reread the paragraph in her
Business Law book, but no matter how hard she tried to focus, she
couldn’t. She glanced around the shop where she worked and sighed.
It was Wednesday, and her exam was tomorrow. Trying to study at
home was pointless because even though Kevin would start out
helping her, they’d end up kissing and one thing would lead to
another before all thoughts of studying were forgotten. Whatever
made his aunt decide on Valentine’s Day for a wedding? Didn’t it
occur to her that marrying in the middle of the semester was a bad
idea for a college student?

Alex glanced at her watch. It was
about time to get off work. She was in trouble. There was no way
she was going to get any reading done at home. Maybe she could
leave for school a couple of hours early and study in the library
on campus. Slamming the book shut, she set it down on the counter
and put her purse beside it.

The bell above the door rang, so she
looked up. “Hey, Nita. What’s up?”

“I haven’t seen much of you
since the wedding, so I came to see how you’re doing. Is marriage
to Kevin everything you hoped it would be?”

Alex grinned but shrugged. “It’s
fine.”

“Fine?” Nita scanned her
face and laughed. “You’re looking more than fine.”

“I’m happy.
Okay?”

“Good. You know, Kevin
looked really happy when I saw him in class yesterday.”

Alex’s face flushed with pleasure.
“Did he?”

“Yeah, he was smiling like
an idiot.”

She laughed. “Come on. I’m sure it’s
not that obvious.”

“I know a guy in love when
I see one.”

“He hasn’t told me he loves
me.”

“Not yet.”

Alex’s heart skipped a beat as she
imagined Kevin saying he loved her. She’d love to hear him say the
words, but she decided to not tell her friend that.

Nita glanced at her watch. “So, where
is lover boy?”

“He doesn’t get out of
class for another hour.”

“Bummer.”

“It gives me a little more
time to study for my exam tomorrow.”

“Hmm… Double
bummer.”

Alex giggled and, noting that it was
time to leave, collected her book and purse and stood up. “Are you
going to grab a bite to eat?”

“You read my mind. I was
about to ask you the same thing.”

The door opened again, and they turned
to see Greg enter the shop. “Hey, guys. Alex, I wanted to apologize
for Camden going over to your place on Sunday. I don’t know what he
was thinking.”

Nita shook her head. “Camden
didn’t.”

“He did,” Alex said. “But
it was fine. Sure, he spoiled the movie for Kevin, but Kevin
survived.”

“Camden arrived at your
apartment, and all he did was interrupt you and Kevin watching a
movie?” Nita asked.

“Well, technically. Kevin
and I had just finished…with other things…when he knocked on the
door,” Alex hedged, not willing to go into more detail than
that.

Greg chuckled. “At least he didn’t get
there sooner.”

Alex grimaced. She definitely wouldn’t
want to be interrupted while she was making love.

“Don’t worry,” Greg said as
he opened the door for them, “I’ll make sure Camden’s busy next
Sunday.”

“See you Friday,” Alex
called out to her boss who was in the back room.

“Alright,” her boss
replied.

As soon as they stepped onto the
boardwalk, someone called out her name. Surprised, Alex turned and
saw Trent heading her way with a folder tucked under his arm. “Hey,
Trent,” she said. “What’s up?”

“You know that favor I said
I was going to ask you for?” Trent held up the folder. “Is now a
good time to claim it?”

Her eyebrows furrowed as she tried to
figure out what kind of favor was inside a folder. “I guess. I was
about to have a bite to eat with Nita.”

“And Greg,” Greg added.
When she glanced at him, he shrugged. “I haven’t eaten dinner yet,
and since Kevin’s not with you, I know I’m not going to interrupt
anything interesting.”

“How are things with
Kevin?” Trent asked her.

“Good.” Ignoring the
telltale dorky smile on her face, she motioned to the folder.
“What’s the favor?”

“I’ll tell you when we get
to the restaurant,” Trent said.

Now she was really intrigued, but she
decided she could wait. They headed for the seafood restaurant, and
her thoughts went to Kevin and how he’d first told her about his
aunt’s will further down the boardwalk. Little did she realize how
different her life would become in three short weeks, but here she
was, Kevin’s wife and eager to feel his arms around her. She had no
idea she could feel such excitement in relation to Kevin Edwards,
but she did.

Nita waved her hand in front of Alex’s
face.

Alex blinked and turned her attention
back to her friends. “What?”

Nita shook her head but smiled. “Girl,
you’ve got it bad. Whoever knew you would fall in love with
Kevin?”

“Come on,” Greg said as he
steered Alex through the front door of the restaurant. “The food is
this way.”

Once the hostess seated them, Alex
looked at Trent who sat across from her. “Okay. We’re here. What’s
this favor?”

