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DEDICATION

To the ones that face themselves each day and think… I can’t do this… You can… and you will. The future is at your fingertips… seize it.

 

For The Originals

Anna, Lisa, Mg, Michelle, Lacey, Narine, Jellie, Jo, and Lucy

Cycle Sisters for life.


PART ONE

A New Beginning

Colby and Cammie

“I never wish to be parted from you from this day on.”

Jane Austen


COLBY

 

THE FOOD WAS TAKING nine damn years to get to the table, and the loud din of voices started to grate on my nerves. Don’t get me wrong, it was a sideshow watching fucking Seth Montgomery smile more than a goddamn pageant queen. His chick was cool though; Tiffany seemed to be the right fit for him, so who was I to judge. He got married. When Todd said we were all meeting up at Rooster’s to celebrate Seth and Tiffany’s marriage, I had to admit, I thought he was messing with me.

Cammie’s hand snaked around my upper thigh, demanding my full attention. The feel of her lips against my ear as she spoke, even after all these years, still got me hard. “Next August, baby, this better be you and me.” She pulled away and gave me a sugary smile. Fuck. I was in trouble.

“I promise, Sweets.” I leaned in, and her scent was everywhere. Peaches. That smell, no matter if we were fighting or fucking, it made me crazy. My nose trailed along her exposed neckline, and my uneven breath made her smile — this time it was for real. She was wearing my favorite little black dress; it was sleeveless and her full tits were jacking me up. She did this to torture me. “You’ll be my wife next year… I promise.” My thumb brushed along her jawline, my fingers at the back of her neck. Her hair was up in a high ponytail, and the strawberry blonde waves cascaded down to just between her shoulders. God, she’s beautiful. I was such a piece of shit for not claiming this girl sooner.

“So, next August?” Sawyer’s deep voice was skeptical; his smile was lopsided and filled with mirth. He knew me too well. Working with him was the best thing I’d ever chosen to do, but this motherfucker was always giving me a hard time.

“Yeah, brother, next August. Be my best man?” I laughed and took a swig of my beer.

“I’d be honored.” Sawyer smirked as Todd rolled his eyes.

“Nice… you guys are dicks.” Todd laughed and shook his head. His girl looked really good tonight. Todd and Lily were finally starting to get some rest. Lyric was sleeping through the night according to Lily, so my brother wasn’t such a shit to be around.

“Well, if it’s okay, Cammie, I’d love to help plan it. When is the exact date?” Elizabeth was always the planner. She was like the matriarch. Her “been there done that attitude” was my favorite thing about her.

“We haven’t decided a date yet, just… August.” Cammie poked at her salad with her fork, and I felt like a complete asshole.

You see, the thing was, I loved this girl. She was perfect; she didn’t take my shit and served up a good dish of her own sass as well. We completed each other. As cheesy as it sounded, this chick was made for me. But... in reality, I was fucking terrified. I watched her go through so many guys before we got together. I’d seen all the shit Todd and Seth had gone through. When Sawyer got hurt, Elizabeth almost shattered. It scared the fuck out of me to depend on another person like that. I’d always just been on my own. Cammie was my first real girl, and I was scared shitless that I could lose her. And being married to her… having her legally be my other half, was something I was looking forward to and dreading at the same time. Because then… it was done, that anticipation was gone, and she lived for that high, that feeling. If it was gone, what would keep her with me?

“What about the thirteenth?” Tiffany’s smile had matched Seth’s all night, and I noticed they only let go of one another’s hand if absolutely necessary. “Thirteen worked for us.”

Seth whispered something in her ear, and her cheeks turned pink. Her long, black lashes fanned down, and Seth smiled. I knew that smile. That kid was odd, and I could’ve only imagine what he just said to her. His eyes met mine. “August thirteenth could work. It’s about time you set a date, bro.”

I swallowed down the irritation that was Seth Montgomery telling me about relationship shit. “What do you think, Sweets? August thirteenth?”

Cammie’s blue eyes searched my face, and her lips spread slowly into a breathtaking smile. She had my number the day I pinned her to the floor and kissed her. “Really?” Her voice was small. How had I made her wait this long? I didn’t deserve her.

“Really, baby.” Her long delicate fingers rested against her shaking lips, the diamond that sat on her ring finger was a reminder to do the right thing, to make this woman mine already for Christ’s sake. I spoke in a whisper so only she could hear. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a shit.”

She nodded, her eyes filling with tears. “You have been.” Her laugh was watered down, but her smile was everything — it was big, so full of hope. My goddamn heart started to sprint.

I glanced around the table and noticed everyone was lost with their own conversations. Elizabeth and Lily were talking kids. Todd and Sawyer were laughing about something, and Seth and Tiff were privately speaking in murmurs. Foreheads close, eyes on each other, hands… still linked. It was then I realized what a fucking idiot I was. My friends, my family, they were all moving on, doing their own thing, and I was just treading water. “Fuck it, Sweets. Let’s get married next month. Let’s do what you wanted to do in the first place.”

“Vegas?” Cammie’s blue eyes were wide, her full, pink bottom lip between her teeth.

I nodded, and she squealed. She actually squealed, and I narrowed my eyes as the table went quiet.

“Did I hear Vegas?” Todd asked, giving me a smug smirk.

“Hell yes.” Cammie’s tone was victorious.

“Thank God.” Todd laughed. His remark pissed me off.

“Like you have room to talk. When the fuck are you going to make an honest woman outta Lily?” I raised my eyebrow, and Todd’s jaw tightened.

“Okay, settle down, Dixon.” Sawyer’s tone begged me to shut the fuck up.

Elizabeth laughed. “Which one, sweetheart?”

“Both of them.” He shook his head with a smartass grin before taking a long pull of his beer.

Lily gave me a scowl. “We’re just fine, thank you very much.” Lily threw her fork at me, and it made a loud clang as it hit the floor. Shit, that girl had terrible aim.

I chuckled. “Holy shit, bro, teach your girl how to throw.”

Todd’s frown twitched as he fought his smile. “That was pretty bad, baby.”

Lily swatted at his chest, and Cammie laughed.

“I love you, Sweets.” My hands framed Cammie’s face, and I brought my lips to hers. The vanilla flavor of her lips mixed with her peach scent made me think of summer days and peach cobbler. Fuck, this girl got me going.

She smiled, her lips still touching mine. “I love you too.” She pulled away enough to give me a wicked smirk and then leaned forward, speaking quietly in my ear. “Will you show me how a “real Dixon man” does it?” Her hot breath on my neck, her hand at my waist, her thumb dipping dangerously low below my belt. I hissed.

“Don’t temp me, Cammie. You lose this game every time.” My hand skated up her thigh, pushing the fabric of her dress higher as my finger slipped under the hem of her panties. I had to bite my cheek to suppress my groan. “Fuck, Sweets.” She was wet, and I suddenly couldn’t give a shit if our food ever got here. Hell, I was ready to leave.

“Not today. Today I won.” She nipped my earlobe quickly and pulled away. Cammie took my hand from between her legs and licked my finger — my eyes widened. The rest of the group was oblivious as they argued over which casino would be best. “Hungry, baby?” she asked sweetly, as if she hadn’t just done the hottest damn thing.

My nostrils flared. This brazen female — this hot as fuck chick — in one month was going to finally be my wife. What on earth had I been waiting for?

 


CAMMIE

One Month Later

 

THE REFLECTION IN THE mirror wasn’t me. It couldn’t be. I’d waited too long for this. At any moment, the image of me in ivory, my cheeks tinted with rose — it would blend into a fuzzy unfocused picture, and I would be startled awake by Colby singing at the top of his lungs in the shower like he did every morning. I raised my hand to the silk waves of my hair and scooped them to the right side over my shoulder. The strawberry blonde almost sparkled under the overly expensive chandelier. The plush cream carpet under my heeled feet felt too rich.

“Cammie.” Elizabeth’s voice was stretched thin and her lips pulled into a gigantic smile. I watched her wipe away tears just under her lashes through the mirror.

“Is this real?” I whispered.

She nodded.

She stood next to me and her petite, curvy frame fit perfectly next to mine. Her dark hair to my light. Her sweetness to my fire. We’d been best friends all our lives, and I was lucky to have her as my Matron of Honor.

“Fuck, do you think this dress is too short?” I pulled at the hem with my fingers.

Colby loved my long legs, and I wanted to showcase my best assets. We were in Vegas for crying out loud, but I still worried his mother wouldn’t approve.

Lizzie pressed her lips together, fighting her smile. “Um… it’s Caesars Palace. I think you’re safe.” She giggled and I shoved her shoulder.

“I’m serious, Mrs. Dixon already thinks I’m a whore.”

“She does not.” Liz shook her head with a smirk.

“She caught us having sex, Liz. Twice. In her house.”

“The kitchen right?”

“And her bathroom.” My brows dipped and Elizabeth laughed.

“Oh my gosh, you couldn’t wait twenty minutes till you got home?”

“It was Thanksgiving. We were there forever.” My lips spread into a wicked grin. “Besides, it makes it more… exciting.”

She shook her head. “If you say so.” Elizabeth’s floor length black strapless dress fit her like a glove. She could make anything look elegant. “You nervous?”

Nervous.

Petrified.

“I’m scared, Lizzie.”

