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      Alexis pulled the car off the highway and onto the Navajo reservation that housed the Four Corners monument. She was with her roommate, Sydney, and their two suitemates, Joanna and Tess. The four of them had taken off immediately after graduation to scope out the area where Sydney was going to start working on June first. Sydney’s dream had always been to be a park ranger, and she was going to do just that for Arches National Park, just north of Moab, Utah.

      When they reached the monument, Tess jumped out of the car. “You guys play tourist. I have got to use the ladies’ room!” And she was out of sight.

      “The girl has a pea-sized bladder,” Joanna announced, voicing what they were all thinking. The four of them had shared a bathroom for their entire college careers. They were well aware of Tess’s bladder issues. There were times when she was pounding on the door needing to go immediately when someone else was in there. She was well known to the neighboring suites, because she’d beg to use their restrooms often.

      Alexis and Sydney walked together toward the monument with Joanna trailing slightly behind. “I hate that this is our last trip together,” Sydney said. They’d taken spring break trips together every year since they’d started college.

      Alexis rested her head on Sydney’s shoulder. Sydney was a good head taller than Alexis, having gone to college on a volleyball scholarship. She was as athletic as Alexis was soft. Alexis was a book nerd and always had been. She was heading to graduate school in Albuquerque starting in the fall, though she wished she could take more time off than that. “It’s hard to believe you’re going to be in Utah, and I’m going to be in New Mexico.”

      Joanna laughed from behind them. “Tess and I need to decide which one of us is moving to Arizona, and which will move to Colorado.”

      Sydney and Alexis gave Joanna blank stares. “What does that mean?” Sydney asked.

      “Well, you’re moving to two of the Four Corners states. Tess and I should move to the other two.” Joanna looked over at Tess who had just joined them. “I get Colorado!”

      Tess laughed. “Are you sticking me with Arizona? Land of heat and old people? What kind of friend are you?”

      Joanna grinned. “One who likes mountains and cold weather?”

      Tess wrinkled her nose. “I’ll consider it.”

      Alexis grinned at the others. The trip was meant to familiarize them all with the west. They’d gone to school in Binghamton, New York, and none of them had spent much if any time in the western half of the United States. “Maybe we’ll all fall in love with a different state from the Four Corners, and we can have lunch together every month, meeting in the middle. Wouldn’t that be awesome?”
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      Four years later…

      

      Alexis looked around at her three closest friends during their monthly lunch near the Four Corners. “So I agreed to go out with this guy that I met at one of my counseling conferences. He’s a life coach in Albuquerque. Thirty. Single. Seemed like a nice guy.” She shook her head. “He tried to pressure me into bed on the first date. Seriously tried to follow me into my apartment after I told him no.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Joanna asked, obviously disgusted.

      Sydney frowned. “I can teach you some self-defense.”

      Joanna frowned at Alexis. “And this idiot is helping other people? Someone needs to throat-punch that jerk.”

      “I don’t want to learn self-defense.” Alexis sighed. “I want to meet a man worth meeting. I don’t even want to date. I want to skip over all that nonsense and just get married.” She was fed up with the way things went on dates anyway. Trying to find just the right man was tiresome and ridiculous.

      “It’s too bad that’s not possible. Wouldn’t it be cool to be a mail-order bride?” Sydney asked. “I’ve been obsessing with reading mail-order bride books lately. I’m not sure why.”

      “I don’t know about being a mail-order bride, but I think I’m going to contact my old boss, Dr. Lachele. You guys remember when you were laughing at me when I interned for a company called Matchrimony? Well, what Dr. Lachele does is match people at the altar. You have to go through a ton of in-depth questioning, but I think it’ll be worth it. I’m calling her Monday.” Alexis sat quietly waiting for the fallout from her friends. She knew they’d think she was off her rocker, but who needed a rocker?

      “So a modern-day mail-order bride situation with a little psychology to match you to the right guy thrown in?” Sydney asked. “I’m in. Tell her to plan to interview the two of us.”

      “I think you’ve both lost your minds,” Tess told them. “You can’t marry strangers just because you’re sick of the dating scene.”

      “Watch me,” Alexis said. “I’m not playing games anymore. I’m twenty-six years old, and I’m ready to move on with my life. No meeting men in bars. No dating losers. I’m going to let Dr. Lachele make all the decisions for me, and I’m going to be a very happily married woman.”

      Joanna just stared at her for a moment. “You really think that’s the answer?”

      “I don’t know that there is a good answer, but this is the route I’m taking, and no one is going to talk me out of it.”

      “You’ve lost your ever-loving mind,” Tess said, shaking her head. “But I’ll be happy to be a bridesmaid. Just tell me what to wear.”

      “Don’t think I won’t!” Alexis took a sip of her raspberry lemonade, letting the flavors roll over her tongue. “I’ll let her know we’re both interested, Syd. Anyone else?”

      Joanna and Tess exchanged a glance, but both shook their heads. “I’m not that desperate,” Tess told her. “I don’t think I could ever be that desperate.”

      “I don’t think I could do it,” Joanna said. “I’ll watch you two and see what happens.”

      Sydney raised her glass in a toast. “To Matchrimony and no more ridiculous dates with even more ridiculous men.”

      “To Matchrimony!” they all echoed.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday evening, right before Alexis went to bed, she got a call from Joanna. “I know I’m going to regret this, but I’m in. I haven’t been able to think about anything else since lunch yesterday. Tell Dr. Lachele there will be three of us.”

      “You got it!” Alexis couldn’t help but smile. She was glad her friend was taking the bull by the horns as well.

      “Actually, tell her four. Tess may not go through with it, but I think she’s going to regret it if she doesn’t.”

      Alexis frowned. “But I get to tell her that it was your idea that she is being included against her will, right?” She could just imagine how furious Tess would be about the whole thing, and she didn’t want to deal with the brunt of her anger.

      “Oh, absolutely. I’m not afraid of Tess.” Joanna sounded like she was disgusted at the very thought.

      “I’m not either. I know she could beat me up, but I’d just hold her off for the five minutes until she needed to run to the bathroom…”

      Joanna laughed. “Sounds good to me. Let me know when the interviews will be.”

      “I will. I know it all sounds crazy, but I really think we’re making the right choice. I saw Dr. Lachele match up a lot of happy couples during the summers I worked for her.” And she’d adored working for the crazy purple-haired woman.

      “I’ll let you know how I feel about it all after I’ve met my guy.”

      “Okay! I’ll let everyone know when she wants to interview.”

      “Thanks, Alexis.”

      After ending the call, Alexis changed into her pajamas and climbed between the sheets. If Dr. Lachele couldn’t find the man to make her happy, then he didn’t exist.
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        * * *

      

      Alexis called first thing the next morning. It was bright and early in Albuquerque, but with the two-hour time difference, she knew it would be fine. And she called Dr. Lachele’s private line, not the office. “Hello?”