Trent set the folder on the table and
opened it. “I want a wife.”

Greg, who’d been sipping the water,
coughed and grabbed a napkin so he could wipe his chin. “You’re a
little late for that, aren’t you? Alex married Kevin on
Saturday.”

With an amused smirk, Trent replied,
“I ventured that would happen at the engagement party. No, what I
need is your help selecting a woman who will make a good wife. I’ve
been corresponding with a couple of women online for a few months
now, but I want to make the right decision. So I thought I’d ask
for Alex’s advice.”

“My advice?” Alex tucked
her hair behind her ear and accepted the pieces of paper Trent
handed her. “What makes you think I’m qualified to pick out a woman
for you?” She scanned the group of papers in her hand. At the top
was a chart comparing the three women and after that seemed to be
samples of emails they’d sent him.

“I have a huge problem,”
Trent said. “I’m rich.”

“Ahhh…” Greg replied in
mock sympathy.

“No, it really is a
problem,” Trent told him.

“Can’t decide which car to
drive on which day?” Greg guessed.

“I don’t know if a woman’s
interested in me because of me or because of my money.” Trent
motioned to the papers in Alex’s hand. “None of these women know I
come from money, so I figure it’s a clean slate with them. I can’t
decide which one will be the right one, you know?”

“So,” Alex began and
flipped through the papers again, “what makes you think I’d be the
right person to pick her out?”

“I told you that you remind
me of my little sister. She’s got a knack for judging people. I
figured you might be the same way.”

“Oh, yeah. She’s good at
that,” Nita agreed as the server came up to them. “She knew right
away that Tammy was only after Kevin’s money.”

“Exactly,” Trent replied.
“And that’s the kind of thinking I need.”

They turned their attention to the
server and selected their meals from the menu before they resumed
their conversation.

“Well, I can look through
this and tell you what I think, but it’s really up to you,” Alex
finally said. “I mean, in the end, you have to make the final
call.”

Nita clapped her hands. “Can I help? I
love playing matchmaker!”

Trent nodded. “Sure. The more input,
the better.”

“You got their pictures?”
Greg asked.

“No. I want this to be
based solely on their personalities,” Trent replied.

Greg sighed. “That’s no
fun.”

Nita giggled. “You don’t have to get
married so you don’t have to worry about it.”

“It’s still nice to see
what these girls look like,” Greg told Trent. “I mean, what if you
end up with someone who’s ugly?”

Trent frowned. “I assumed they’d all
be decent to look at.”

“Never assume.” Greg
shivered. “I still remember my blind date with Tonya. All I can say
is that I will never go out with someone unless I see her
first.”

“Okay. You have a good
point. After you guys tell me which two girls sound best, I’ll ask
for their pictures and then show them to you.”

The server brought them their drinks,
so Alex took a sip of her soda before she said, “I’m sure they look
fine, Trent. The chance of you ending up with someone you can’t
stand is slim. Besides,” she began as she threw Greg a pointed
look, “Tonya was going through a bad acne phase at the time. She’s
actually pretty now.”

“Maybe, but I still don’t
want to take any more risks,” Greg replied.

Alex turned her attention to the
papers and noticed the three graphs where Trent had mapped out
where he and each girl had similarities and differences. She
glanced up at him in amusement. “Do you chart things out at your
job when you counsel couples?”

“No,” Trent replied. “I’m
doing that for my benefit. The more I have in common with my wife,
the better our chances are for a successful marriage.”

“In that case, Cindy’s your
best choice,” Alex said, noting that Cindy had nearly a 100% score
on similarities.

Nita peered over Alex’s shoulder and
chuckled. “You can’t graph out who is best suited for
you.”

“I know,” Trent said.
“That’s why I have samples of their emails as well. I don’t expect
this to be solely based on facts. I’m hoping you will get a vibe
about them.”

“Don’t you have your own
vibes?” Greg asked as he set his drink back down on the table. “Let
me see the graphs.”

As Alex handed Greg the graphs, Trent
said, “I do have a certain vibe about them, but I want to know what
you think.”

“Alright.” Alex read
through the three emails and finally shrugged. “They all sound
good, Trent. I don’t see any red flags here.”

Nita folded her arms on the table and
leaned forward. “Trent, don’t you feel a closer connection to one
of them?”

He shrugged. “I kind of like Barb, but
she and I rank at 50% for similarities. I don’t think there’s
enough there to sustain a good marriage. It’d be like Kevin
marrying Tammy. Those two were obviously wrong for each other. I
didn’t have to be around them for longer than five minutes to see
it.”

“But you could tell Kevin
and Alex were right for each other?” Nita asked.