The woman looking back at me in the mirror was tall; her sleeveless ivory lace dress poured over her skin as if it was sewn onto her body. The bottom hem hit mid-thigh, and her legs spilled from its fabric. Her make-up was simple, her hair full, but her eyes — they were filled with fear.

The warmth of Elizabeth’s hand encompassed mine, and I met her eyes in the reflective surface.

“He loves you, Cam. He loves you very much. You guys act like newlyweds, and you’ve been together for years. That’s rare, you know. Even Sawyer and I have our moments, but the love I see in Colby’s eyes. It’s the same way Soy looks at me, and if you're anything like me, that has to make you feel pretty special.”

My eyes threatened tears and I sniffled. I puffed out a watery laugh. “Why are you always right?” I asked.

She shrugged and squeezed my hand. “I’ve been right since the day you stole my marker.”

“It was my turn to use it,” I objected with a grin.

“It’s time to let it go.” Her smile held more than humor; it held a wisdom, a knowledge I was still yet to learn.

I nodded.

She was right. It was time to let go. The past was gone, and everything I wanted was just a room away.

 


COLBY

 

“SO, THAT’S HOW THE Dixon boys do it. Glad I never went there.” Cammie’s laugh was sexy as hell.

Her pert tits pushed against the fabric of her thin sweater, and I grinned.

“Uh? You want some of this, Cammie?”

I released Elizabeth from my hold. We’d been playing like we had as kids, but as I stood and rolled my shoulders, Cammie’s pouty lips spread into a flirty smile. So when she bit the corner of her bottom lip, I took that shit as an invitation. The sleeves of my white, long-sleeved Weber State Football shirt pushed easily up my arms as I trapped Cammie in my gaze. My brother, Todd, rattled off something stupid and headed upstairs. He’d been a moody asshole lately. But, as I darted toward her, and she shrieked, my adrenaline spiked, and I could give two shits about Todd or his disapproval. She let me chase her around the couch a few times, and I let her think she had the advantage. Lizzie’s giggles faded as I finally wrapped my hands around Cammie’s small waist and easily brought her to the ground.

She was out of breath as I pinned her arms above her head and straddled her body. Her blue eyes darkened and her laughter died down as our breathing deepened into more than just the chase. My dick sprang to life as I watched her lips part. She smelled like fucking peaches, and I was dying to kiss her. I’d known this chick all my life. She was untouchable. One of Todd’s best friends. She was the girl every guy wanted, but for some reason she gave herself to all the fuckups. As my fingers tightened around the soft skin of her wrist and her eyes filled with need, I realized now was my chance.

“This is how a real Dixon man does it.” My voice was confident as I lowered my lips to hers.

Her mouth was warm and wet as the flavor of vanilla mixed with the peach scent of her skin, and I fucking melted into her. Her breath was fast and hot against my mouth as I released the hold on her wrists. My hands framed her face, and her arms wound around my neck as our kiss intensified. My hips rocked against her unconsciously — my body seeking hers— and a deep growl rumbled in my chest.

“What the hell?” Todd’s angered tone was like a bucket of cold water.

I pulled away quickly and looked into her eyes. Those eyes had turned me into an animal, and a sly and knowing smile broke across her face.

“Now that’s a kiss.” She rested her fingertips on her lips and she giggled. It was the sweetest damn giggle I’d ever heard.

“You may kiss the—”

The officiator didn’t have to tell me; I was already there. It was like day one; her sweet taste, it was melting me all over again. It did every time. Every. Damn. Time. She raked her hands through my hair and, as she deepened the kiss, my hands gripped her lace-covered waist. She was fucking gorgeous in her dress. Leave it to Cammie to pick the sexiest damn dress in the shop. When she walked down that aisle, it was like watching my own personal super model. I was lucky, more than lucky — I was blessed. A light moan escaped her as she pressed against me.

Sawyer cleared his throat, and I heard Todd chuckle. Fuck them; I was kissing my wife, and if they didn’t like it, well…

“Bro, your parents are front and center. Didn’t know you were into that.” Seth’s smartass remark made me smile.

“You ready, Sweets?” My lips brushed against hers.

“Yes.” She laced her fingers with mine as we turned to face everyone.

It was just my parents and our friends. As per usual, Cammie’s parents were no shows in her life, but she’d never reveal how much it bothered her, at least not to the others.

Sawyer’s large hand cupped my shoulder with a forceful grip. “Congrats, brother.” His smile was ear to ear.

Todd was my blood brother, but, after he’d moved, Sawyer and I got real close. He’d taken me in, given me an awesome job, and made me his partner in Willow Wood Interiors. Soy was just as much my brother as Todd.

“Thanks, man.” The joy I felt was evident in my own smile.

There were hugs and tears, mostly from the girls, and maybe a few fell from my own eyes when I saw the pride in my mother’s stature as she hugged my wife. But the congratulations were short lived. Todd and his girlfriend Lily had brought my niece and nephew to Vegas with them, and I could tell Lily was eager to get them fed and in bed. Soy and Liz had plans to catch a show down the strip, and Seth and Tiff were going to babysit Sailor so they could have a date night.

“Congrats, son.” My dad pulled me into a hug. “I’m glad you finally trusted yourself to make her an honest woman.”

“Thanks.” My voice was strained as I spoke around my emotion.

He nodded as he pulled away. His brown eyes were soft as he grinned. “Get the heck out of here, son. Go be with your wife.”

Todd’s eyes met mine from just across the room and he cleared his throat. “Can I have everyone’s attention?”

The voices in the room quieted down, and my niece, Molly, jumped down from one of the chairs and ran over to her father.

“Hey, baby, come over here for a sec.” Todd’s voice wavered as he called to Lily.

Lily furrowed her brow as she moved toward her husband. “You can do this. We practiced it in the room a million times,” she whispered, but I overheard it. Leave it to my big brother to be nervous about his best man speech.

“First I want to say, good job, little brother, you finally caught her.” Todd smiled and the room murmured with laughter. “I had this whole speech prepared. I was going to tell you how proud I am. How much of a man you’ve become, and how because of Cammie, your life will be better than you could ever imagine.”

Cammie wrapped her arm around my waist and rested her head on my shoulder.

“But, in all of that, I left out one thing.” He stepped away from Lily and took her hand, dropping his eyes from me only to bring them in direct alignment with hers. “I envy him. I want what they have. I want you.”

Lily’s lips separated with a gasp as he dropped to his knee. Molly whispered in his ear, and he chuckled before he spoke. “Go ahead, Mol.”

“Will…” Molly’s little voice trembled. Todd whispered in her ear, and my father chuckled as she continued. “You…” She giggled, and Todd prompted her again quietly so only she could hear. “M-marry my daddy?”

Todd’s smile was the fucking biggest I’d ever seen it. “Marry me, baby?”

Lily’s cat-colored eyes glittered as tears fell down her cheeks, and she nodded, unable to speak.

Todd stood and brought his hands to her either side of her face. “Yeah?”

She nodded again and smiled. “Yeah.”

I gave my brother a private smile just before my mother nearly tackled poor Lily. I was happy for him; he was the one who always believed in the notion of a happily ever after. He was a romantic at heart, and shit, if he didn’t deserve some sort of fairytale ending.

“Do you think we can sneak out of here undetected?” Cammie’s breath on my skin whispered suggestive thoughts into my brain.

“Hell yes, let’s go.”

It wasn’t hard to slip away, and the elevator ride up to the tenth floor was long as hell. Once we made it to our room, we were all hands, hot breath, and wet lips as we stumbled to the bed.

Cammie giggled.

“What?” I shrugged out of my tux jacket and hung it over the back of one of the chairs and started to work on my tie as I met her playful stare.

“You seem like you’re in a hurry.”

I pulled my tie off and let it fall to the floor as I took a step toward her. She backed up a step and gave me a small sideways smile. “You’ve been teasing me all night with this short as sin wedding dress,” I growled.  “Was that your plan?” I closed the space between us, fitting my left hand on her waist as my right cradled her at the nape and my thumb dusted along her cheek.

“Yes.” She shivered and let her head fall back into my hold as her eyes fluttered shut.

My lips tasted a trail along her jaw to her neck, and her quiet sigh let me know I had her where I wanted her.

When I pulled away her face was flushed. “Cammie.” I lifted my hand from her waist, reached around her and gently pulled down the zipper of her dress. “You make me fucking crazy.” I trailed my thumb down her bare back as the dress fell to the floor. I stepped away from her so I could admire her perfect body. She stood in just heels and nude lace panties. My dick strained against my zipper as I stalled. My words were failing me as she stepped out from the fabric pooled around her feet. She started to unbutton my shirt, but I stilled her hands with mine. Her brows narrowed. “Cammie, every time I’m with you it’s something new, and I love that. I love that you never cease to surprise me.”

She brought my hands to her breasts and smiled as she leaned in to whisper in my ear, “It will always be that way with us.”

“Why?” The one word begged for her touch and begged for her to relieve the pressure building in each beat of my pulse. I fisted one of my hands in her hair as she nipped at the sensitive flesh just below my ear.

“Because ever since that first kiss, Colby, we’ve been playing our little game of tag.” She met my gaze and pulled her bottom lip through her teeth as I increased my grip on her satin strawberry strands. “Sometimes I win, and sometimes you do, but today… I won, and I know… each time you lose, you find a new play, and I can’t wait to see what you’ve chosen for tonight.”

Her eyes were hooded as I moved in slowly, and the closer I got, the heavier she would breathe. Waiting… for what was to come. Now she was the one begging. Begging for me to just fucking take her – it was how I became the champion of our cat and mouse game.