      “Dr. Lachele. It’s Alexis Casey.”

      “Alexis! It’s so good to hear your voice. How’s New Mexico treating you?”

      “It’s great. I have my own practice now. I went the life coaching route instead of regular counseling. It seems to fit my abilities better.”

      “I can see that. So, what has you on my phone? You finally ready for me to find you a husband?” Dr. Lachele had hounded her for years to use her services.

      “Actually, yes! Me and three of my friends.”

      “Really? Four of you? When do you want me to interview? I’m booked this weekend.”

      Alexis frowned. “Can you do it the next weekend?” She knew if she waited too long she’d lose her nerve and not be able to go through with it.

      “I sure can. And I’m going to force you to look at baby pictures. Mercedes just gave birth to my first grandbaby. I don’t have to just rely on the munchkins for grandbabies anymore.”

      “I’m sure you still love your munchkins just as much though, don’t you?”

      Lachele laughed. “Well, of course. I still have those babies wallpapered all across one wall of my office.”

      “I figured as much.” Alexis smiled, glad she was going to get to see the crazy woman on the other end of the line soon. “You’ll want to fly into Albuquerque airport. Just let me know the time of the flight, and I’ll be there to get you. Then we’ll drive to meet the others.”

      “Sounds good to me. I’ll see you in a couple of weeks.” Dr. Lachele paused for a moment. “I’ll email you my flight information. I’m so excited that I get to see you!”

      “I can’t wait!”

      After hanging up the phone, Alexis grabbed a cup of coffee and sat down for a moment. She needed to let the others know, but first she was going to bask in the happiness that came with knowing her search for a suitable man was almost over. She’d always thought that by the time she’d finished grad school, there would be a man in her life that she’d never forget. It just hadn’t worked out that way. Yet.
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        * * *

      

      On Friday of the following week, Alexis was at the Albuquerque airport waiting for Dr. Lachele. She stood in baggage claim, her eyes scanning the crowd for the purple hair that she knew was coming. When she spotted the older woman, she waved, and Dr. Lachele made a beeline for her, grabbing her in a bear hug. “Finally! I felt like I’d never see you again.” Alexis couldn’t believe her mentor was finally there.

      “Well, you can bet your sweet patootie I’m here and ready to get to work with you girls! I needed a patented Alexis boobie bump like I’ve never needed anything else.”

      “We have a long drive first. We all took four-day weekends so we could spend the entire weekend at Four Corners, and I got us a hotel there. We’ll be hanging out while you interview whomever.”

      “That sounds good. All four of you want to do this?” Dr. Lachele asked.

      “Well, three of us do, and we decided that the fourth should want to. She’s agreed to talk with you but under duress.”

      “You know I don’t work that way.”

      “I do.” Alexis shrugged. “Final decision is up to her this weekend. If she decides not to be interviewed, then we’ll have a whole day of playing.” She really thought Tess would change her mind, but if she didn’t, that was just fine. A day to just hang out with Dr. Lachele would be very welcome.

      “So where are we staying?” Dr. Lachele asked.

      “There’s a Marriott in Farmington, New Mexico. We’re all meeting up there.” The luggage from the flight had started coming around the turnstile. “Let’s get your stuff and get out of Dodge. It’s a four-hour drive, and I’m ready to be there.”

      They watched and got two huge bags off the conveyer belt. “Why so much for a weekend?”

      “I like to make sure I’m ready for any occasion.”

      Alexis laughed softly. With the amount of luggage she’d brought, she had to be ready for all four seasons. They dragged the suitcases out to the car, and hopped in. “Make sure to buckle up. The forecast is calling for snow.”

      “Why did I think of New Mexico as dry heat all year round?” Dr. Lachele asked.

      “No clue. We have snow in the winter. It is hot and dry in the summer, though.”

      “Well, I was right about your summers then.” Dr. Lachele climbed into the front seat of the Jeep Grand Cherokee. “You couldn’t get it in purple?” she asked, patting the dashboard.

      Alexis shook her head. “Nope. They had this really pretty turquoise, but the car I wanted didn’t come in the color. I was so disappointed. I went with this red, because it was the prettiest available in this model.”

      “I can understand that. The color of a car says so much about its owner.” Dr. Lachele was looking all around her. “The mountains are pretty.”

      “I think that’s what drew me to this area even more than a top-notch counseling program. I love the mountains so much.”

      As they drove, they caught up on the years they’d been apart. “So, tell me about your practice,” Dr. Lachele said. “Is it everything you thought it would be?”

      Alexis shrugged, carefully navigating the busy roads of Albuquerque. “It’s good. I mean, I love what I do, but sometimes my clients are exhausting. Helping people try to navigate life isn’t exactly what I expected when I went into counseling.”

      “Oh, I understand that.” Dr. Lachele shook her head. “I was a counselor for a whole lot of years before I realized it wasn’t what I’d expected it to be.”

      “Yeah. I guess I pictured myself talking people through major crises and teaching them how to cope with big stuff. I have one client who is upset because her favorite brand of underwear isn’t made anymore, and she can’t find any she likes as much.”

      “Ahh. A fruit loop. I have lots of those. If you get tired of driving, pull over. You know how much I love to drive as long as it’s not in Manhattan traffic.”

      Alexis nodded. “I’ll probably pull over halfway there.” She vaguely remembered some horror stories about Dr. Lachele’s driving when she’d worked for the woman, but she was sure most had to be exaggerated. Who really backed into six mailboxes in one week? Was that even physically possible?

      “Oh, good. I’m looking forward to it!”

      At their halfway point, Alexis pulled over as promised and they switched spots in the vehicle. “Be careful,” she said as Dr. Lachele pulled out of the rest area and onto the highway.

      “I’m always careful,” Dr. Lachele said as she narrowly missed a semi. “Where did that truck come from?” She looked genuinely confused, and Alexis started praying.

      Alexis found that using her brake and the handle above her seat made the trip a bit more comfortable, but closing her eyes was truly the best solution. “I can’t wait for you to meet the girls. We’ve been friends since our freshman year in college, and each of us settled in a different Four Corners state. We still meet up at least once a month for lunch. Sometimes we’ll spend a whole weekend.”

      “It’s good to keep in touch with old friends that way. I think you see how much you grow through their eyes.”

      Alexis just nodded and held on tightly. Prayers. It was going to take a lot of prayers to arrive in Farmington alive.
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        * * *

      

      Dirk Blanton sat at his computer, wishing life was different. He’d spent the last fifteen years working constantly to become a business professor. He’d somehow expected the perfect woman to fall into his lap right around the time he turned thirty, and then they would marry and have two point three children. Perfect children at that. How on earth had he turned thirty-two without said perfect woman falling into his life?