“Are you kidding? With the
way Kevin looked at her, there was no doubt who he really wanted to
be with, even if he was too dumb to figure it out himself. But you
see, that’s my point. I don’t want to be too dumb to pick the right
one.”

Alex wondered if she should speak up
and say something about Trent saying Kevin was dumb but then
thought he had a point. If Kevin hadn’t spilled the beans about the
money, she doubted Tammy would have accepted his proposal. But
still, dumb was such a harsh word. “I wouldn’t say Kevin was dumb,”
she finally said. “I’d say…” She glanced at the ceiling as she
searched for the right word. “I’d say he was naïve.”

Trent laughed. “Okay. Naïve it is.”
Turning to Nita, he said, “That’s the kind of wife I want. Someone
who can overlook my glaring flaws.”

Nita stirred the straw in her soda.
“You haven’t known Kevin and Alex long enough to understand that
they’ve always been ready to defend each other, even when there was
no romantic spark between them. It’s because they were best friends
since forever.”

“There you go,” Alex said.
“You should pick a girl who seems like she’d make a good
friend.”

“No offense, Alex, but that
sounds like a boring approach,” Greg replied. “A guy isn’t going to
want to sleep with his friend. He’s going to want to sleep with
someone he’s got chemistry with.”

Alex frowned. “Then why did you do all
that stuff in the kitchen?”

He wiggled his eyebrows. “To fan the
flames of desire.”

Sighing, Alex scanned the emails and
said, “I like Sydney. If I was going to hang out with someone at
the mall, I’d choose her. She doesn’t sound like a drama
queen—”

“That’s the last thing a
guy wants,” Greg inserted.

“And she’s not
superficial,” Alex continued. “She seems more interested in who you
are than the others do. She asks more questions about
you.”

“Sydney, huh?” Trent nodded
thoughtfully. “She and I have enough in common where it could
probably work.”

“Hold up,” Greg said.
“Before you commit to anything, you got to see these girls. You
have to know if the spark is there or not.”

“So ask Barb and Sydney for
their pictures and decide which one best suits you,” Nita
added.

“Why not Cindy?” Trent
asked.

“Because even if she’s
ultra-compatible with you, you don’t sound as excited about her
when you say her name.” Nita gave him a pointed look and sipped her
drink. “Greg is right. You have to feel a spark with her, and
there’s nothing you can do to force it. Sometimes you can be
perfect for someone on paper, but it doesn’t work out in real life.
You can’t be afraid of your differences.”

“Yeah,” Alex began as she
handed the papers back to him. “Sometimes it’s the differences that
balance a relationship out.”

“Good point.” Trent placed
the papers back into his folder. “Cool. I’ll get their pictures
then.”

While the server brought their meals,
Alex said, “The choice is yours, Trent. You can’t let someone else
pick your wife.”

“I know.” Trent smiled and
picked up his fork. “And I won’t.”

Content with his answer, she turned
her attention to her meal.


 Chapter Fourteen

When Kevin got home that evening, he
tossed his backpack next to the chair by the door and smiled at
Alex who had a textbook open on her lap. He loved coming home and
seeing her. It made his life complete. Whatever was he thinking
when he believed he could marry someone else? Alex was perfectly
made for him.

She glanced up from her book and
smiled. “How was your day?”

“Long.” He sat next to her
and kissed her. “I didn’t realize how hard it is to be away from
you. All I kept thinking about was coming home and being with
you.”

“Aw, that is so sweet.” She
gave him a kiss back. “I missed you too.”

“So,” he began as he traced
his hand up and down her arm, “what are you doing?”

Sighing, she playfully nudged his hand
away. “You know what I’m doing. I’m studying for my test tomorrow.
I need to focus on it.”

“I’ll help.”

She rolled her eyes but
laughed. “Sure, Kevin. Just like you helped me so far?”

Chuckling, he said, “Okay. I admit I
didn’t do a good job. I kept getting distracted by your hot body.
But I’ll be good this time.”

“I don’t trust
you.”

“What a horrible thing to
say to your husband!”

“It’s the truth and you
know it.”

“Oh, come on. Give me some
credit. I can keep my hands off you for a couple of hours so you
can study.”

She didn’t look convinced but said,
“Okay. I’ll give you one more chance.”

“That’s all I need.” He
took the book from her and stared at the boring content. “Exactly
what made you pick Business for a major anyway?”

“I thought it would be
useful when I open up my own business to teach children how to play
sports. Ideally, these sports will be volleyball, swimming, kite
flying… You know, all things related to the beach. I might even
venture into surf boarding for older kids.”

“Oh yeah. I remember you
said something about that last year. I think that’s awesome. Hey,
and you don’t have to worry about your student loans. When we get
the inheritance, we’ll pay them all off. Then you can start your
business in the black.”