I’d let her believe she’d always had the advantage — just like the night of our first kiss. But in the end, it was me that had the prize… because I had her. After everything, she was mine, now and forever still.

 


PART TWO

Tea Time Pink and Fairy Dusted Screwed

Seth and Tiffany

“You have bewitched me body and soul.”

Jane Austen


SETH

 

IT WASN’T ME; THE fucking melody was off.

“Sam, did you drink last night? I don’t have time for this shit. You’re flat. Do it again.” I released the intercom button with my finger and nodded at Sam through the glass.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. These young kids had no clue how to make an album. They wanted everything to be over produced and had no respect for their own natural ability. They wanted to be in and out. Everything had gotten too fast, or maybe I was just getting old. My daughter Annie was turning nine this year, Liv would be five, and I was pushing forty. My harsh exhale did little to ease my building tension. Time was getting away from me — from us.

My eyes lowered to the tattoo on my left finger. I am hers. Those three words were all it ever took to calm me. My lips broke into a smile as I pulled my phone from my pocket and swiped the lock screen. The picture I’d taken over at Todd’s the other day was now my home screen. Tiffany’s long dark hair matched our daughters' as they sat on swings in his backyard. The almost black and shiny strands fell over their shoulders in exactly the same way. Their alabaster skin was a deep contrast to Tiff’s ink covered surfaces. My life — my girls. They looked just like Tiff, but had my pale blue eyes. We were in trouble.

The universe had a funny way of paying you back for all the wrongs you’d committed in a lifetime. My penance… I had all girls. Tiff and I had only planned on two kids, and when they both ended up being girls, she was thrilled. I, on the other hand, was horrified. Being the kind of guy that I used to be, knowing what was out there… this was someone’s idea of a sick joke, but I wasn’t laughing. If anything, Liv and Annie would never leave the fucking house as far as I was concerned.

The beep of the intercom broke me from my thoughts. I pressed the button with one hand and set my phone on the desk.

“What?” I asked. The irritation in my voice couldn’t be helped; I wanted to head home already.

“Was that better?” Sam pulled nervously at his stupid ass man-bun. He had this whole hipster shit thing going on. He shoved his glasses with his finger and placed his acoustic guitar into its stand.

“It’s fine for now. I’ll listen tonight, see what I think. You better bring it next week. I know what you’re capable of, and it’s fucking genius.” I wasn’t lying; he was talented.

His smile widened. “Go home to your family. I’ll work over the chorus this weekend.”

“Sounds like a good idea. You know the way out.” I gave him a nod and released the intercom.

I switched off the equipment and grabbed my phone. I swiped at the screen and pressed Tiff’s number. It rang three times before I was gifted with her soft, sexy voice.

“Hey. You headed home, Mr. Montgomery?”

I chuckled. “Soon. How are you feeling?”

I grabbed my keys from my desk and shut the studio lights off behind me.

“Tired. I’ve been having contractions.” She sounded out of breath, and my pulse skipped.

“You okay?” I moved quickly through the hall and out the back door. The frigid temperature shocked me, and I had to take a deep breath. “Shit.”

She laughed quietly, and I could hear her take a deep breath. “I’m fine, Seth, they’re just getting closer together.”

I clicked the automatic starter on my keychain, and my Audi Q10 roared to life. The snow was falling in fat, heavy flakes; the roads were sure to be shit. A chill went up my spine, but not from the weather. Snow storms. They reminded me of our darker time, and I hated it. The winter always brought me back to that fucking tattoo shop where I’d almost lost my whole life. Where I almost lost her.

“Seth?” Tiffany sounded concerned as I pulled open the SUV’s door and took a seat.

“I’m here. The weather’s shit.” The fear in my voice was bubbling to the surface.

“It’s bad here too.” She exhaled. “Will you be okay?”

“Yes.” I infused as much confidence into my voice as possible. She didn’t need to worry about me.

“Good, because the contractions… I think they’re getting stronger.”

“I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

“Okay, drive safely.” I heard the girls yell I love you in the background, and my lips spread into a giant smile.

“You tell that baby to wait till I get home.”

She laughed. “I’ll try my best. This isn’t my first rodeo.”

“Love you, Angel.”

“Love you too.”

I pressed the end call button and threw my phone onto the passenger seat. The wipers easily removed the snow from my windshield and, as I pulled onto the road, a calm washed over me. Tiff and I had been through our worst and we’d survived. We were about to have our third child — a child we’d never planned for, a child we’d chosen to wait and see what the sex was until he or she was born. Even though I secretly wanted a boy, I was okay with whatever the hell I was given, because my life, it should have never been this good, but with Tiff and my girls — I had it all.

 


TIFFANY

 

THE CLOCK ON THE stove read fifteen minutes past seven as I hung up the phone. The pizza guy had said deliveries would take up to forty minutes due to the weather. I placed my cell on the counter and bit my bottom lip. Seth should be home any minute. I hated that he was always anxious when it stormed. Even through the phone I could sense his unease. My stomach tightened again, and this time the pain radiated around to my lower back and my pelvis felt as if it would split open. I took short little breaths and worked through the pain. It was almost second nature now, but I had to mentally prepare myself for Seth. I shook my head with a laugh. When I labored with Annie, those thirty-six hours, they had been pure hell, but Seth, he’d acted as if he thought I would die. He was this sexy smart-ass covered in beautiful ink, with eyes that ate me up and a mouth that could turn me into a puddle, but put him in a hospital setting, and all his rationality flew out the fucking window.

We worked hard in therapy to get through what had happened to me — to us — but the lingering effect of violence never truly fades. Seth loved me with his whole heart; he was my match, my soul mate, and I tried to remember that when he became too over protective. Liv’s labor only took nine hours; she was always in a hurry. But even then, Seth had been a wreck. It wasn’t until each baby had been born and the small life was in his hands that he would finally allow himself to breathe. 

I brought my hands to my round belly. I missed that image. Seth holding our newborn. It was the most surreal and beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

“Mom, when’s dinner going to be ready?” Annie’s dark hair was pulled into a bun; her pink leotard was still on even though I’d told her to change before dinner.

“I just finished ordering pizza, so about forty minutes.” I rested my hand on the counter and braced myself as another contraction started.

“I’m so hungry,” she whined.

“Your dad will be home really soon, I promise. I spoke to him not twenty minutes ago.” My tone was harsh, and Annie frowned just as I closed my eyes. The pain was too sharp this time.

“Mom?” Annie worried too much, just like her dad.

“It’s okay, sweetie.” I exhaled as the pain eased. I’d been counting, and the contractions were about five minutes apart. “Where’s your sister?”

“Liv is having a tea party with Pippa Bear and her Pretty Pretty Princess doll.” She rolled her eyes and I laughed.

“Do me a favor? Can you pack an overnight bag for you and Livvie?”

“Why?” Her brow furrowed and she chewed at the corner of her lip.

“I think we might meet your brother or sister tonight.” My lips parted with a small smile, and Annie’s light blue eyes widened.

“Oh my gosh. Liv!” She turned to run down the hall, and as her ballet slippers hit the wood floor with a light clap, she squealed as she slipped. “Mom said the baby is coming,” she hollered as she pounded up the stairs.

I heard the garage door open and the anxiety in my shoulders relaxed. He was home. I did the best I could to compose my features as I moved to our bedroom. I reached down under the bed, grabbed the “hospital go bag” Seth insisted we had ready at all times, and dropped it on the bed. The zipper echoed in the quiet room as I checked to make sure everything I needed was there. A few changes of clothing, my toiletries, and raspberry Crystal Light packets. I couldn’t eat anything but ice cubes, so I flavored them… like I said, not my first rodeo. I smirked as I zipped the bag shut. Seth always worried for nothing.

“What’s that smile for?” Seth’s low timbre, still to this day, filled my stomach with flittering butterflies. I looked up at the mirror and caught his reflection. He only got better with age. Seth’s body was still in top condition, and the muscle under his navy V-neck sweater still showed through the fabric. His hair had peppered just a little with gray over the years, but he still kept it like he always had, short on the sides, longer on top, and deliberately messy. His clear blue eyes sent heat through my body and down my limbs as his smile pulled up on the side. He wrapped his arms around my belly from behind and kissed my neck, meeting my gaze in the mirror.

“I’m glad you're home.” I leaned my back against his chest.

His nose skimmed along the line of my neck as he inhaled a long breath. “I missed you.” He nipped at my shoulder and I giggled. As I turned to face him, his eyes moved to the bag on the bed and his smile faltered. “Tiff?”

“You ready to be a daddy all over again?” I asked with a shy smile.

His lips twitched and finally turned up at the corners with a sly grin. “If it’s a boy, we’re naming him Seth.”

I frowned. “No, I thought we discussed this. If it’s a boy—”

“Are we going to Grandpa’s?” Annie’s little voice turned Seth’s smile all the way to ten as he dropped his hold on me and turned to greet his daughter.

“Hey, sweetheart, is that a new costume?” he asked as he knelt down.

She ran and hopped into his arms with a giggle. “Daddy, it’s a lee-o-tard.” She emphasized each syllable and I laughed.

“Sorry, Annie, I’m still learning.” He squeezed her until she squeaked and then let her go. “Where’s Livvie?”