      A colleague had mentioned helping market for a woman who matched people at the altar, and he’d laughed at the concept. Well, he’d laughed at it three years ago. But now…now it sounded awfully appealing. There had to be a better way to meet women, but so far, he hadn’t figured it out. He wasn’t into the bar scene, and that’s where everyone else seemed to meet their potential spouses.

      A quick search found the name of the woman’s company. Matchrimony. He thought it was a clever name for what she was doing. Perhaps it was a good idea to give her a call. He’d need to find someone who could move to him, though. He couldn’t leave his business for anything. Besides, Albuquerque was home. He wasn’t about to relocate for a woman he’d never met.

      He picked up his phone and dialed the number on his computer screen. When there was no answer, he left a message stating his purpose clearly and succinctly. Hopefully she’d call him by Monday afternoon, and the ball would be rolling.

      After that unpleasant task had been taken care of, he went back to his research. What was there in life besides work and being ready to provide for a family? He wasn’t sure, but he was content with working for now. The family would come.
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        * * *

      

      When Dr. Lachele finally turned into the parking lot of the Marriott, Alexis slumped back in her seat. “I’ll go check in.”

      “I’ll just sit here and fiddle with the radio,” Dr. Lachele replied.

      Alexis was so happy to be alive and at their destination, she just couldn’t express it. She had been certain Dr. Lachele would kill her at least six different times. The woman was a menace and didn’t belong behind a steering wheel. Ever.

      She quickly checked in, they parked, and found their room. “The others should be here by now. We’re supposed to do supper together. Are you hungry?” Alexis asked, better able to speak now that she was no longer in a moving vehicle with a crazy woman behind the wheel.

      “Starving!”

      As soon as they were settled, Alexis called Sydney. “Are you here yet?”

      “We’re all sitting here together waiting for you and the good doctor. We’re right outside the restaurant. Do you want me to get a table here? Or should we go somewhere?”

      “Here. We’re both starving half to death. Get a table and we’ll be there in five.” Alexis felt her heart beat a little faster. The ball was in motion, and her life was about to change. For the better.

      “Sounds good. See you in a few!”

      “We’re going to eat in the restaurant here,” Alexis told Lachele. “The others are getting a table now.”

      “Good. We’ll eat faster that way!”
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      The weekend went beautifully. All four girls took their turns talking to Dr. Lachele, and they all made their needs known about what they were looking for in a husband. When it was time to return the older woman to the airport, Alexis had a tear in her eye, and it wasn’t because Dr. Lachele had almost killed them eight times in the airport parking lot.

      As Alexis left her there, she couldn’t stop thinking about how much her life was about to change. She prayed Dr. Lachele would find someone for her soon. She was tired of being alone.
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        * * *

      

      It was late February when Dr. Lachele got back in touch with Alexis. “I’ve set the wedding for the first Saturday in April. Do you have a church? Or should I just pick a place?”

      “I have a church if it’s open on that short of notice.” Alexis gave Dr. Lachele the details. “Will you be coming for the wedding?”

      “You know I wouldn’t miss it for all the cocoa in Russell Stovers!”

      “All right, give me the details, and I will be there. I’ll be the girl in white!”

      As soon as she’d hung up, Alexis felt a moment of panic that she immediately squashed. Dr. Lachele was a professional, and she knew what she was doing. Alexis was going to marry that man that she’d always dreamed about. She just knew it.

      Within moments, she was on the phone with her three closest friends. They had all picked out matching bridesmaid dresses—but in different colors—and their own style of wedding dresses. There wasn’t much to do but pick a cake and show up. And Alexis had already chosen the cake.
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        * * *

      

      On the day of her wedding, Alexis arrived to the church early as was her habit. Her three friends all drifted in one at a time during the next hour. They spent time getting ready together, and Joanna did Alexis’s for her. Joanna had grown up on the streets of the Bronx, and she was the biggest tomboy of the bunch. She decided to work on Alexis’s hair because, “It takes a miracle worker to make me look like a girl, so give me a beautiful canvas like Alexis, and I can make the angels sing.”

      Alexis had laughed but agreed to let her do it. She was usually the one who would help the others with their hair and makeup, and she remembered teaching Joanna how to do more than just stick her hair into a ponytail: “Ponytails are fine for basketball courts, but not so much for hitting on guys.”

      As they got ready, the four of them reminisced over their years of friendship. They’d all been together for eight years, and had lived in close quarters for four of them.

      When Joanna finished her makeup, Alexis took a deep breath and looked into the mirror. She was going to be married in just an hour. Was she ready for that big of a life change? “Someone needs to go and see if they can sneak a peek at the groom.”

      “Are you kidding?” Sydney asked. “We’re not supposed to see our grooms until we’re walking down the aisle.”

      “Get a picture if you can!” Alexis told Tess as her friend snuck out of the room.

      Tess just grinned as she closed the door behind her.

      She hadn’t been gone for two minutes when Dr. Lachele came back into the room, her arm around Tess’s shoulders. “Really, Alexis? You send this one to sneak and get pictures of your groom and think I won’t notice?”

      “You know you’d do the same thing in my shoes,” Alexis said, not even a little ashamed.

      Dr. Lachele laughed softly. “Maybe I would. But I wouldn’t be nearly so obvious about it.” She walked over and sat down next to Alexis. “You know my rules for these things. You’re going to see him as you’re walking down the aisle toward him, and everything in your life is going to fall into place. You’re going to love him. I promise.”

      “But will I love him right away?”

      “That may take a little while.” Dr. Lachele got back to her feet. “Now let me go talk to the groom. I sure hope he’s not working while he waits for the ceremony to start.”

      “He wouldn’t, would he?” Alexis asked as Dr. Lachele left the room. She really hoped her old boss was joking.
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        * * *

      

      Dirk paced back and forth in the room he’d been told to wait in until the wedding started. What had he been thinking to let a crazy woman with purple hair choose the woman he should marry? And why was he standing there waiting for the wedding to start instead of running in the other direction?

      The door opened and Dr. Lachele slipped in. “There’s no reason to panic, Dr. Blanton. I wish I could show you all the research that went into your match, but it’s confidential.”

      “Of course it is.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe how nervous I am. I’m about to marry a total stranger.” He must have absolutely lost his mind. What if she had green hair and was covered in piercings and tattoos?

      “Yes, you are, but she’s a stranger who has gone through the same extensive testing you went through. She’s the perfect wife for you. I promise.”

      “I hope so. I really do.” Looks didn’t matter to him so much as strength of character. He was on a fast track at the university, and he didn’t want some crazy wife running around like a mad woman and ruining his reputation.

      Dr. Lachele patted his hand. “You’ll see that I did the right thing for you soon enough. I’m not sure if you’re planning a honeymoon, since we planned the wedding for spring break week, but your bride has taken the week off work.”

