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      To my cheese loving Montgomery fans.

      Here is to all the brie, gouda, and Irish cheddar.

      May your blessings be bright, and may you smile while reading the Montgomerys.
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      It’s holiday time with the Boulder Montgomerys and there are more than a few changes coming. Between family dinners, various cheese boards, late nights, and dramatic announcements, the family that has stayed together no matter the cost proves just what makes them special this holiday season.
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      “Jasper, buddy. What are you doing?” I asked, shaking my head. I knelt down in front of our white Siberian Husky and ran my hands over his face and flank. He licked at my chin, and I rolled my eyes before kissing him on the top of the head. I stood up next to him and grinned down at the dog Arden and I considered our son. “You’re acting antsier than usual. What’s going on?”

      Considering Jasper was getting a little bit older in years and way more behaved than this usually, I was worried. He had been Arden’s before we got together. In fact, he was the reason we had found each other after seeing each other in the hospital the first time we had met.

      I shook my head, thinking about it. I had been hurt at a wedding after scaffolding had fallen and had changed my life. Arden had been in there for a reaction to the sun, just another one of her many problems that came with having lupus.

      She had been in such pain, had had red splotches all over her face, and had felt like crap. I had needed stitches and had a probable concussion.

      She had looked so freaking beautiful.

      I’d walked away thinking I’d never see her again, despite the fact I’d wanted to. Jasper later had been the one to run away from Arden while taking a walk, something he had never done before and, God willing, hadn’t done since. He had run right to me as if bringing us together again.

      I’d like to think of him as our good luck charm, but right now, he kept barking and running around and chasing his tail. I had to wonder what the hell he was doing.

      “Hey Dad, sorry, we were playing hide and go seek, and I think he’s winning.”

      I swallowed hard as I looked up at Lake, my heart doing that little pitter-patter twist whenever my daughter called me Dad.

      It had been less than a year, really only a few months, since Lake had come into our lives and been formally adopted. It had been an odd and stressful time through the system for Lake to be ours. We were still getting used to this whole family thing, but we had a daughter. Ten years old, sweet, kind, a little quiet, and totally in love with Jasper.

      Jasper went from paw to paw, shook his tail, gave that doggy grin, and went right over to Lake. She let out a little giggle and ran her hands down him before hugging him tightly. Jasper, the little suck-up, wrapped one paw around her, rested his little head on her shoulder, and let out a contented doggy sigh.

      Jasper was just as pleased at having the new addition to our family as we were. We had known that Jasper would be great with kids and babies, but we hadn’t known the connection the two would share.

      We were in the process of finding another dog as well, because Arden needed a medical alert animal around her in case she had another spell or reaction to her meds. Jasper was great at what he did, but as he was getting older, we all wanted to make sure that Arden had someone else trained and would let Jasper relax a bit. Jasper had many more years with us, but he didn’t need to be working full time.

      And now that meant that Lake would get a new puppy brother or sister. And maybe one day a human one too. But as we were only a few months into this big family thing, I didn’t want to put the cart in front of the horse. After all, the rest of my brothers and sisters were having all the babies these days, and Arden and I felt like we were catching up.

      “Sorry if I worried you,” Lake said and winced. She ducked her head, and I swallowed hard. I knew all that was in Lake’s file, everything that she had gone through before we had found her. Or, in essence, she had found us. But we didn’t talk about it outside of therapy. That was fine. We had time to do so. And I hoped to hell she would. If not with me, then with Arden or one of her many aunts and uncles. I didn’t like the fact that she had gone through what she had, but she was ours now. Our perfect daughter, and now that she was in her double digits, one day, she would be a teenager, and I’d have to deal with the next phase of being a parent.

      “Why are you growling?” Arden asked as she walked in, her eyes bright. She was wearing a sexy red top that showcased her curves, but not too much, just enough for me. She wore black leather leggings with lace cutouts, knee boots and looked gorgeous.

      “Just thinking about the future.”

      “You’re doing that whole Papa Bear Montgomery thing, aren’t you?”

      “I can’t help it. Just thinking about the guys or girls she’s going to want to date later, and it’s going to freak me out.”