“She just finished serving tea to Pippa Bear. Mom, she won’t listen. I told her she needed to get her shoes on.”

“Mmm, she won’t listen. I wonder where she’s learned that?” I looked at Seth and tapped my upper lip with my finger. “I’m pretty sure I told you to change into something else when we got home from ballet class, but look, there you stand, still in your dance clothes.”

Annie rolled her eyes and groaned, “Fine.”

She turned and stomped out of the room. I narrowed my eyes at my husband as he chuckled. “What?”

“She learned all that sass from you. She’s so stubborn.” I turned to grab the bag off the bed, but Seth grasped my wrist and pulled me toward him.

“I’m pretty sure she got her sass from her mother, and she’s not stubborn — she’s strong willed.” He pressed his lips to the corner of my mouth, and my annoyance eased to barely a simmer.

“She’s stubborn,” I argued, but my lips melded with his regardless. I would’ve loved to get lost in this moment, the feel of his mouth on mine, his spiced scent surrounding me. But just as his teeth pulled at my bottom lip, my stomach muscles contracted and a low groan escaped my lips.

“Shit. Are you okay?”

I held my hands on my belly and bent over trying to relieve some of the pressure. I couldn’t speak. Seth’s warm hand rubbed circles in my back. “I’ll get the kids and I’ll call my dad in the car.”

I nodded as I breathed through the pain. He disappeared through the bedroom door. He was only gone for a few minutes, and by the time he got back, the pain had gone. He grabbed the bag from the bed and moved toward the door.

“I ordered pizza,” I remembered out loud.

“I’ll call them too. Let’s roll, Angel.”

I watched him. His shoulders were broad and sure; his eyes were filled with excitement. The fear I’d suspected never showed as he paused in the doorway and turned to look at me.

His smile spread slowly across his picture perfect face. “You coming?”

“Yes.” I took the two steps I needed to reach him. Seth reached out his hand and I laced my fingers through his.

“What if it’s a girl?” I asked and, if it was even possible, his smile beamed brighter.

“Then I’ll be a lucky bastard.” He squeezed my hand and leaned in to kiss my cheek. “Just as long as you and the baby are healthy… that’s all I really care about.”

He cupped my cheek with his free hand and placed his soft lips onto mine. It was just a brief kiss, a glimpse of his soul, but it was just what I needed to get me through what would most likely be a long night.

“Let’s go,” I said, and as we walked through our bedroom door, hand in hand, I had no doubt that everything would be just fine.

 


SETH

 

“IT’S A GIRL.”

The doctor’s voice was hardly audible above the shrieks of my newborn daughter. She had so much thick, dark hair I had to laugh. The nurse unbuttoned my wife’s gown and helped the doctor lay our baby on her chest. I hadn’t let go of Tiff’s hand the entire time and, as I sucked in a ragged gulp of air, I realized I’d been holding my breath through the last sets of push… push… push. Tiffany’s eyes spilled over with tears, and I released her hand so she could cradle our baby. Our child. I swallowed past the painful lump in my throat and locked eyes with my fucking champion of a wife.

The doctor picked up a clamp and offered me the chance to cut the cord, but I declined as always. I felt it was Tiff’s job. She’d made a life: she protected her, fed her, nurtured her — she should be the one to sever that bond, not me. Tiffany took the scissors in one hand and held the baby with the other.

She brought her eyes to mine. “Will you help me hold her?” Her words were shaky as she spoke through her emotion.

I placed my hand on my daughter for the first time, and my eyes filled with tears. You’d think after the third time I’d be used to this shit, but I wasn’t. Her tiny body was too fragile, and all the years ahead of us flashed before my eyes. Icing, birthday cakes, dance recitals, and pink slippers. Tiffany cut the cord, the nurses clapped and gave us their congratulations.

“Did you decide on a name?” One of the older nurses asked as she pulled Tiff’s gown over the baby and I removed my hand.

“Violet.” Tiff’s pride could be heard in each syllable.

“Yeah?” I asked, unaware of her final choice. She had been debating between boy names and girl names obsessively for the past three weeks.

“Do you like it?”

“I love it.” I sat on the edge of the bed as Tiffany positioned the baby at her breast.

It was the most natural thing, but to me, it was a phenomenon. This small creature set against the black swirls of ink on my wife’s chest, taking life from her body — it was amazing.

“Hi, little girl,” she said, and the tears fell from her eyes in small rivers. She held the baby with her left arm and took my hand in hers. “She looks like you, I think.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How can you tell? All babies are aliens if you ask me.”

“Seth,” she scolded me with a smile.

“I’m serious. Look at her, she’s like a little old man.” I laughed and Tiffany shook her head.

“She is not, she’s adorable.” She raised my hand to the back of the baby’s head. I didn’t care that they hadn’t cleaned her up yet; she looked just as she should in my wife’s arms. “Hold her hand.”

“You’re feeding her.” My eyes fell to the miniature hand resting on her breast, and I suddenly wanted nothing more than to have her precious fingers wrapped around my own.

“It’s okay, she’s not really eating. She’s trying though.” Tiff’s hazel eyes sparkled as they met mine.

I moved my hand and dusted my thumb across the soft skin of Violet’s hand. She curled her fingers into a fist and then relaxed it again. I moved my index finger under her palm, and she instinctively wrapped her fingers around it. My heart skipped two full beats and my throat constricted.

“Hey there, little flower,” I whispered, and I heard Tiffany sniffle.

Three girls, three damn girls — I was screwed. I’d only met this little petal five fucking minutes ago, and already she had my damn number. I leaned over and kissed my wife. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Tiff’s grin was small but proud. “Remember, my heart—”

“Is your heart. Always, Angel, now…” I brushed my lips against hers. “… and forever still.” 

 


PART THREE

Full House

Todd and Lily

“I have no notion of loving people by halves, it is not my nature.”

Jane Austen


TODD

 

THE FUZZY, WHITE COTTONWOOD pollen was forming a drift along the west side of the house. The heat was fucking unreal for mid-June, and I should’ve headed inside, but instead, I allowed the dry heat to whip through the truck cab as I listened to the last bit of one of my favorite songs. It was just a little after five, and I could hear the kids playing in the backyard. Seth’s SUV was parked in the street behind Sawyer and Lizzie’s Jeep Grand Cherokee. I ran my hands through my thick salt and pepper hair and a few heavy strands flopped into my eyes. I refused to trim it; it was too shaggy for a man who was forty-eight, but I didn’t give a shit.

The smell of the grill sifted through the truck. Lily had secretly planned this anniversary party; well, she thought it was a secret, but Seth accidentally slipped up and said something at the studio last week. I’d never ruin Lily’s surprise, though. She worked too hard on a daily basis. Six kids — six damn kids. She was my warrior. PTA, driver’s licenses, proms, and, our two oldest, Molly and Lyric, were in college. Even though Molly was her step-daughter, you’d never know it. Blood or not, Lily loved each kid the same. She loved with the biggest fucking heart you’d ever seen.

My lips pulled into a wide smile as my baby ran around the corner of the house. Pepper was just as hot tempered as her daddy and just as beautiful as her mom. Her calico eyes found mine through the windshield, and her crazy ass red curls blew in the wind as she gave me a mischievous smile. Out of all the kids, she looked the most like Lily. The red hair, the freckles, she had it in spades. The rest of the kids had light strawberry blonde hair, but Pepper, her hair was like fire, and it didn’t help that she was ten going on twenty. My little rebel — I was in deep with this one.

She ran to the driver's side door and snickered. “Mom put me on the lookout.”

I turned off the engine and opened the door. Pepper backed away as I stepped from the vehicle. “Oh yeah? For what?” I was a horrible liar. My lips twitched as she narrowed her eyes.

“Uncle Seth said you knew about the party. He told Mom, and she wasn’t mad. She said, ‘that figures’ and then punched him in the arm.” Pepper laughed and pushed her hair behind her ears. “She told me to have you come straight to the backyard. Your present is inside, and she doesn’t want you to see it.” Her eyes grew wide and she chewed her bottom lip.

“Lead the way.” I took her little hand in mine as we moved toward the gate to the backyard.

Excitement filled my chest. Molly lived down south now for school, and I’d figured she’d most likely come home for our anniversary. I missed her so much when she was away, but Dixie State had a spot in their nursing program so she took it. Joint custody, back and forth between me and Emma for most of her life. Every other holiday, it was rough, but now that she was an adult, she chose to live with us when she was home from school. She’d said it was because she wanted to be with her brothers and sisters, but I liked to pretend it was because she liked me better. I got along really well with Emma’s husband and Molly’s step-dad, Mark, but Molly was my blood. I’d missed out on her beginning, and I’d made myself a promise I’d never miss out on any more time with her.

“Happy anniversary.” Everyone yelled in unison, and I laughed.

Pepper giggled and I dropped her hand just to grab my chest in mock surprise.

“Don’t even try to pretend.” Lily pointed at me with a sideways smirk as she approached me.

Her red curls were pulled up, and the long, light blue, cotton, strapless summer dress she wore dusted the grass and hugged her perfect curves. Even after all those babies, she was still just as sexy. “Happy anniversary,” she whispered in my ear as I pulled her into a hug.

“Thank you, baby.” I kissed her on the mouth, and the cat calls came. You’d think a bunch of grown ass adults wouldn’t bother a man kissing his wife. “Can’t a man love on his wife in peace?” I smiled as I pulled away, and Lily’s eyes glittered in the sunlight. “Sorry Seth messed up the surprise.”