      “That will be good. I’m not planning anything big, but it will be good to settle into a home we share.”

      “Are you planning on keeping your place?” Dr. Lachele asked. She hadn’t seen his home, but she could only assume it wouldn’t be big enough for two.

      “I am. I bought a home here as soon as I got my position on the faculty at the university. I thought it would be a good starter home for my wife and me when I finally married.”

      “I should have known you’d be thinking ahead and planning for your future. All right. It’s about time for you to head to the front of the church. I’ll go nudge your bride along.”

      Dirk took a deep breath and nodded. This was it. He was about to be married.
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        * * *

      

      Alexis watched as her three closest friends walked to the front of the church, all in matching dresses of different colors. Her own dress was mint green, and matched the others, but she wouldn’t wear her dress that matched theirs until their wedding days. They’d thought it most prudent to just buy four matching dresses in different colors and wear them as each of their wedding days came.

      The wedding dress she wore was pure white and sleeveless. She felt very pretty in it, and she only hoped that her new husband would think she was pretty as well. As her maid of honor, Sydney was the last person to walk down the aisle before her. Her parents hadn’t been able to make it to the wedding on such short notice, and she wished they were there.

      When Dr. Lachele’s husband, Sam, tapped her on the shoulder, she grinned at him. “I hope you’re offering to walk me down the aisle, Sam, because I don’t think I could get to the front of the church on my own two feet.”

      Sam nodded, offering her his arm. “I haven’t seen a more beautiful bride since the day I married Lachele.”

      Knowing he only meant it as a compliment, Alexis smiled. “Thank you.”

      Then Lachele was there, waving them forward, and Alexis took a deep breath, walking along to the beat of the music. As soon as they were inside the church, her eyes went to her groom, standing straight and alone at the front of the church. Their wedding party was definitely lopsided, she thought.

      The man standing there at the altar had dark hair and eyes. His nose was perfectly straight. In fact, everything about him seemed to be perfect. Could she live up to such perfection? Hopefully his personality didn’t match his looks, because if it did, she’d be way out of her league.

      For a moment she considered turning tail and running, but she didn’t. Instead she continued walking, and when she got to the front of the church, she took the man’s hand.

      Standing together, they faced the pastor, but she couldn’t help sneaking more than a few peeks at him. He stood looking straight forward, and his face had a look of gravity. She couldn’t help but wonder if the man ever laughed, but maybe that’s why she’d been chosen for him. She found humor in the smallest things, and she could help him be just a bit less rigid.

      After their vows, the pastor said, “You may now kiss your bride.”

      She turned completely to him and stepped closer, wrapping her arms around his neck. She pressed her lips to his ear and whispered, “Give me all you’ve got, Cowboy!” She hoped it would remove the stick from his…spine, and get him to laugh.

      He looked at her with surprise in his eyes. “I’m a professor, not a cowboy.”

      She sighed, pulling his head down for their kiss. As soon as his lips touched hers, her heart sped up. For all his seemingly boring attitude, the man could kiss. She pulled away and looked at him with astonishment for a moment, and then she pulled his head back down for another kiss.

      She could hear the laughter of her friends behind her, and she just didn’t care. Alexis was going to spend the rest of her life with this man, and she was going to enjoy their first kiss together—whether they were alone or in front of an entire congregation of people.

      When he lifted his head, his eyes looked glazed to her and she smiled. She’d done her job well.

      As they turned to face the congregation, she linked her arm through his and smiled. They walked back down the aisle to the back of the church, and she didn’t let him quit walking until they were in the bride’s room, where she shut the door. “I’m Alexis.”

      He was still too overwhelmed by her boldness to be able to think coherently. “Dirk.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Dirk. It was nice kissing you too. We’re going to have to try that again. Soon.” She winked at him. “What do you do?”

      “I already told you. I’m a college professor.”

      “Oh? You weren’t kidding about that?” Alexis studied him. “You seem too young to be a professor.”

      “Well, I’m not. What do you do?” She seemed a little too bold to him, and he wondered if she acted this way with everyone. Did the woman have no modesty?

      “I’m a life coach. I have a masters in counseling.”

      He nodded. “I have a doctorate in marketing.”

      “You can get a doctorate in marketing?” She blinked at him. She’d never even heard of such a thing.

      “Apparently you can, because I have one.”

      “Do you work at the university here in town?” She’d specified with Dr. Lachele that she wanted a man who could either relocate or already worked in Albuquerque.

      “I do. And you work here in town?”

      She nodded. “I do. I have an office in Eubank Medical Plaza.”

      “And do you have a house here?” He hoped not, because he’d chosen his house to be a good one for a professor who was up and coming. Hopefully if she did own a house, she’d happily leave it to move in with him.

      “I have an apartment.”

      “Well, I guess you’re moving in with me then, because I have a house. In Vineyard Estates.”

      Alexis recognized the name of the neighborhood as one of the swankiest in Albuquerque. “I guess I’ll move then. Are you planning a honeymoon? I took the week off.”

      “Not a honeymoon. It didn’t seem practical right now. We’ll have a week to get you moved into my house, though.”

      She tilted her head to one side and studied him. “Do you ever do anything that’s impractical?” Most people she wouldn’t dare ask that. She was all about teaching people to be practical. But with him? Someone might need to teach him to be impractical.

      Dirk shook his head. “Of course not. What would be the logic in that?”

      “For fun?”

      “I have enough fun. I’m conducting a research project that’s just fascinating. I’ll have to tell you about it later.”

      “I can’t wait!” She hoped he wouldn’t recognize her words for the sarcasm they were, but he didn’t seem to. “What do you like to do other than work?”

      He shrugged. “I like to work. I’m fascinated by my studies. I’d rather not have to do the teaching part of my job, but I make that work too.”

      “Do you like to play games?”

      “Like board games? Or roleplaying games?”

      “Any games. Anything for fun. Do you like to sing karaoke?”

      Dirk made a face. “Not usually. I remember playing a lot of games as a child, but I’m an adult now.”

      Alexis shrugged. “There are a ton of adult games.” As sexy and nice as she found the man, having a conversation with him was almost painful. There had to be a way to connect, though. They were married, and she didn’t believe in divorce. She took a step closer to him and was surprised at the look he gave her. He seemed almost wary. Wrapping her arms around him, she kissed him again, hoping that she’d not remembered his kisses wrong. Kissing was something they would be doing a lot of together, and she wanted to like it as much as she had liked it before.

      As soon as their lips touched, she knew she hadn’t remembered incorrectly. His kisses set her entire world on fire. He was something else. What, she wasn’t sure yet, but definitely something else.

      When they rejoined the reception a short while later, her hair was a bit mussed, and she definitely looked as if she’d been kissed.