She leaned toward him and gave him
another kiss, this one longer than the first. Her breasts brushed
his arm. How he wanted to make love to her, but he promised to be
good, and he would honor his word.

“Thank you, Kevin,” she
whispered when their kiss ended.

He brushed the hair over her shoulder
and rubbed her back. “Hey, it’s not my money. It’s our money. So
you’re really only paying yourself.” Forcing his attention off of
her pretty face, he turned to the book. “I just ask you the
highlighted parts, right?”

She settled onto the couch and
nodded.

Reading from the book, he asked, “What
is a sole proprietorship?”

“It’s where one person owns
the business and takes full financial and legal responsibility for
it. The business and owner are seen as one and the same. It’s the
cheapest and easiest way to run a business.”

He glanced at her. “There’s one other
owner who can be in the business.”

“Oh, right. The spouse can
be co-owner, but no one else can be or else it’s a
partnership.”

“Why do you think you need
to study? You already know the answers.”

“I know that answer. It
doesn’t mean I know all the answers.”

He looked at the book and thumbed
through the pages that marked the rest of the chapter. With a
wicked gleam in his eye, he said, “I have an idea. For every answer
you get wrong, you have to take off a piece of clothing. For every
answer you get right, I have to take off a piece of
clothing.”

“Kevin!”

“What?”

“This is
serious.”

Wiggling his eyebrows, he said, “So am
I. Look, it’d be more fun to read all this dry crap if we were
doing something interesting, don’t you think?”

“But one thing will lead to
another, and we’ll end up making love. Then I won’t get any
studying done.”

He groaned and threw his head back.
“You’re killing me. I haven’t seen you all day, and now that I’m
with you, I can’t have any fun.”

“Kevin…” She gave him a
pointed look and pointed to the page in the book. “Focus. You
promised to be good, remember?”

Sighing loudly, he turned his
attention back to the boring material in front of him. He was so
glad he opted to go into education. “What is a partnership?” he
asked as he set his hand on her thigh, hoping she wouldn’t
notice.

“It’s like a sole
proprietorship except there are two or more owners.”

“What is a corporation?”
His hand slid higher up her thigh, and he cursed the fact that she
wore jeans. If she had shorts on, he could slip his hand under
them.

“Um…it’s a separate legal
entity…”

He nodded. “Go on.” His hand traveled
higher and he glanced at her out of the corner of his eye,
wondering if she noticed, or if she’d protest. He felt the
tightening of his groin and wondered if she experienced anything
similar to what he was going through.

She shrugged. “I don’t
know.”

Reluctant, he read, “Corporations can
live beyond the life of any individual owners. Corporate owners are
called the share holders, but these share holders don’t have to run
the business. They can hire someone called a corporate director to
manage the business.” His hand reached the area between her legs
which he stroked. “The owners are not legally responsible for any
losses, debts, or other junk that owners of a sole proprietorship
or partnership are.”

She laughed. “The book doesn’t say
‘junk’.”

He tossed the book aside and pinned
her to the couch with his body. Kissing her, he pressed his hips
against hers and groaned. He cupped her breasts in his hands,
noting their softness. Her legs wrapped around his waist, and he
moved on top of her, his erection throbbing with the need to be
freed from his pants.

“Kevin.” She groaned and
wiggled away from him. “I’m serious. I really have to study. We can
do this later.”

“Ten minutes. Five if you
don’t want to climax right now.”

She shoved him away and sat up. “No
way. We tried doing a quickie yesterday, remember?”

“It was quick.”

“Sure. The first time. But
then you wanted to snuggle and talk, and the next thing I knew, we
were at it again.”

He grinned at the memory. “That was
great. We did a new position too. I like it when you’re on top but
facing away from me. I got such a great view of your hips and back.
You got a nice butt.”

“So you can see why we
can’t start this until I’m done studying!” She picked up the book
that had fallen to the floor and opened it to the page she
needed.

He sat back on the couch and ran his
fingers through his hair. “Ugg. Now I’m picturing you in that
position again. What’s it called?”

“Reverse
cowgirl.”

He was going to get blue balls for
sure if he kept playing out the memory of last night. “Man, you are
so hot.”

She giggled. “You’ll survive,
Kevin.”

“Barely.” The knocking at
the door took his mind off of how great she looked naked. Glancing
at her, he asked, “Is someone supposed to come over?”

“I don’t think
so.”

He stood and went to the door. When he
opened it, he frowned. “Camden? What are you doing here?” Again?
And uninvited?

Camden adjusted his backpack that hung
over his shoulder. “Is Alex here?”

“Yeah. She lives here now.
We did get married.”