      My wife laughed. “It’s only been a few months. Breathe first. We have time.”

      “I’m going to have to talk with Austin. He’ll know what to do.” I’d make lists and read books in order to figure out how to be a father of a teenager. Giving her boundaries while not acting like an overprotective idiot was going to be a balance I wasn’t sure I’d be able to find.

      Arden rolled her eyes. “I guess Lake and Leif are decently close in age when it comes to the cousins,” she said, speaking of my cousin Austin’s oldest son.

      “Yeah, everyone else seems to be a bit younger. But Leif has already taken her under his wing and drives up here to hang out with her and show her the Montgomery ropes. I kind of like it.”

      “He’s a terrific kid. And, your cousin Meghan has a son and daughter close to Lake’s age, and everyone else isn’t too far down the line in the grand scheme of things.”

      Hearing Arden’s voice relaxed me, and I tried not to let the unknown of the future bother me as much as I was letting it. It was odd since it was usually the opposite when it came to Arden and me. “That’s true. And who knows, maybe our next kid will be the same age or even older.”

      We were whispering now, aware that talking about it too much might stress out Lake. But she knew that we weren’t done creating our family yet, and I wanted to make sure Lake had all the family she could handle. Lake wanted siblings just as we wanted a larger family.

      “One step at a time. We’re still getting used to this whole thing,” Arden said, before she kissed my jaw. “Plus, my brothers are all working on starting families, and Macon’s son wants to hang with Lake more. So, it’s not just Montgomerys. You have to deal with the Bradys too.”

      “You’re right, you’re right,” I said, before I kissed her softly on the lips.

      She scrunched her nose. “Watch the lipstick. I don’t want it to come off.”

      “That’s why you’re not wearing gloss.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “It’s starting to scare me how well we know each other, especially since you know why I’m wearing matte lipstick instead of lip gloss.”

      “Because I want to kiss you. I learn what I need to in order to have those lips on me.”

      “Are we ready to go?” Lake asked, before she stood up and twirled around in her dress.

      “We are, but first you need to find your shoes,” Arden said.

      Lake blushed. “Oops. I forgot.” She padded off to her room, Jasper, on her heels.

      “Christmas dinner with the Montgomerys. It’s going to be interesting.”

      “Mom’s been stressing out,” I said softly.

      Arden looked at me. “Why? Is everything okay? I thought things were good between everybody.”

      Finding out that the secrets of my family had been a little deeper than we had all ever guessed hadn’t been easy for us, but we were better because of it. However, that wasn’t what was wrong for the evening.

      “This is her first real Christmas as Grandma. I think she’s stressing Grandpa out to the point that he’s ready to come sleep on our couch,” I said dryly.

      “Just joking, right? They are doing okay?” Arden bit her lip. I wanted to lean forward and lick at the sting, but I knew Lake would be back into the room at any moment.

      I nodded. “Just joking. We know that Grandpa Montgomery is ready to play Santa to the hilt. He actually has a suit, you know.”

      Arden laughed. “That I can picture. He has to compete with his brothers.”

      “We all know that each Grandpa Montgomery likes to make Christmas the biggest that they can. At least we’re not having a huge conglomerate dinner. Tonight is just the Boulder Montgomerys.”

      Arden smiled. “And at least my brothers aren’t coming to this since that adds an entire football team.”

      “No, but they’ll be here for New Year’s. Along with Marcus’s family and a few others. As it is, we have my family, Zia, and Meredith, and Ronin, Kincaid, and Julia. I don’t think my mom even owns enough chairs, come to think of it.”

      My wife laughed. “I’m sure they’ll make do. It does get a little confusing around you guys, though.”

      “I’m ready.” Lake walked in and twirled again.

      “Almost,” Arden said, and held out her hand. “This morning, we opened nearly all the gifts, and last night we opened your Christmas Eve gift.”

      Lake smiled. “And it was awesome. I’ve never had a Christmas like this. I mean, you always saw it in the movies, and I thought it was just something that they did for Hallmark and all that. But like wow. I just...thank you guys. I didn’t really need anything for Christmas. Because I had you guys, and I know that’s cheesy to say. But we’re Montgomerys now. Cheese is what we do.”