      After the reception, he followed her to her apartment, and she hurried and changed into regular clothes while he sat in her living room, and she felt as if he was judging every aspect of her being from her taste in books to her taste in furnishings.

      She’d packed her bedroom and kitchen, knowing she could work in the rest of the small apartment when she had time around work. She would get it done this week, she hoped. The back of her Jeep was even piled high with boxes, ready to move to wherever she was headed.

      When she joined him in the living room, she was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, emblazoned with the local university’s motto. “Did you go to school here?”

      “Just for grad school. I did my undergrad in New York.”

      “Really? Where in New York? I did my undergrad in New York as well.”

      Maybe they finally had something in common. “Binghamton.”

      “Me too!” He smiled at her, and it was the first genuine emotion she’d seen on his face, other than confusion, which seemed to be constant around her. “I loved the nature preserve. I’d study there whenever the weather was good.”

      “Which wasn’t often! The flooding there was really scary.”

      “It was.” She shook her head. “I had just started school there during the really big flood in 2011.”

      “I graduated the year before that. So it doesn’t look like we crossed paths at school at all.”

      “Where did you do your graduate and doctoral work?” He seemed to like talking schools, and she could do that. They had to find common ground somewhere other than kissing.

      “Graduate was University of Texas. Doctoral was UCLA.”

      “So, you’ve been all over. Did you grow up in New York?”

      He nodded. “I grew up in Vestal, which is why I ended up going to Binghamton.”

      “I grew up in Manhattan. I interned for Dr. Lachele while I was in college.”

      “Really? I cannot imagine having to work for her. Exactly how long has her hair been purple? And does she really have a doctorate in psychology?” It was hard to believe an educated woman would choose such an odd color for her hair.

      Alexis laughed. “Her hair has been purple for years. And yes, she really does. I saw the diploma on her wall.”

      “Interesting. Do you know if her success rate on these marriages is really as good as she claims?”

      “It is. When I worked for her, she hadn’t had a single couple—out of about fifteen at that time—that hadn’t worked out. From what I hear, she’s still got that same rate of success.”

      Dirk shrugged. “I have to admit I’m surprised, but pleased. You wouldn’t have been someone I would have immediately been attracted to, but I’m enjoying getting to know you.”

      “Really?” she asked. She had always been referred to as pretty, and though he had a sexy nerd vibe going, she wouldn’t have thought he had women pounding his door down.

      “You’re much too…well, vibrant is the word that comes to mind. You seem like you are interested in taking the world by storm.”

      “Aren’t we all? I keep telling people that I’m going to rule the world someday.”

      He smiled slightly. “Unless you have the makings of the next Microsoft, I wouldn’t count on that.”

      “Not yet. I’ll come up with something, though.” She winked at him, grabbing her overnight bag. “I have a car full of boxes already. Why don’t we head to your place? We can do more moving tomorrow or Monday, but I shouldn’t have to move too much on my wedding day.”

      “Why don’t you let me hire some movers to get your things shuttled to my place. I don’t like the idea of you lifting all those boxes yourself.”

      “I’m little but I pack a punch!” She flexed her muscle for him, and he shook his head, hoping she didn’t often do that in public. “Tough crowd,” she mumbled under her breath as she led him out of the apartment.
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      Alexis followed Dirk to his house and parked directly behind him in his driveway. His car, his house, his clothes…everything about him screamed what he did for a living.

      Once she was parked, he walked to the back of her car and helped her carry everything inside. His house was absolutely immaculate, and she was suddenly embarrassed about her apartment. It hadn’t been dirty, but it wasn’t perfect. His house was so clean it was almost obnoxious. “Has your house always been this clean?” she asked, looking around.

      “Of course. I have a housekeeper that comes in for two hours every day. She cleans and fixes my supper. My house always looks this way.”

      Alexis shrugged. Having a housekeeper for two hours a day would make her life easier. She just hoped she did laundry during those two hours. “There are worse ways to live.”

      He frowned at her. “I’m sure there are.”

      She looked at the suitcase in her hand. “Where do you want me to put this?”

      He led her to a large bedroom that was obviously decorated in a masculine style. Maybe he intended for them to share a room after all. “Here would be good. I had considered offering you time to get to know me before we consummate the relationship, but you seem too aggressive to need that time.”

      She shook her head with a laugh. “I wouldn’t call me aggressive. I just wanted to know what it was like to kiss my husband.” She stepped toward him. “And I have to say, I like it.”

      He leaned down and brushed her lips with his. “Like that?”

      She nodded, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him again. They might not be communicating well in conversation, but they could sure communicate with kisses well. She hoped that stretched to the rest of their private life together.

      His hands splayed across her back, and he deepened the kiss. He felt like maybe she was interested in more. Now? During daylight hours? What did he care? She was beautiful and his wife.

      Dirk surreptitiously walked her toward the bed and pushed her down onto it, covering her with his body. He was going to make the most of their marriage.
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        * * *

      

      Alexis lay on her back a little stunned by the way Dirk had made her feel. All of his uptight just disappeared when they were naked and writhing on a bed together. She sighed, looking over at him. He looked more handsome than ever, lying on his back with one arm flung over his eyes.

      She rolled to his side and put her head on his shoulder, wanting to be close to him after the intimacy they’d just shared. He looked at her with surprise. “Are you okay?”

      Alexis nodded. “More than okay. I feel closer to you than I’ve ever felt to anyone.”

      He wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so he just stayed quiet. He’d enjoyed the sex, of course, but how long should he lay there being a pillow for her before it was all right to get up? They needed to finish bringing in boxes and get her stuff put away. He hated lying around when there was work to do.

      After a few more minutes of silence, Alexis sat up. “I’m going to get a shower, and then I’ll start putting stuff away.” She pulled the cover from the bed and carried it into the bathroom.

      He frowned after her. Making the bed was going to be a lot more work now that she’d completely torn it apart. Hopefully she planned on doing it herself. His housekeeper didn’t work on the weekends.

      By the time she came out of the bathroom, he was dressed in a pair of slacks and a polo. For him, that was dressing down. He nodded to her when she came out of the bathroom wearing just a towel. “I’m going to bring in the rest of your things from the back of your Jeep.”

      She nodded, watching him leave. The man was an odd duck. She’d never been intimate with a man before, but she would have expected her towel-clad body to be a little more interesting to him than it had been.

      She noticed that he had emptied several drawers for her, and she filled those with clothes and hung things in the half of the closet he’d cleared out. Alexis had never lived in such a fancy place, and it felt strange to realize it would be her home.

      Dirk carried several boxes into the house, always heading right back out for more. He didn’t seem to have much to say, and she wondered what he was thinking about. Did he regret that they’d consummated the marriage so quickly?

      They worked together in silence for a few hours, finding places for her things. Finally, he rubbed the back of his neck. “Are you getting hungry? I’m afraid I don’t cook. I usually order take out or go out on the weekends.”