Camden laughed. “I was there at the
wedding. Great food at the reception, by the way.”

Alex stood up from the couch and
walked over to them, still holding the book in her hand.

Camden turned his attention to her.
“Do you want to study for tomorrow’s test? I’m having trouble
concentrating, and it’d help if I had someone to study
with.”

Looking relieved, she nodded and waved
him into the apartment. “I could use a study partner. Kevin’s too
much of a distraction.”

“Thanks a lot,” Kevin
replied, not sure whether this would be a good thing or not. Why on
earth was Camden showing up to their apartment all the time? Was
this going to become a habit?

“Kevin,” Alex said, giving
him an expectant look. “Camden can’t get in when you’re blocking
his way.”

Inwardly groaning, Kevin moved aside
while Camden entered the apartment. “Just how long are you
staying?” Kevin asked as he watched Camden pull out his textbook
and sit beside Alex on the couch.

“Until we’re done
studying,” Alex said. When Camden bowed his head to peer into his
backpack, she mouthed, Be nice.

Camden brought out a notebook and his
textbook. “I hope I took good notes this time.”

“Cool.” She picked up his
notebook and started flipping through it. “Oh good. I missed the
second week.”

Realizing this might be a long
night—one in which he was going to have to wait until she and
Camden were finished studying before he could be alone with her—he
resigned himself to his fate and sat down in the chair to turn on
the TV. He turned it on mute and added the closed captioning option
so he wouldn’t disturb them.

“You guys got anything to
eat?” Camden asked.

Rolling his eyes, Kevin shook his
head. “Are you kidding me? It’s late. Didn’t you already have
dinner?”

“Well, yeah, but I like to
snack on something when I study.” With a hopeful smile, he added,
“Do you mind?”

“Fine.”

The only reason Kevin went to grab the
pretzels and soda was so that Alex would hurry up and get her
studying done. He couldn’t wait for school to be over so they
wouldn’t have to take any more tests. Then when he came home from
work, he could spend all evening in bed with her.

As he gave Camden the bag of pretzels
and set the sodas on the table, he took a good look at Camden and
wondered how he was going to get Camden to stop coming over all the
time. When he was single and roommates with Greg, it was no big
deal. But now he was with Alex, and he had no intention of letting
this continue.

He decided that he wouldn’t deal with
it tonight. Alex had to study, and the sooner she studied, the
sooner she’d be free to spend time with him. He would have helped
her study if she wasn’t so incredibly hot. Just how was he supposed
to keep his hands off of her? How did he manage it all those years?
What had he been thinking when he thought of her as ‘just a
friend’? He was an idiot to not make a pass at her. Seriously, she
was the best a man could get. Forcing his eyes off of her, he
settled back into the chair and stared at the TV.


 Chapter Fifteen

On Saturday, Kevin ran his laps around
the track, took a shower, and then decided to go visit Alex at
work, even if he’d have to buy another souvenir. The Maine
brochures came in the mail that day, and he was anxious to look
over them with her. A two week honeymoon in Maine. Far away from
anyone barging in on them and far away from any annoying tests. He
smiled as he tucked the brochures under his arm. He couldn’t
wait!

As he stepped out of the apartment, he
saw Camden heading down the hallway in his direction. Enough was
enough. Kevin couldn’t take it anymore. He and Alex married last
weekend, and Camden was coming over three times to see them in one
week? This had to stop!

“Hi, Kevin,” Camden called
out. “Are you heading out?”

Kevin shut the door. “Yeah. What are
you doing here?”

“Oh, I came over to see if
you and Alex wanted to hang out. You know, go out to eat or see a
movie.”

“Camden, did it ever occur
to you that I might want to be alone with Alex?”

Camden blinked. “Why?”

He tried to judge whether Camden was
joking or not, but judging by the serious look on his friend’s
face, Camden didn’t seem to have a clue. Kevin didn’t know whether
to laugh or scream. Finally, he settled for chuckling. “Because
she’s my wife.”

Camden shrugged. “So?”

“So?”

“Yeah. So what? You married
her to get the money.”

“Well, yeah. I mean, that
was part of it.”

“So what’s the problem? You
got the money, right?”

Shifting from one foot to the other,
Kevin said, “I don’t have it yet, but it’s a done deal. It’s just
that…”

“It’s just that
what?”

“Come on, Camden. You can’t
be that dense.”

Camden’s eyebrows rose as he continued
to stare at Kevin, his expression remaining serious.

Okay. This was awkward. Kevin rubbed
the back of his neck. “It’s complicated, alright? I did get married
for the money.”

“Which you’re
getting.”

“But I… I like being alone
with Alex. We do more than watch games on TV and talk sports.” He
gave his friend a pointed look and hoped his friend would get
it.