“It’s okay.” She shrugged. “Your present will be surprise enough, and that’s all that matters.”

I kissed her again, this time just on the cheek, before I raised my gaze to the small gathering. Claire, my daughter, had just graduated high school this year, and she looked so grown up sitting on the small swing set that we still had in the yard. The wood was splintered with weather and age, but we’d kept it for Pepper. Now, she too had outgrown it. Sky and Remy, my two sons, were throwing a football back and forth. Seth, Tiff, Sawyer, and Liz all stood on the deck drinking beers, and had goofy-ass smiles on their faces.

“Where’s Lyric?” I asked.

“He’s inside with Annie and Molly.”

“She came. I had a feeling she would.” My smile was so big my damn cheeks hurt.

Lily took my hand in hers and squeezed. “She did. I’m sorry Colby and Cam didn’t make it, though.”

“If it came between Colby and a cruise to the Bahamas… the Bahamas would win every time.” I chuckled, and Lily hit me with her free hand. “Besides, it’s our turn next.”

She grinned. “I can’t wait.”

I’d purchased two tickets for an Alaskan cruise next month. Unlike Lily, I couldn’t wait till our anniversary and had given her the gift the day I bought the tickets.

“Hey, brother, congrats on eighteen years.” Sawyer clapped my shoulder with his hand. He might be older than me, but he was still strong as hell.

I leaned in to kiss Liz on the cheek. “Thanks,” I said as I pulled away. “Hey there, Lizzie.”

“Happy anniversary. Eighteen years, are you that old already?” Her smile spread smoothly across her face. Her dark hair was down, and hung over her right shoulder, but it too had started to lighten with gray over the past couple of years.

“I’m pretty sure you turned forty-eight this year, Lizzie-Bean. Time goes way too fast, it’s no joke.” I smirked and she frowned.

“Don’t I know it? I can’t believe Annie and Lyric are in college already. We’re almost fifty,” Seth said just before taking a swig of beer.

“Fifty is the new forty,” Tiffany said as she leaned in and kissed me on the cheek.

“Easy for you to say, Tiff, you look just the same as the day I freaking walked into Blue.” Lily giggled, and Liz nodded her head.

“You never age,” Lizzie spoke with a bit of wonder, and Seth snickered.

“I’m a lucky bastard.” Seth’s grin was wicked as Tiff bumped him with her hip.

“Yeah you are.” She sipped her beer. “It’s the ink. It hides all flaws.”

Seth’s smile dimmed. “I love your flaws, Angel.”

“Is this the part where I puke?” I shook my head. I loved giving Seth shit. He was such a hard, stone-faced man, but when it came to his wife, he was all love, glitter, and fucking rainbows.

“Jesus, they never grow up, do they?” Tiff laughed, and Lizzie and Lily followed suit.

“Nope. I refuse.” I pulled Lily close and brought my lips to hers. She was everything sweet and, kissing her, it was just as hot as the first time I’d kissed her with her ass pressed up against my desk back at Blue.

Someone cleared their throat.

“I do believe the children are present.” My son Sky’s voice shook with humor.

I pulled away from my wife’s full lips and gave him my best glare. He held his hands up with a small smile as he walked past us and grabbed a Coke from the cooler. “Smart ass.”

Lily smacked my chest. “Todd, language.”

“Sorry, baby.”

 


LILY

 

MY HEAD WAS STILL swimming. I’d barely gotten the final picture hung before Todd had arrived. I’d been lucky, though; we had a full house and a whole lot of hands on the job. Todd’s surprise man cave was just as I had envisioned it. The boys, Lyric, Sky, and Remy, had finished painting the room around noon. Sawyer, Seth, and Lizzie had brought the instruments and amps around three. It was so hot the paint almost dried quicker than we could slap it on the walls, which was freaking me out at first, but had become grateful for as I’d placed the final nail in the wall. I’d bought all of Todd’s top ten favorite bands of all time on vinyl and had the records framed. After the boys set it up, it was like he had his own little mini-studio.

He was always so busy making everyone else’s dreams come true, and I wanted him to have his time in the spotlight, even if it was just in the basement a few hours a week. Being a stay at home mom to six children wasn’t something that I planned. Having four kids, each two years apart, and then a surprise three years later, as well as the balancing of Molly’s schedule between two homes, I’d had to quit my full time teaching job just to keep up with everything. But, Todd knew how much I needed it, how I loved to create, so I opened our house and started teaching kids how to play the piano. Being a mom, getting to be a part of my kids’ lives — it wasn’t the stage I’d ever expected to play on, but my family, they were my best piece of work.

“Where’s Violet and Liv?” Todd asked Seth as he grabbed a beer from the cooler.

“Violet has a cold, so she’s at home with Livvie.” Tiff shook her head before she smiled. “It’s life. How was work?”

“Good. Picking up the extra staff this year was the best idea. The label is getting too big. The New York office called. They were curious about some talent in—”

“No shop talk.” I smiled and wrapped my arm around my husband’s waist. He was still muscular; sure he’d softened a bit around the tummy, but so had I. Time was a fickle bitch, but when it came to us, I never worried, he still loved me with everything that he had. Todd’s passion, if possible, only got stronger with each passing year.

“She’s right, I’m starving anyway. Your wife put us to work,” Seth groaned.

“You, shut your face!” I warned Seth if he gave away another surprise he’d be voted off the island for good this time.

“Mom!” Claire giggled as she stepped onto the deck. “Manners.”

“When did our kids start telling us what to do?” Todd’s tone was laced with sarcasm.

“Um, the day I was born,” Claire sassed, and I rolled my eyes.

“That is the most truth I’ve heard all day. Sailor is the worst. She thinks because she is an only child she can tell us all the time how to parent her.” Liz’s brows narrowed and she shook her head.

“How is she liking Oxford?” Claire asked.

Sailor was crazy smart. She loved art, literature, and history; she was good at everything she did. Elizabeth had a cancer scare when Sailor was just five years old. She and Soy had had a hard time conceiving again. They’d tried and tried. They took every medicine and every test you could think of; still nothing. It was during one of her many doctor visits that they’d found a tumor in her uterus. It was small, and they’d caught it early but she’d had to have a total hysterectomy. Sometimes I wondered why the Bryants had it so hard — their life, it was always met with obstacle after obstacle, but with each down, they made sure the ride up was filled with joy. They took everything that was thrown at them and said, “give me another”. Maybe it was because they were so strong, or maybe the universe had something spectacular planned for them; either way, they lived happily and their daughter got all their attention. Sailor had been the valedictorian of her class, and her determination got her what she’d wanted— an overseas education.

“She loves it. She’s working on her Master’s.” Liz’s eyes met Sawyer’s as he wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close.

“History of Art. She’s really found herself there. In fact, I think she’s picking up a British accent.” Sawyer chuckled.

“I’d love to go to England, Spain… Europe.” Claire’s brows narrowed. “Utah is so boring.”

“Go grab the potato salad.” I ignored her whining.

“But—”

“We can discuss all things foreign after we eat, I’m starving.” I gave her the best mom stare down I had in me. She’d taken Spanish language classes in high school and had been dying for a trip to Spain; she spoke Spanish fluently and wanted to study modern language in college. Claire didn’t know it yet, but Todd and I had saved and were sending her with Annie to Barcelona in the fall for a three-week immersion study.

She moaned as usual, but did as she was told.

“Should we eat?” I asked.

The cook-out was just as I hoped. Having everyone together was just what Todd needed. He’d never admit it, but his age, time — it was getting to him. He worried about all the kids, their futures, and ours. Todd needed a day to just be, to relax, have a beer with his friends, and see his life for what it was — a well-written song.

 


TODD

 

THE SUN WAS JUST setting; the smell of sage brush filled my lungs as I took a deep breath and sat next to Molly on the bottom stair of the deck. Everyone, including the kids, were lying on blankets as they watched a movie off the side of the house. I’d had that old projector for years, and I was surprised it still worked. Goonies was their choice tonight. That movie was so damn old, but they loved it. It was sheer fucking good luck my old Blu-ray player still worked.

“Dad?” Molly’s voice was deeper than most girls, a little too womanly if you asked me.

“Yeah?”

I turned my attention to her. Her hair was wavy and the summer sun had already made it a lighter shade of blonde. Her big brown eyes searched my face. “Don’t get mad, okay?”

My jaw pulsed and anxiety filled my chest. “Okay.”

“I met this guy. His name is—”

“His name is nobody. You need to focus on school, not some guy.” My voice was gruff, but I didn’t give a shit. A guy? Hell no! “Come to think of it, your dress is too short.”

She rolled her eyes and smiled. “It’s not.”

“I can see your knees.” I swallowed as the corners of her mouth twitched.

“Dad. I’m twenty-three.” She was incredulous. “He’s really nice. He reminds me of you.”

Fuck. “No way.”

“Dad. His name is Xander, and we’re staying at that cool hotel up on Twenty-Fifth Street. We wanted to take you to dinner tomorrow after work. You should meet him. He loves all that older music like you do.”

My molars ached from the pressure of my jaw. “What the hell does that mean? ‘We’re staying?’ You’re not staying anywhere with a boy.” I tried to stand, but she placed her hand on my shoulder.

“I’ve been dating him for eighteen months, Daddy.” She rolled her eyes. She rolled her fucking eyes like it was okay to be spending the night with some punk, who reminded her of me. Holy shit. My stomach burned and my dinner threatened to choke me. 