      She shrugged. “I can see if I can throw something together, or we can go out. I don’t mind either way.”

      He frowned for a moment. “Well, I’m told women don’t like to cook on their wedding days, so let’s go out somewhere. What do you like to eat?”

      “I love steak. Any good steak place just thrills me.”

      Her answer made him look a little green around the gills. “You eat meat?”

      “You don’t?” Who didn’t eat meat? Wasn’t it usually women who were vegetarians?

      He frowned. “No, I’ve been a vegetarian since high school.”

      “Why?”

      “For health reasons. My father died of heart disease when I was in high school, and did you know that being a vegetarian is one of the best ways to prevent and even reverse heart disease?”

      “No…”

      “It also significantly reduces the risks of cancer.”

      “Don’t you miss steak and bacon?” She couldn’t imagine not eating meat.

      “Not particularly. I haven’t eaten either one in fourteen years.”

      “I’ll eat your share. Don’t you worry!”

      “Does that mean you don’t plan on raising our children vegetarian?”

      “Are you kidding me? I’m planning on raising my kids with a slice of bacon in one hand and a salami stick in the other!” What was wrong with this man? Surely Dr. Lachele had made a mistake.

      “So where will we eat?” he asked.

      “Where can we both eat? Pizza, I guess, but I will be getting meat lovers.”

      He frowned. “You’re exasperating.”

      “So are you!” She frowned. “Why don’t we go somewhere with a good steak and a good salad bar?”

      “That would work, I guess.” He shook his head. “We could also do a Mongolian grill-type place. They usually have tofu options.”

      “I think I just threw up a little bit in my mouth.”

      “Do you think Dr. Lachele mixed up our paperwork?” he asked softly.

      “I sure hope not. I guess I thought so, and then I remembered this.” She stepped up to him and stood on tiptoe to kiss him.

      His arms automatically wrapped around her, and he kissed her deeply. When he finally raised his head, her eyes were glazed over. “I guess you have a point.”

      She sighed. “So do you!”

      He blushed. “Back to where we’re going to eat…”

      Alexi thought for a moment. “How about the Cooperage?”

      “Do they have a good salad bar?”

      “I don’t eat salad, but I’m told it’s exceptional. I love their prime rib.”

      Dirk shrugged. “All right, let’s try it.” He grabbed his wallet and keys. “You’re going to have to move your car.”

      “I don’t mind driving.”

      He frowned. “I drive.”

      She groaned. “Are you one of those men who is too macho to let your wife drive you anywhere?” This man was going to be the death of her, and they’d only been married a few hours.

      He said nothing, just led her out to the car, and waited while she moved her vehicle. She got into his car, and looked around. It was a classy car, and the seats were leather. The navigation system greeted him by name. “Nice car.”

      Dirk nodded. “I’m quite fond of it.” He’d carefully researched which car to buy, polling his colleagues. He wanted a car that would fit in, not one that would be deemed strange for a professor.

      “In other words, no woman will ever get behind the wheel of it?”

      He shrugged, but said nothing.

      “Is your mother still alive? Do you have siblings?”

      “I am an only child. My mother died of cancer while I was in college.”

      Alexis frowned. “I guess I understand why you’re a vegetarian now.”

      “And why our children will be?” Dirk asked, not meeting her eyes.

      “Ugh. I have a feeling there are some things we’ll never see eye-to-eye on. But I think our conversations will always be lively!”

      “I’m certain they will…”

      When they ordered their meals, Alexis asked for her prime rib rare. She could see on his face the mere idea of a rare steak turned his stomach, but she didn’t back down. She was going to eat her food just how she liked it.

      After the waitress left, he shook his head at her. “Do you always eat your beef still mooing?”

      “There’s no other way to eat it,” she said, taking a sip of her soft drink.

      “You know carbonation isn’t good for you, don’t you?”

      “You know it’s not good to complain to the woman you sleep with about her eating and drinking habits, don’t you?” He had a right to say something about how she ate once she was pregnant. Maybe. For now, he could keep his opinions to himself.

      “Did you just threaten me?” he asked, absolutely shocked, and more than a little amused.

      “Take it how you will.” She blew him a kiss, and his eyes locked onto her lips.

      “All of a sudden I don’t care how you eat your beef. Just brush your teeth when you’re done.”

      She grinned at him. “I think we’re going to be fine.”

      “The jury’s still out on that.” Dirk couldn’t believe this was the kind of woman Dr. Lachele thought was right for him. His perfect match. It was a good thing for her he’d signed a contract stating they’d spend at least a year together, or he probably wouldn’t last a week.

      She reached out and squeezed his knee under the table, and suddenly he could no longer think. He saw red. There was something about this woman that touched him in a way no other ever had. And he wasn’t talking about the hand on his knee. Though he liked her hand there. More than he should admit.

      After their meal, he drove them toward the mountains instead of straight back to the house. “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “Since I didn’t think a honeymoon was advisable at this time, I thought our wedding night could include a drive up into the mountains. There’s still snow on them, and it might be nice to just sit in the car and look out at the beauty that is our city.”

      “Wow. Look who’s being a romantic!”

      He frowned. “If you don’t want to take the drive, I can turn around and go right back to the house.”

      “No, I want to spend some time with you. Can we make out in the car?”

      “Why would we make out in a car when we have a perfectly good bed at home?”

      “Because we’re being all romantic, and we can.”

      “Why is kissing in a car more romantic than making love in our bed with no interruptions?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I just want to take the drive, but I want to kiss you too. So, we can kiss in the car, or wait forever to kiss, and who wants to wait forever?”

      “Are you always going to be this…randy?” He couldn’t think of a less offensive term for how she was acting.

      She laughed. “I think that term is supposed to refer to men, not women!”

      “Well, it seems to apply to you well.”

      “I don’t know how I’ll be later, but I am extremely attracted to you.” When you’re not talking.

      “Well, that’s probably good.” He wasn’t sure they had anything in common other than sexual compatibility. He had to be pleased for that, though.

      When they reached the turnout in the mountains, he’d been thinking about, he pulled into it and turned off the headlights. “We’ll be able to see the stars better from here than we ever could from the city. There’s so much smog there.”

      She nodded, reaching out and linking her fingers with his. “It’s beautiful. I love to come up here.”

      “Do you hike?” He tried not to get his hopes up that they had any recreational activity in common. She was definitely not what he was expecting in a wife.

      “I do! It’s actually one of my favorite things. I don’t like to ski, because I get my skis all tangled together and fall a lot, but hiking is amazing.”

      He turned to her, excited. “I love to hike. We should go hiking together!” He couldn’t believe how excited he was to have something in common with his new wife.

      She grinned, feeling excited to have something fun to do with him. “I’d love that! Do you want to go one day this week?”