Camden’s eyebrows furrowed. “Are you
saying you don’t want me to come here?”

“Yes. Well, I mean, not
entirely. I’m just saying I don’t want you over as often. Alex and
I need time to ourselves to be a married couple.”

“Huh.”

Kevin frowned at the surprised tone in
his friend’s voice. “Huh?”

“Yeah. Huh. I didn’t even
think you were aware that Alex was a woman.”

He laughed. “Of course I’m aware she’s
a woman.”

“Are you?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve been inside that
apartment, Kevin. I didn’t see anything that would indicate you
know she’s a woman. I’ve known you since high school, and every
time you went out with someone, you brought her flowers, candy, or
some girlie trinket as a token of your affection. You even got that
Lisa chick a large teddy bear because she wanted something cuddly
and cute to hold at night.”

He rolled his eyes. “What’s your
point?”

“My point is I’m not the
one who needs a clue. You are. Alex is short for Alexandra. If you
want me to leave you two alone so you can be romantic, then I need
to know you can be romantic with her. Now do you get it?”

Kevin studied his friend. “So all this
time when you’ve been coming over here…?”

“Yes, I’ve been trying to
mentally kick you in the butt because your wife is a woman who
needs actual romance in her life. And until I see an indicator that
she’s no longer just a friend, I will keep coming over because when we were
friends, it was no big deal to show up unannounced. So is
she just a friend
that you have a deal with to get money?”

“No. Of course
not.”

“Then prove it.” Camden
took a deep breath and smiled. “Now that my good deed is done, I
can check out the car show.”

As his friend turned and headed down
the hallway, Kevin couldn’t help but grin. “Hey,” he called
out.

Camden glanced over his
shoulder.

“Thanks.”

“No problem,” Camden
said.

Kevin pulled out the two brochures on
Maine. As romantic as a honeymoon was, it probably wasn’t enough.
When he presented these to Alex, he’d have to bring something else
with him, and he knew exactly what that something should be.
Smiling, he headed for his car.

 


***

 


Alex finished ringing up the elderly
couple’s purchase when she heard someone enter the store. Glancing
up, she noticed Trent and gave a slight wave before she handed the
bowl of shells to the couple.

“Thanks and come again,”
she told them.

As they left, Trent walked up to the
counter and held up his folder. “I got a couple more emails and
pictures from Sydney and Barb. Are you ready to go to lunch or
should I wait?”

“I can go in a few
minutes.” Since no one else was in the store, she said, “Why don’t
you show them to me now and we can talk about them over
lunch?”

He handed her the folder so she opened
it up and took out the pictures and emails.

“Does one look prettier to
you than the other?” she asked, holding both pictures up so they
were at his eye level.

“Too bad Greg isn’t here. I
was hoping he would be because he wouldn’t sugarcoat
anything.”

“Trent, this has to be your
decision. You can’t let someone else tell you who to pick. It’s
good that Greg’s not here. I like Greg and all, but you two have
different tastes. I’m sure whichever he would have picked, you
should pick the opposite. So just go with your gut. Which one do
you want to kiss more?”

“I don’t know. They’re both
good looking.”

She sighed and put the pictures down.
“Fine. We’ll get to those later.”

Sitting back in her chair, she
gathered the four emails—two from each woman—and read them. Trent
was probably the most orderly and detailed person she’d ever met,
so she figured the woman he married should be that way as
well.

When she put the emails down, she
looked at the pictures again. “If it was me, I’d go with
Sydney.”

“Really?” He inspected her
picture. “Why?”

The door opened and she looked up from
the pictures, shocked to see Kevin holding a bouquet of red roses
and a wrapped box. When Kevin’s gaze fell on Trent, he stormed over
to the counter and dumped the flowers and gift on it.

“What are you doing here?”
he asked Trent.

Alex’s eyes grew wide. She couldn’t
remember ever hearing Kevin sound that annoyed before. Well, except
for the incident in Chemistry when his partner blew up their
experiment on purpose.

Trent looked at him and smiled. “Hey,
Calvin.”

“It’s Kevin! And what are
you doing here with my wife?”

Alex blinked in surprise. “Uh,
Kevin?”

“Not now, Alex,” Kevin said
before turning back to Trent. “In case you haven’t noticed, she’s
wearing a wedding ring. A wedding ring I gave her. That means
you’re no longer going out with her.”

Trent gave an amused smile and crossed
his arms. “Oh?”

It took Alex a moment to realize Kevin
was jealous of her. Delighted, she wanted to jump up and cheer, but
she managed to remain seated and waited to hear what Kevin would
say next.

“Maybe you don’t think this
marriage means anything,” Kevin continued, “but it
does.”