“What the hell kind of name is Xander, and who said you had permission—”

“Dad.” She furrowed her brow. “I’m an adult. I’m not your little girl anymore, and I think… I think I love him.”

My shoulders sagged. “Yeah?”

She nodded and her smile pulled wide across her face. Her eyes beamed, and my heart stopped. She was in love.

“I can meet you around five.” I surrendered. I let all my rage seep into the heat of the night. Molly was a good girl, and if she loved this guy, then he was probably the king of her world. I puffed out a sad breath.

“Don’t look so worried. He’s a business major, so maybe you and Uncle Seth could—”

“Don’t push your luck, young lady.”

She grinned and laid her head on my shoulder. “I think he’s the one. I really do.”

“I hope so, because I’ll kill him if he hurts you.” I’d had to watch her heart break when that one asshole broke up with her during her senior year just so he could get in her best friend’s pants. Since then, she sort of shut the door on boys, and I was fine with it, but hell, I guessed she’d opened the door again — but I still wasn’t ready.

“I know.” She lifted her head and stood. “I think it’s about time to open your present. I’ll gather everyone up.”

I rose from the step as Molly hollered for everyone to get ready. Annie and Lyric jumped up first and ran past me. Lyric gave me a smirk as he purposely bumped into me. “You’re gonna flip.”

Annie giggled and they both ran inside the house.

I had an electric buzz up my spine. I hated surprises, but I had a feeling Lily went all out. She moved toward me and her pink lips pursed.

“You look nervous,” she said.

“I am.”

She laughed. “Stay here, and then count to fifty before you head inside.”

“Fifty?”

“Yes. No more, no less.” She looked damn sexy with the moonlight behind her lighting up her curves. “We’ll meet you inside.”

Everyone that passed me smiled. Seth gave me some sarcastic remark about how I didn’t deserve such an awesome gift, and Sawyer chuckled. Soon I was alone, and the quiet night was my only companion. I counted to fifty and opened the back door. As I opened the door I was struck dumb by the scene before me. My son — my soon-to-be-dead son — was kissing Annie fucking Montgomery.

“D-dad,” Lyric stuttered as he quickly dropped his hold on Annie.

“Mr. Dixon… please… don’t tell my dad.” Annie’s voice was high pitched and shaky.

I was caught between shock and pure disbelief. Had all my kids gone nuts?

“He’s gonna be so pissed.” Annie dropped her gaze from mine. “My dad, he’s gonna kill you.”

“Of all the girls…” I spoke slowly. “…of all the damn girls… you pick Annie? Annie Montgomery, Seth’s daughter.” I pulled at my hair as I stared into my son’s eyes.

“It’s not like that, Dad. I care about her.” He stood tall and took her hand in his. “We’ve been seeing each other since last summer.” The pride in his voice was unmistakable.

I brought my hand through my hair roughly. My palm scrubbed down my face as I tried to comprehend what universe I was in. Molly sleeping in a hotel with a guy, my son making out with Seth’s daughter. Holy shit.

Annie pleaded as she dropped Lyric’s hand, “Don’t tell my dad, please let me.”

“Don’t tell your dad what?” Seth’s cool tenor made my jaw clench, and my face fell into my hand.

I took a deep breath, lifted my head, and met Seth’s hard stare.

“We’re down there waiting for you guys. What’s the hold up? Don’t tell me what… Annie?”

“I love your daughter.” Lyric grabbed Annie’s hand in his.

“Excuse me?” Seth laughed without humor.

My crazy ass son… smiled. He rolled his shoulders and pulled Annie, his girl, to his side. I’d never felt so proud and terrified at the same time.

Seth took a step toward him, and I gripped his shoulder. “Touch my kid, and we're done.”

Seth’s blue eyes were iced over as he glared at Lyric. His jaw was a tight line, his shoulders flexed, and his nostrils flared. “That’s my little girl, man.”

“I’m eighteen.”

“Don’t!” Seth and Lyric spoke at the same time, and Seth’s shoulders relaxed.

“I promise, Mr. Montgomery, I know we’re young, but I love her. I always have.”

Seth’s eyes rolled to the ceiling. “You’re just like your dad.” His stance was fully at ease now.

“I know.” Lyric smiled, and my heart skipped. He was just like me. He chased what he wanted and wasn’t fucking afraid to do so. He wasn’t capable of half-truths, and he’d always been the kid to wear his heart on his sleeve, even as a little boy he’d fought for what he wanted.

“Please don’t be mad, Dad.” Annie released Lyric’s hand and moved toward Seth. She looped her arms around his waist and rested her cheek on his chest. “I was going to tell you, but—”

“You knew I’d lose my mind.” She raised her eyes to his, and he exhaled as he brought his forehead to hers. “Never lie to me again.” The stern candor of his words were not lost on her as he raised his gaze to meet my son’s stare. “You promise to treat her right and we’re good. You fuck it up, and your ass is mine.”

“Hey.” I postured, but mainly for effect. Seth was doing his thing, but if I had to, I’d do mine.

“What the hell’s going on? I said no longer than fifty!” Lily nearly squawked as she walked into the kitchen.

“Sorry, baby. We were just heading down.” I figured I’d drop the bomb about both of our kids later. No need to spoil the night she’d worked so hard on. She probably already knew though; the kids told her everything. I scowled.

“What’s that face for?” she asked, and her right eyebrow cocked in confusion.

“Nothing.” I kissed her on the cheek. “Let’s do this.”

 


LILY

 

HIS FACE HAD BEEN priceless. I couldn’t have asked for a better reaction. I knew he’d love it, there was no doubt, but I never expected him to tear up. Especially in front of everyone. It was most likely the alcohol, but I’d take the tears and call them my own. Everyone had finally left after a few jam sessions; even the kids had a turn. It was a perfect end to a lovely night.

The guests had gone, and the kids were in their rooms. Molly was staying with her boyfriend at the hotel downtown. I’d told her to tell her dad, and as she’d hugged him goodbye tonight and he held her a bit tighter than normal, I’d figured he’d found out. I wasn’t looking forward to when he and Seth found out about Annie and Lyric; that would most definitely be a shit show. I giggled as I walked out onto the back porch. Todd was standing in the backyard, just a few feet from the deck staring up at the sky. His broad back was facing me and his arms hung loosely at his sides.

“Penny for your thoughts.”

Todd turned and gave me a handsome smile. He ran his hand through his hair. The ink on his arms was still just as vibrant. Having a tattoo artist as a best friend helped.

“Annie and Lyric are dating.” His smile didn’t fall.

“You know?”

“I knew it.” He chuckled as I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I’m always the last to know everything.”

“You’re not angry?” I placed my lips on his before he could answer. He groaned and brought his hands to my hips. He walked us backward until I was pressed against the deck railing.

I sighed as he broke our kiss. “I was at first, but, it’s Annie. She’s like one of our own, and Lyric, you should’ve seen him, he stood his ground, even with Seth. I was fucking proud.”

My eyes widened. “Seth knows?”

He nodded and brought his lips to my ear. “Yep.”

His hot breath sent a chill down my back, and my head fell against the wood of the deck rail. Todd trailed kisses along my throat as I spoke in a whisper, “What did he say?”

Todd captured my lips with his, and his hands drew a line down past my waist to my thighs. He bunched the fabric of my dress with his hands and lifted the hem.

“Todd,” I gasped, and he smiled against my mouth.

“I don’t want to talk about them right now, I need to thank my wife for her awesome present.” His deep voice sent a pool of want to my stomach.

As his fingers curled around my panties, my breath hitched. “W-what about the kids?”

“It never stopped us before.” He tugged at the light fabric of my underwear and heat filled my cheeks. We hadn’t been this bold in years. “Every second…” He kissed my throat as I fumbled with his belt and zipper. “Every breath.” He recited the words we’d said so many years ago and then again in our vows as he lifted me and aligned our bodies. Todd would always be able to turn me inside out, his hands, his mouth; he owned his passion and I felt it in each beat of my heart.

“Every inch.” I murmured as he pushed inside me.

“Now…” He pulsed his hips again, and I had to bite my lip to stop my moan. I was breathless as he spoke, “… and forever still.”

 


PART FOUR

A Happily Ever After

Sawyer and Elizabeth

 “You must know… Surely, you must know, it was all for you.”

Jane Austen 


SAWYER

 

THE COLD CRAWLED UP my spine, and, for a moment, I thought I was drowning or worse… dead. I could hear her crying — Elizabeth — but I couldn’t get to her. I felt Sailor’s hand on mine, but I couldn’t grasp it. I heard mumbled voices, some unfamiliar and some I’d never forget.

The imagined weight of Sailor’s hand skimmed along my arm until I could no longer feel it. The sound of Liz’s soft cries, her cheek on my stomach, I could almost feel her tears on my skin. I tried to speak to her — to lift my hand in the dark. I needed to touch her, to feel her, to see that I was still real. The weight of my body trapped me, and my voice was silent. I wanted to fucking scream. I wanted to hold my girl, to tell her I was here, to see my daughter, and to feel her hand on mine again. I struggled to move; I tried to yell, kick… fucking move my damn finger. Nothing. I wasn’t sure how I was breathing, but I knew I was still alive. She was my light, and I had to figure out a way back to her.