      “Let’s get you moved first and see what time we have left, but I love the idea. We could bring lunches and hike all day.”

      “Wonderful.” She leaned toward him and pulled him toward her for a kiss.

      “What was that for?”

      Alexis shrugged. “I told you I wanted to kiss you.”

      “I’m not fooling around in a car. If you’re feeling all frisky, let’s drive back to the house.”

      She laughed. “Frisky? Has that word been used since the fifties?”

      “I don’t know. I heard it on old re-runs of Happy Days.”

      “You mean a fifties show?”

      Dirk sighed. “Are you always going to make fun of my speech?”

      “Probably. If it’s worth making fun of.”

      “Do you tease everyone?”

      “If I’m not teasing you, then I probably don’t like you at all. And you know I like you. You felt me liking you.” Her hand caressed his shoulder, and he groaned.

      “No more romance for you. I’m driving back to the house.”

      “And you’ll romance me there?”

      He sighed. “I have a feeling there will be no romance involved, but I’ll definitely be feeling you.”

      She laughed. “I think I’m starting to like you, Dirk.”

      “Good. A wife should always like, love, and respect her husband.”

      “I’ll do my best. Are you going to be likable, lovable, and respectable?”

      “Always.”

      She wasn’t so sure about that, but she didn’t dare argue with him. The man was more than a little crazy already.
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        * * *

      

      By Friday afternoon, they had everything of hers moved into the house, and she felt comfortable with how it had gone. During their week together, they’d spent more time in bed than out of it, but that was all right with her. Out of it, she could only see their differences. In bed, she liked their differences.

      The housekeeper was sweet, but she was very used to doing only what Dirk wanted. The first night she cooked dinner for them, Alexis couldn’t even begin to eat it. It was all tofu. Disgusting.

      After that, Alexis started to cook her own meals, feeling silly that she and her husband couldn’t even eat the same thing.

      “Do you want to go hiking tomorrow?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I would love that. Are we doing a picnic lunch?” She could make him a beansprout sandwich maybe, and she’d have a good old PB&J. He was probably anti-PB&J.

      “That sounds good.”

      “How do you feel about PB&J?” She refused to assume he’d hate something without asking. Maybe they’d be able to eat that one thing together.

      He grinned. “My favorite sandwich.”

      “Seriously? I could make PB&Js and we would both be happy?” There had been so few things food-wise they’d seen eye-to-eye on that she was stunned.

      “Yes! That sounds great.”

      “I’ll make our picnic lunch then. Anything else I should pack?”

      “I have my camelback. Do you have one?”

      She nodded. “I’ll fill them up with water, and there’s our hydration. I’m really excited to hike with you tomorrow.”

      “Well, we don’t even have the same taste in television shows, so it will be nice to enjoy doing something together.” He grinned. “Other than sex, that is. I think we have that down pat.”

      She laughed, walking toward him and wrapping her arms around his neck. “I think we could use a little more work on it, don’t you? Maybe some more practice until we have it perfect.”

      He laughed, swooping her up into his arms. He didn’t look strong enough to carry her, but he was obviously stronger than he looked. “I think practice is always a good idea.”

      Alexis grinned. “You’re a good husband.”

      “I try to be.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening, she read while he watched some documentary on subliminal messages while shopping, mumbling under his breath that they got everything wrong. He was actually taking notes, and she was doing her best not to roll her eyes. Sydney had suggested one of her favorite mail-order bride authors, so Alexis was binge-reading while Dirk watched television at night.

      Sadly enough, she was sure she and Dirk would get along better after they were both working again. She was ready to get back to her clients, though she didn’t feel she’d had enough time off. She just wasn’t all that comfortable around her new husband, other than the time they spent in bed. She was plenty comfortable with that.

      When her phone rang, Dirk glared at her, so she took her call in their bedroom. “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s Sydney. How’s married life?”

      “Crazy. I’m married to a machine.” Except in bed.

      “He seemed a little uptight. Do you guys have anything at all in common? Watching the two of you has me scared for the match Dr. Lachele is making for me.”

      “Trust me, we’re well-matched in some ways. We’re going hiking tomorrow. We both love hiking.” Alexis didn’t add she was thrilled they’d found something they both enjoyed doing.

      “Hiking can be fun.”

      “I like it. Some weekend we’ll drive out to Moab to hike. Could be fun to see you.”

      “Just enjoy the honeymoon first.”

      Alexis grinned, glad her friend couldn’t see her blush. “Oh, I am. Trust me.”
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      When Alexis woke up Saturday morning, she jumped out of bed. She hated mornings, but on hike days she was always excited. She wasn’t what anyone would call athletic, and the only outdoorsy thing she really liked to do was hike, so she was excited to spend the day with Dirk, doing something they both loved.

      She immediately showered and dressed, going out to find him in the dining room, eating a bowl of oatmeal for breakfast. She rummaged in the fridge until she found the package of bacon she’d stuck there, and she nuked a few pieces while making herself some toast. A bacon sandwich with cheese sounded just right before a day of hiking.

      She sat down across from him, grinning at him. “I’m excited to hike with you today. I already made our picnic, and it’s in the fridge ready to throw into a back pack.”

      “I usually wear a backpack over my camelback, so that will be just fine for me. I like to keep a first aid kit on hand.”

      “Sounds good.” She could wear one too, but since he offered, she wouldn’t refuse him.

      “Is that what you’re wearing to hike?” he asked, eyeing her jeans and short sleeved shirt.

      She nodded. “I’ll throw on a jacket that I can tie around my waist if I get too hot.”

      “Do you have hiking boots?”

      “Is a beachball round?”

      “I’d like to be ready to leave within an hour if that sounds good to you.”

      “Absolutely.” She smiled. “My best friend, who was also my college roommate, is a ranger at Arches National Park. I’d love to go hike there sometime. We could see her at the same time.”

      “Do you see her often?”

      She nodded. “Four of us have lunch the third Saturday of every month. I guess that’s a week from today. We all drive to the Four Corners and eat there. We each live in one of the four corner states.”

      “That’s odd, but I suppose it works. It’s a very long drive for lunch.”

      “It’s a short drive to get to see my three favorite people in the world,” she countered, taking a big gulp of orange juice. Neither of them was a coffee drinker, which she liked. “Where do you like to hike?”

      “Copper Trailhead is my favorite spot. I can go long, medium or short, depending on my mood.”

      “And your mood today?”

      “Let’s do long.”

      “I would love that. I haven’t been to Copper Trailhead yet, but I’ve heard amazing things about it.” She finished eating, and hurried to throw her trash away, and clean her small mess in the kitchen. “I’m going to grab my camelback and my boots.”

      Ten minutes later, they were out the door, and she could feel her excitement building. Who would have thought something like this would be the one thing they’d found they had in common?