Trent yawned. “Which is why until
Tammy ditched you, you were engaged to her.”

“Tammy didn’t ditch me. I
ditched her.”

Laughing, he rolled his eyes. “That’s
not what I heard.”

“It doesn’t matter what you
heard. I thought about it and decided I wanted to marry Alex
instead.”

“That is so
lame.”

Kevin grunted. “I don’t care what you
think. Look, Alex is my wife and I love her, so back off,
alright?”

Alex gasped in surprise.

“Sure, you love her like a
friend,” Trent said, sounding bored.

“No, I don’t! I love her
more than that.”

“Oh Kevin! Really?” she
asked.

“Yes,” he told her and then
turned his attention back to Trent. “So back off and find someone
else.”

Too excited to sit anymore, Alex
jumped out of her chair and ran over to Kevin so she could hug him.
“I love you too, Kevin.”

Kevin wrapped his arms protectively
around her and smiled smugly at Trent. “See? She’s not interested
in you anyway.”

“Did you really bring me
flowers?” she asked as she picked up the roses and smelled
them.

“And a couple of things I
thought you might like,” Kevin said.

Remembering the gift, she unwrapped it
and saw he had brought her two brochures for their trip to Maine
and a crystal lighthouse with a small flower in the front of
it.

“I figure you always loved
lighthouses, and every time you look at it, you’ll think of our
honeymoon.”

“Aw, that is so sweet!” She
clutched the roses and lighthouse to her chest and grinned. “These
are lovely, Kevin.”

“Yeah, they really are,”
Trent chimed in.

Kevin grimaced. “What are you still
doing here?”

Trent laughed and collected the emails
and pictures. “I came to cash in on a favor. Alex said she’d help
me pick a good woman to marry.” He showed Kevin the pictures. “You
got an opinion?”

Kevin pointed to one.

“Sydney it is. Thanks,
guys.” Trent put the items back into the folder.

Giving him a wary glance, Kevin asked
Alex, “So he wasn’t hitting on you?”

Alex giggled. “No.”

“No, I wasn’t,” Trent said,
chuckling. “And I never was, but I’ll let Alex explain all that if
she wants.” He closed the folder. “Thanks, Alex. I’d invite both of
you to lunch, but as they say, ‘Three’s a crowd’. I won’t bug you
again.” Patting Kevin on the back, he added,
“Congratulations.”

After Trent left, Kevin breathed a
sigh of relief. “Thank goodness he’s gone.”

She laughed and kissed him. “You have
nothing to worry about. I’m all yours.”

“Good.” He smiled and
kissed her back. “I’m all yours too.”

“Even better.”

This time when the door opened, her
boss walked in. “What is this?” her boss demanded, motioning to the
flowers and gift in Alex’s arms. “I can’t believe you came in here
with things you bought somewhere else.” With a wry grin, she added,
“Get on out of here and enjoy the rest of the day.”

“You mean it?” Alex
asked.

“Go before I change my
mind,” her boss replied.

“Anything you say.” Alex
collected her purse and the things Kevin brought her and hurried
him out the door. “See you tomorrow,” she called out to her boss as
they left. Looking up at Kevin, she said, “You know you’re on the
hook for buying something next time you go in there.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured
that.” Putting his arm around her shoulders, he smiled. “It’s worth
it though. Hey, you want to catch some lunch before we head home? I
want to plan our honeymoon.”

“Definitely.”


 Chapter Sixteen

At the end of April, Alex and Kevin
attended the graduation ceremony. Once they moved their tassels to
the right side, they joined their families and friends in the Civic
Center. Alex hugged her mom and dad while Kevin’s parents
congratulated him.

“I’m so proud of you,” her
mother said, cupping Alex’s face in her hands. “One minute you’re a
baby and the next you’re an adult. Where did the time
go?”

Alex rolled her eyes good-naturedly.
“Mom, you had twenty-two years to prepare for this
moment.”

“That’s not a long time to
a mother. Time goes too fast. I wish I could bring you home from
the hospital and hold you in my arms.”

“Don’t worry. Someday soon
I’ll have a baby, and you can hold one again.”

Her mother gasped. “Alex, are
you-?”

“No,” Alex quickly replied
before her mother got too excited. “Not yet. I’m just saying a year
or two down the road, you’ll be a grandmother. I’d like to get my
business going first, okay?”

Her mother sighed. “I guess that’s not
too long to wait.”

Alex took her mom’s hands and brought
them down. “No, it’s not. I love you, Mom.”

She hugged her again and then released
her. “I’ll stop smothering you now. Go on and talk to your
friends.”

Alex thanked her and went over to Nita
and Greg. “We did it!”