The voices around me eventually died down and then it was silent for a while. The room was quiet except for Elizabeth’s even breaths.

“Don’t fucking quit, brother.” Todd’s voice startled me, but my eyes wouldn’t open. His voice was more broken than I’d ever heard it. The sound of his footsteps were distinct as he walked away and, for a moment, I panicked, but then I felt her even breath on my stomach, and I knew I was safe.

I wasn’t sure when the light came, but it finally happened. Liz’s blurry outline stood quickly, and she shouted about me being awake; the hard tube down my throat choked me and I tried to get it free. Fuck, I can’t breathe, I can’t — I couldn’t breathe. I felt strong hands at my wrist and voices calling for me to stop. I wanted to fight them, and I was about to until I heard her voice.

“Please, let them help you.” Elizabeth’s voice cracked and I stopped. I let the room come into focus. I let the man in scrubs pull the sharp tube from my mouth. My lungs burned as I coughed, coughed harder than I ever had in my life. The pressure gone, my body was mine again. “Oh my gosh.” Elizabeth threw her body across mine. The man in the room told her to be careful, and I wanted to punch him. This was my wife, and I’d been trapped underwater, in the cage of myself, for what felt like an eternity.

“I’m right here, Cricket… I’m right here.” My voice was weak and I could hardly bear the pain of it. But feeling her lips on mine, knowing that I was alive, that I could still be with my family, my wife, my daughter… my little bug… I’d never been more grateful… thankful, then I was right now.

The laughter in the kitchen spilled into the family room as I slowly came to my senses. Elizabeth’s familiar laughter pulled me from my thoughts. The fireplace was warm, and the heat of it mixed with my fatigue, I must have dozed off. It had been a long time since I dreamt about my accident. The anxiety of this day must have triggered it, or maybe I was just getting old. All those early mornings in the cold workshop, my hands were tired, my back was worked, and my eyes… needed more time for sleep.

I yawned and the rich smell of poultry spice and turnips mixed with scents of cinnamon and nutmeg filled my lungs. Sailor and Thomas should be here soon. We hadn’t seen our daughter in two years and, if I had my way this time, I’d talk that husband of hers into moving to the states. I hadn’t met my grandson for hell’s sake, and he was about to be one.

Elizabeth’s voice was laced with a soft excitement as she spoke, and it grabbed my attention. I lifted my gaze to the doorway of the kitchen where she’d been cooking all day and caught her smiling. Her hair was pulled up into a loose bun, the heavy white apron she wore covered her dark blue dress, and her lips spread even deeper into her dimples as her eyes met mine. I mouthed the word “Sailor” and she nodded.

“We’ll see you soon. Yes, fifteen minutes, can’t wait. Tell Thomas to be prepared. Your daddy has a speech ready.”

I cleared my throat and narrowed my eyes. Speech. I grumbled. It was an opportunity.

“All right, see you soon.” Lizzie placed her cell phone on the side table and gave me a smirk. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?” My terse tone made her laugh.

She plopped down on my lap and I groaned. “Like I destroyed your whole life.”

“I just want her here. I want my grandson in a distance that doesn’t require a plane and a passport.” My lips twitched as I fit my hands around her waist and pulled her even closer.

“It’s Christmas, Soy. Maybe tomorrow would be a better day to start in on Thomas.” She kissed me on the cheek and then leaned back; her blue eyes searched mine. “He might not want the business. He’s doing very well for himself in London as an art dealer; so much so, Sailor was able to quit her job at the University. She’s happy.”

I caught a stray piece of Liz’s hair between my thumb and forefinger. I fiddled with it for a moment before I placed the gray strand behind her ear. Her hair hadn’t thinned with age; it was still long and wavy, but pure silver. She didn’t bother with hair dye, and it suited her just fine. She’d turned fifty-seven this year and was just as attractive, if not more so, than the day I saw her at that stop light. We’d been through so much, too fucking much, was it so ridiculous to ask that my only child and grandson live close by?

“She’d be happy here too. I mean all of his fam—”

“Don’t start.” She shook her head and puffed out a laugh. “I swear you get more stubborn every year.” She attempted to stand, but I held her tighter and she giggled.

I eased my grip on her waist and brought my hand to her cheek. “I just miss my family, Cricket… our girl… it’s time. She needs to come home.” I brought my lips to hers and the soft feel of her lips eased the weight on my shoulders.

She pulled away and the weight — it returned. I just missed my “Little Bug.” I missed her so much.

“Shh, Little Bug. Daddy’s here.” She had completely kicked her way out of the tight burrito blanket wrap Liz always insisted on, even though it never stayed. A smile pulled across my face; Sailor had already started trying to show her independence. She settled down once I had her in my arms. I held her tight against my chest as I sat down in the rocking chair. The easy feel of her tiny body next to mine was breathtaking. I imagined she could hear my heart as she laid her cheek against the skin of my bare chest. This small moment connecting us, making me feel whole, making my entire existence worthwhile. In her tiny hands, her eyes, in the quick little breaths that brought her life, this little girl claimed my soul. “Yeah, Bug, it’s you and me tonight.”

“Sawyer.” Elizabeth’s lips split into a smile as she ran her hand through my hair before resting it on my cheek. “Where’d you just go?”

I closed my eyes and exhaled; the memory had hit me like a brick. The pain in my throat was strangling me. “I almost lost you twice, you… we’ve had so much shit, Lizzie. I just want my baby girl home.”

“I’m right here, Daddy.”

For a second I thought I was hallucinating, but Sailor’s familiar voice calmed my damn mind and, as my eyes met hers, all the anxiety I had disappeared. She looked so good; her long dark hair hung loosely over her shoulder, and her eyes lit with a smile, just like they always did when they met mine. My little girl was getting too old, and that little boy in her arms… he was me. Well, a much smaller version, but me nonetheless.

Elizabeth jumped from my lap and about toppled over her own legs. “Give me that baby.”

Thomas chuckled as he set down the bags and Sailor rolled her eyes. “See, I told you, Thomas. We could have just shipped Eli, and they would have been fine without us,” she said as she handed Eli to his grandmother.

I stood and took the few steps I needed to finally have my daughter in my arms again. “Now you know that’s not true.” I placed my hand on her cheek and her eyes welled with tears. “You look good, Bug.”

She wasn’t too tall, just like her mom, and when I pulled her into a massive hug, her tear stained cheek rested in the center of my chest. She sniffled and I kissed the top of her head. She still smelled like lilacs, and the sound of her voice vibrated in my heart as she said, “I missed you so much, Dad.”

 


ELIZABETH

 

I KISSED ELI ON the top of his head, and his hair tickled my nose as Thomas leaned in to kiss me on the cheek.

“Mrs. Bryant,” he greeted in his proper English accent.

“Now, Thomas, it’s just Liz. You know that.” I grinned as I, too, leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.

He nodded his head with a shy smile. “Sorry, I forget myself.”

Sawyer cleared his throat. “Merry Christmas, Thomas.”

Sawyer’s voice was thick and, when I turned to meet his eyes, it wasn’t a surprise that they were rimmed with red. He missed Sailor; I missed her more than I ever thought possible. When she’d first left, it was an adjustment. Sawyer and I were both only children, so just having a single child was fine by us. Sure, we would’ve been happy with ten kids, but it wasn’t in the cards. Once Sailor left, once our baby had gone, at first, it had been lonely. Soy and I had been through the wringer: our past, his accident… my health. Cancer — it was a four letter word. We were always fighting some sort of life battle, so when I got better, things finally plateaued, and our daughter eventually left the nest. It was an odd time. We were proud, nervous, and all our attention, once exclusively on her, had been pushed back onto us and our marriage.

Watching Sawyer now, with his massive arms wrapped around our little girl, my heart was full of butterflies. The lines around my husband’s eyes had deepened with time, the worried crease of his brow was marked, and his hair was gray — he was a beautiful statue of a man. His skin was still tan from working in the sun, his muscles were defined, and his shoulders still as strong and broad as when he was twenty-eight. After Sailor left, we found each other again in the peaceful quiet. We hadn’t lost the spark while raising our daughter, per se, but rather divided our attentions to her, so once she was shipped off to college, we’d finally found our way back… to us.

Sailor finally let go of her father’s hand, and I handed over Eli to Soy. It was my turn.

“Hey, Mom.” Her full lips pulled into a sideways smile that reminded me so much of her dad.

I held her tighter than I should have, and I closed my eyes briefly taking in the moment, feeling her presence. “Thank you for coming,” I whispered.

I heard her sniffle and I opened my eyes. Soy was holding Eli just as tight as I was holding Sailor, his nose buried in the baby’s thick dark curls. Poor Thomas was being so polite just watching the reunion. We took a few more precious seconds and then Eli cried out. “Ma!”

Sailor dropped her hold on me. “Awe, are you already hungry, Munch?” She turned and took Eli into her arms. “I need to feed him. Thomas, can you bring the bags upstairs? You remember where, right?”

“Of course.” He gave us another polite nod and picked up the bags.

“Let me help you with that, son.” Sawyer’s voice was deeper than normal, posturing as always. I had to stifle a giggle, and Sailor shook her head with a smile.

“Yes, Sir.”