      When they got to the trail, they put on their packs, and started out. She let him choose the trail, because he knew the area better, and went after him.

      They’d been hiking for a little over an hour when he stopped at an overlook, pointing to the city. “Right over there is where we live.” He pointed out other things, such as the university campus. “This is one of my favorite spots in the whole city.” He looked back at her, seeing that her cheeks were flushed from the cold, but she wasn’t out of breath. “You really do hike a lot, don’t you?”

      “As much as I can,” she told him. “I don’t always have time, but I try to go at least once a week.”

      “I’m surprised a meat-eater like you can keep up with me.”

      “Not eating meat doesn’t necessarily mean you’re healthier.” She shook her head at him. He was very much a typical vegetarian in her mind, shoving his food choices down everyone’s throats. “Do you lecture your students on vegetarianism?”

      “Of course not. I lecture my students on marketing and nothing else.” He frowned for a moment. “When I said I was surprised you could keep up with me, I meant it as a compliment, not an insult.”

      “Thank you, then. I’ll try to take it as you meant it.”

      “Ready to go some more?” he asked. “We’re about a fourth of the way to the spot I really want to show you.”

      “Lead the way!” She was glad she’d packed a picnic, because it sounded like he planned an eight-hour hike. It was a good thing she really did like hiking and hadn’t made it up. She would be in serious trouble otherwise.

      They stopped at his spot a few hours later, and she spread out their lunch on a blanket. “There aren’t a lot of people up here,” she said, liking that they were virtually alone.

      “No, most do one of the short or medium hikes. Not a lot come this far.” He reached for one of the sandwiches she’d packed, and took a bite. “Perfect sandwich. So many people get the ratio of peanut butter to jelly all wrong. You did great.”

      “Wow. Two compliments in one day. Be still my heart!”

      He grinned. “I’m not that difficult, am I?”

      Alexis considered his question seriously. “Sometimes you are. I have a hard time knowing if you’re annoyed with me or not. Well, except in bed, and you’re never annoyed with me there.”

      Dirk reached out and took her hand. “How could I be annoyed with a woman who brings me so much pleasure and does it so enthusiastically?”

      “Am I too enthusiastic?” she asked. “I’ve never really done it before, so I’m just going on how I feel.”

      “I haven’t either, so I guess we’re doing it right. Feels right to me.” He leaned over and kissed her. “Don’t try to start something now. We feel isolated, but someone could stumble over us at any minute.”

      “We have a bed for that, right, professor?”

      “That we do.”

      She grinned, finally feeling like she was starting to understand him. “I’ll do my very best to keep my grimy hands to myself then.”

      When they had finally finished eating, she packed all of the trash from their lunch away in the backpack he was carrying and pulled him down on the blanket before folding it up. “One last kiss?”

      He shook his head. “You are a wanton woman, wife!” But he kissed her until her toes curled. Until they heard voices.

      “Aww…we’re interrupting people making out.”

      Alexis pulled away from Dirk, her face blushing. “Hi.”

      “Hi!” The girl looked college-age and excited to be hiking. “Umm…Dr. Blanton?”

      Dirk sighed. “Hello, Desiree.”

      “I didn’t know you came up here to make out, professor.”

      “I don’t usually, but this is the first time I have brought my wife here.” Dirk was mortified, but he didn’t know what to do but plow forward. It was going to be all over the school that he was making out with women on top of a mountain. “Alexis, this is Desiree, one of my students. Desiree, my wife Alexis.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Blanton.” She looked at her friend, another fresh-faced young woman. “Let’s get out of here and let them make out in private. I think I deserve extra credit for this, professor.” Desiree winked at Dirk and hurried away.

      Dirk groaned. “I cannot believe I just got caught making out with my wife by one of my students.”

      Alexis laughed softly. “Don’t worry, professor. It might just help your reputation.”

      “It will damage my reputation, and we both know it.” He got to his feet angrily. “I’ll be waiting for you over there.” He gestured to a lookout point and walked to it.

      Alexis rolled her eyes as she folded the blanket. “You could have told her we’d only been married a week,” she said softly. “She’d have understood better then.”

      “Married a week or six years. We have a bed for that!” Dirk couldn’t believe she wouldn’t understand how important his reputation was to him.

      She refused to let him spoil her fun. This was the first really good day they’d had together. Soon, he’d forget all about running into his student.

      They started back down the mountain, and she kept silent for the first little bit. “I love your trail,” she said after what seemed like forever. “I’d love to come back.”

      “Maybe when you’ve gotten the whole sex kitten thing out of your system. I can’t afford to be caught that way again.”

      “Your reputation,” she said bitterly. The stick up the man’s butt was so big, she wasn’t sure how he was able to walk.

      “Yes. Maybe reputation isn’t important to you, but I’m up for tenure, and I won’t get it if there are rumors floating around about me making out with women on mountains.”

      “I see.” Instead of arguing with him, she stayed silent. They said almost nothing for the rest of their hike.

      Once they got to the car, she buckled herself and stared out the window on her side of the car. She didn’t even want to look at him.

      “Do you want to go out for supper?” he asked.

      “I don’t care.” And she really didn’t. She didn’t want to do anything but scream and yell at him, but she knew it would do no good.

      “I’ll choose the place then.” He couldn’t understand what she had to be angry with him about, but it was obvious she was. He was the one who was going to have his reputation ruined because she couldn’t keep her hands to herself.

      He drove to a Mongolian grill he particularly liked for their good vegetarian protein options. “Does this place work?”

      She just shrugged, getting out of the car. She liked Mongolian grills, and she’d be sure to put as much meat on her plate as she could to gross him out. She hoped they had shrimp, because he seemed to particularly despise seafood.

      Walking through the line, she chose mostly meat, knowing it would get his goat. And then she piled potatoes and rice on top of the meat. It was as unhealthy as she could get at a reasonably healthy place to eat. She knew he’d have something to say about it, and she just wanted him to. She wanted to have a reason to glare at him and maybe kick him under the table.

      He looked at her plate but bit his tongue, realizing she was furious with him. Poking an angry bear just didn’t make sense. Her hand was shaking as she held her fork. He offered her chopsticks, and the look she gave him told him that he was going to draw back a bloody stump if he wasn’t careful. The woman really did have a temper!

      She drank four Cokes with her meal, not even wanting them. She wanted water to drink, but that would make him happy. No, she’d drink Cokes until she vomited. Ugh. The man was way too obsessed with his reputation and position in life. If he were a client of hers, she’d tell him to get a grip.

      Once they were home, she went straight to the bedroom and showered, changing into her favorite pair of pajamas. She hadn’t worn pajamas since they’d gotten married, because really there was no point. He was just going to take them off her anyway. Not tonight, though. She was going to wear them all night
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