Nita laughed as she wiped tears from
her eyes. “You know, I hate to admit it, but I’m actually going to
miss going to school.”

“Aren’t you going to
graduate school?” Greg asked.

She shrugged. “I’m thinking about
it.”

“Knowing you, you will,”
Alex said. “What else are you going to do with that psychology
degree?”

“I’m glad to be done,” Greg
replied and tossed his hat. “No more early mornings!”

“You could get a job that
requires you to go in early,” Nita said.

He shook his head. “Not a chance. I’m
not torturing myself that much to pay the bills. I’d rather work
nights.”

Camden walked over to them and
groaned. “My dad takes forever to stop talking to people. I’m
starving.”

“You were eating when you
got here,” Greg said. “Don’t you ever give your stomach a
break?”

Camden rolled his eyes. “I burn off
energy fast, okay?”

“Which is the only reason
you’re not fat,” Nita added. “I swear, if it was me, I’d be a
blimp.”

Alex chuckled. “Seriously.”

Kevin came up behind Alex and wrapped
his arms around her waist. She squealed and he gave her a kiss on
her neck before he turned his attention to the rest of the group.
“Hey, are you all coming over to watch the baseball
game?”

Nita cringed. “Leave me out. Sports
may be your thing, but it is not mine. I have better things to do,
like shop for clothes.”

“I’ll be there if you order
a pizza,” Camden said, his eyebrows raised as he waited for Kevin’s
answer.

“You’re paying half,” Kevin
told him. “You eat more than the rest of us combined.”

“I’ll be there,” Greg
said.

“Hey,” Nita jabbed Alex in
the side. “When are you two going on your honeymoon?”

“Next week,” Kevin replied
for Alex as he gave her waist a slight squeeze. “I can’t wait.
Finally, I get to have her all to myself. No offense guys, but I
want to be alone with her for longer than a day.”

“You’re so cute,” Nita
said. “But just so you know, she’s going with me for a girls’ night
out before you go.”

Alex smiled. “Sounds fun.”

“As long as you don’t go
looking at other guys,” Kevin said playfully.

“No,” Nita replied. “I
don’t need to look for guys. I got Jordan, remember? We’re just
going to shop for some things to enhance your
honeymoon.”

Kevin grinned. “Really? In that case,
take as long as you need.”

Giggling, Alex patted Kevin’s cheek.
“You should know by now there’s no one for me but you,
sweetie.”

“So are we going to watch
that game and eat pizza?” Camden asked.

“Yes,” Greg replied with a
grin. “Anything to shut you up.”

Laughing, the group got ready to leave
the Civic Center.

 


***

 


A week later in Maine, Alex took in
the breathtaking view of the Portland Head Light House which sat
upon a granite ledge that overlooked the Atlantic Ocean. She had to
admit that this particular scenic visit was the highlight of her
honeymoon. Turning to Kevin, she said, “Florida has nothing like
this.”

He took her hand in his and smiled.
“Want to move here?”

“No way. I like playing
outdoor sports all year round.”

“There’s skiing,
snowboarding—”

She groaned and jabbed him in the
side. “I only like to be outside when it’s warm and sunny. For
real, Kevin. How long have you known me?”

Laughing, he slipped his arm around
her waist and led her down the walkway. “Hey, do you want to check
out the museum?”

“Might as well. We did come
all the way up here. Afterwards, we need to pick up some souvenirs
for our friends.”

He sighed. “All I ever do is buy
souvenirs.”

“Yeah, but these are
actually from another state.” She stopped walking and turned to
him. “You know, if you didn’t bug me at work all the time, you
wouldn’t have had to buy all those souvenirs.”

“Yeah, but even when we
were just friends, I couldn’t stay away from you, and it wasn’t
like we were sharing an apartment or anything. We didn’t take any
of the same classes after we finished the required courses. You
worked Saturdays. On Sundays, we got together with the gang. How
else was I supposed to get any time alone with you?”

Pleased, she kissed him. “So you
bought all those souvenirs to be with me?”

“After the first dozen, my
mom told me to stop giving her gifts, and I couldn’t pawn them off
on my other relatives except at Christmas. It was awful. Those
things kept piling up.”

She giggled and cupped his face in her
hands. “If it makes you feel better, I liked it when you stopped
by. Sometimes business was slow. You were a nice
distraction.”

“Really?” His forehead
touched hers, and he pulled her closer to him. “Did you look
forward to seeing me?”

“Always.”

“I love you,
Alex.”

“I love you too,
Kevin.”

His smile growing wide, he asked, “As
more than a friend?”

She kissed him again and nodded.
“Much, much more.”

He gave her a deeper and longer kiss.
Content, she melted in his arms and let the rest of the world fade
away.
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