Thomas wasn’t a little guy, but where Sawyer was bulk, he was lean muscle. Soy had a few inches on him, but Thomas stood tall. He was very good looking for a young man. He reminded me of a younger Seth, with his dark hair and how it always seemed to fall in his eyes. His face was chiseled angles, but his eyes — they were a soft brown, and I liked how they warmed the rest of his features. Thomas complimented my daughter’s beauty, and I was happy she’d found a good match in such a nice guy. He pushed up the sleeves of his sweater and revealed a bright mural of ink on both arms. My smirk broke into a full smile. This was new.

“Your arms… wow,” I said.

“Thank you, Mrs.—” He shook his head and smiled. “Thanks. Sailor designed it.”

My eyes widened. “Sailor, it’s gorgeous. It looks like—”

“Water color.” Her gaze met her husband’s, and they smiled at each other with secrets in their eyes. My lips parted involuntarily as I watched my daughter… this talented, smart, amazing woman blushed from ear to ear.

If I could’ve wished for anything in this whole life of mine, it would’ve been that my daughter would have a love so amazing, so steadfast, so undeniably meant for her as Sawyer was meant for me. Watching the silent exchange, feeling that tingle run down my spine… there was no doubt she’d found what I’d always hoped for her to have.

 


SAWYER

 

ELI CRAWLED AROUND THE carpet, and every time he got close to the stone hearth I was sure either Lizzie or Sailor was going to have a heart attack. Thomas just eased his son in the right direction. No fear or worry in his eyes. I liked that Thomas was quiet and reserved. A man with patience like that would surely be tested married to my girl, but I could tell he loved her. It was the little things, like how he always held her hand and how he offered to help her without hurting her pride. He was a real gentleman, and when my little girl lights the hell up when he looks at her, I get a concrete feeling in my chest, a permanence that once would have scared me, but today, I realized it meant she was safe, happy, and living the life I wanted for her.

Sailor yawned as she raised from the couch. “I’m going to get this little one to bed.”

Thomas stood as well.

“No, I can do this, baby, you did all the dinner dishes.” She gave him a smile.

“You should spend time with your family.”

She leaned down and picked up Eli. “Sit, hang out with my dad. I think he’s been chomping at the bit to have you alone all night. Third degree.” She winked. “Are you ready?” She giggled and Thomas swallowed.

“He’s already had the third degree… remember when you showed up on our front porch, unannounced, and said you were going to marry our daughter?” Elizabeth laughed and I smiled.

I’d really scared the hell out of the poor kid.

“Have a seat, Thomas.” I let my voice drop just enough to make him nervous; it was always fun to mess with him.

He sat back down onto the couch, and I inched to the edge of my chair.

“He’s just screwing with you, Thomas.” Sailor giggled as she and Lizzie made their way up the stairs.

“I really am. See, this was my point when we were talking at dinner. You don’t know me well enough.” I leaned back in my chair, and he took a breath.

“Mr. Bryant, I—”

“It’s Sawyer, just Sawyer.” I shook my head and smiled.

“Sailor and I have spoken, and I was offered a job in Denver.”

My spine stiffened. “Denver.” It wasn’t Ogden, but it was a hell of a lot closer than London.

“I declined.”

I shut my eyes briefly, and my jaw tensed. “You declined.” I took a deep breath trying to hold off my anger.

“I was under the impression you needed my particular marketing skills, here, at Willow Wood… Sir?” His dark eyes met mine and he sat taller. “Was I under the wrong impression? I would never want to be presumptuous, but Sailor and I… She’d said—”

“Thomas.” I exhaled a sigh of relief. “Willow Wood is Sailor’s and yours if you want it.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’m not getting any younger, and the work, it’s too much for just me. The staff over the years has dwindled, and after Colby and Cam moved to California a few years ago for Cam’s job, I just can’t do it on my own anymore. It would be one hell of a blessing if you took over.”

“Your craft, it’s an art, Sir, and I cannot presume to take over fully. I’d like to work on the business side of things, and help find talented carpenters. What you do is more than a crudely put together cabinet… it’s sculpture.” His brown eyes were lit with excitement. 

Normally, I would’ve felt like smoke was being blown up my ass, but this was just Thomas. It was what he did. He loved art, and according to Sailor, he was passionate about all mediums; it was why I was hopeful he’d be willing to consider taking over for me when I finally fully retired.

“When?” I asked.

“We were hoping to look at some houses while we were here. There are a few we found online in Salt Lake and a couple in Farmington. We’re here until after the New Year. I think we can secure a home in the time allotted, then it’s just a hop over the pond to address our affairs. So a couple of months, I’d wager.”

My lips spread into a wide grin. “I think I could be okay with that.”

Thomas’s smile reached his eyes and he nodded his head. “Good meeting.”

A laugh rumbled in my chest. “You could say that, and I thought I was going to have to swallow my pride and beg you.”

“Merry Christmas, Dad.”

Thomas and I both turned at the same time. Elizabeth’s eyes were overrun with tears, and Sailor… she was beaming.

I clenched my jaw as the wave of emotion filled my chest, and I was unable to speak.

Sailor moved quickly to where we were sitting, and I stood.

“I got tired of missing you,” she whispered into my chest as I pulled her into my body.

I closed my eyes and let the tears come. I felt Elizabeth’s small hand on my shoulder and a shudder ran through me. My entire life was in this house, in these women, and now in that little boy sleeping upstairs. Thomas had gifted me back my family, and when I opened my eyes I found my voice.

“Thank you, son… you gave me the world tonight.” I released Sailor from my embrace, and she sat down next to her husband on the couch. And, as always, his hand found hers.

Elizabeth wound her arm around my waist. “She’s coming home.” The words were nearly inaudible as she leaned into my body.

“I’m excited for the new venture…” Thomas placed his free hand on Sailor’s cheek, and she leaned into the touch. “…and I’d do anything to secure her happiness.”

Sailor’s eyes closed and a tear rolled down her cheek as he rested his forehead against hers. I thought I heard her say I love you, but Lizzie was pulling me away with a hushed whisper, “Let’s give them their privacy.”

I took my wife’s hand in mine and we made our way down the hallway to our room.

“Did you know?” I asked once the bedroom door was shut.

She shook her head.

“She’s coming home.” I was still in shock.

“She is.” Elizabeth’s smile trembled.

I took a breath.

I exhaled.

The universe… it shifted, and this time… we were on the winning side.

 


ELIZABETH

 

HIS HANDS TRAILED ACROSS the bodice of my ivory dress and moved smoothly to my back. His fingers trailed with precision down the long line of buttons, each one undone created a weightless sensation in my limbs. The warmth of his breath on my neck sent goose bumps along my bare arms as the last button gave way to his demands. The ivory satin fell as my arms draped around his neck. His mouth on mine, our breath mixed as his tongue swept my bottom lip stealing a small taste.

Married.

His hands grasped my waist and his grip tightened as I moaned into his mouth. The rough patches on his fingers and palms only ignited the need within my sensitive skin as we stumbled from the flood of fabric around my feet.

The thin lace of my undergarments were a thinly veiled attempt at modesty. The see-through fabric left nothing to the imagination. A gift of Cam’s for my wedding night. Sawyer drank me in as he stepped back, took a breath, and allowed his eyes to feather across my skin. The loss of his body heat and the anticipation that swirled in my stomach caused me to shiver as his gaze lingered along my breasts.

“I like this.” He stepped toward me and ran a finger just under the silk and lace strap of my bra easing it over my shoulder.

He placed sweet kisses along the line of my neck. “Sawyer,” I begged.

“Elizabeth.” He chuckled.

My eyes opened and I was no longer in that hotel room. I felt disoriented and my heart was beating a vicious pace. The bed shifted and I felt his lips at my ear. “Good dream?” I could hear the smile in his voice.

I smacked his bare chest and rolled to my side, officially awake and in the present. “Not particularly,” I lied.

“I call bullshit.” Sawyer’s large hand grasped my shoulder and rolled me with a gentle force onto my back. “Your face is red, Cricket.” He smirked and my lips twitched fighting my own grin.

“The truth?” I shut my eyes. I’d been married to him for too long to be this embarrassed.

He moved so that his body was over mine, and my eyes shot open. His powerful arms held his weight as he pressed against me. “Yes.” His green eyes gleamed even in the dim light of the morning.

“I was dreaming about our wedding night.” I bit my bottom lip as he chuckled again.

“That was a great night. One of many. I’ve lived a privileged life with you as my wife.”

“You mean that?” His love, I felt it in every facet of light, every molecule I breathed, but hearing it after all this time… it always broke me open, tore away the insecurity age had saturated me with and made me feel young again.

He kissed me with slow, soft lips before he pulled away; his jade eyes were wide open and my heart was at a full sprint as he said, “Only. Ever. You. Elizabeth… now… and forever still.” 

 

 

THE END


A Letter to the Reader 

 

I WANTED TO SAY a quick thank you. Writing this series… seeing it end, it was bittersweet. It began here for me. It all began with the tragic story of a green-eyed boy turned broken man and a beautiful girl at a stop light. This whole world came to fruition, and you held my hand along the way. Without your love for these characters, my words would have vanished into the void, and because of your hearts they flourished, and I am forever in your debt. Thank you for all you do for me, thank you for supporting me, and thank you for being just damn amazing! 

I will leave you with a tease… I may or may not be chewing on the idea of a YA novel for Annie and Lyric. Strictly stand alone, strictly YA. I think it could be fun to explore the hearts of these two and their forbidden love. 

Thank you for taking this journey with me, and I hope you’ll stick around for more adventures! 

Much love, 

Amanda ~ 
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