      That made me laugh, I couldn’t help it. “Have you been talking to my sister?”

      “Aunt Bristol says that cheese is life. And I tend to agree.”

      My ten-year-old sounded so prim and proper just then that I knew she was mimicking a family member, but she was right. We had a fascination with cheeses in our family, and now it just became a snowball of jokes, hilarity, and damn good cheese.

      “I’m glad you had a good morning with us for Christmas, and you have all your gifts, except you have one more that I’d like you to open.”

      Arden met my gaze, and her eyes twinkled.

      I nodded, and I went to go sit next to the tree.

      “There’s one more here. Did you see it?”

      Lake’s eyes widened, and she and Jasper came to the tree, and she looked around.

      “I thought we did everything. You didn’t need to get me anything. I promise. I love you guys so much.”

      I swallowed hard and nearly started crying just then. But I knew that if I did, we wouldn’t stop, and we’d be late for dinner.

      “You are the best Christmas gift, birthday gift, 4th of July gift, any gift a dad could ask for,” I said as I tucked a curl behind her ear.

      “Okay, great, now I’m crying,” Arden said, and she wrapped her arms around Jasper as her favorite dog licked her chin. “Seriously you guys are so cute.”

      “We try,” I said dryly.

      “Now, Lake, your surprise is right at eye level. Do you see it?”

      Lake looked around, her eyes wide, and she shook her head. “Is that a new ornament? Is it for Jasper? I don’t get it.”

      I met Arden’s gaze, and she rolled her eyes. “I knew you would make it complicated,” she said. “We should have just wrapped the thing.”

      “But I liked the ornament,” I said dryly, and I pulled it off the tree before handing it to Lake.

      It was a little snow globe with a tiny dog bone inside.

      “What’s this?” She asked, holding the ornament with care. “It’s so pretty. I love it. Is the ornament for me and the tree?”

      I met Arden’s gaze, and I couldn’t help but give her a wobbly smile. “It’s part of it,” I whispered.

      “Is it for Jasper too? Because of the dog bone.”

      She let him sniff it, and I winced, afraid that he was going to break it. Not that Jasper wasn’t the most careful dog I had ever met, but things happened. But both were so careful and reverent with each other that I shouldn’t have been worried.

      “It’s for the family, but it means that there will be one more family member in our tiny little Montgomery family.”

      She froze, her eyes wide before she looked between the three of us. “You mean I’m getting a brother or sister?”

      “Liam, you need to stop being the writer and just put it all out there,” Arden said softly, and she moved to hold our daughter close.

      “Yes, one day we’re going to do our best to get you a baby brother or sister. We’ve already talked about that, remember?”

      “I remember. And I’ve always wanted a brother or sister. I’m okay with that. Even if she comes from your belly.”

      Arden kissed our daughter again, and I swallowed hard. “You are the greatest treasure we could ever imagine having. And I love you very much, and one day if we are blessed, you will have a brother or sister. However, for now, remember what we talked about with Jasper?”

      Lake froze, and her eyes widened. “We’re getting Jasper a brother or sister?”

      “Yes,” Arden said, laughing.

      Lake looked at me and started bouncing on Arden’s lap. My wife winced, but she didn’t say anything. It didn’t matter what happened just then, not with the joy radiating off of Lake’s face.

      “What does that mean? Is this ornament for them?”

      I nodded. “We are getting another puppy, just like Jasper, but you are going to help us pick them out.”

      Lake moved her gaze between us. “But I thought he was supposed to help Mom. Isn’t he supposed to be trained to be able to get along with Mom first? I’ll love whatever puppy you bring. I promise.”

      That did it. I wiped my face as Arden openly wept. “I love you so much,” Arden whispered.

      Lake looked confused between us. “Why are you crying? Did I say something wrong?”

      “You did nothing wrong,” Arden said softly. “And yes, because he or she will be for me, we’re going to do our best to make sure that we make the right connection, but all of these puppies are trained to help with medical alerts, like what I need. But you will help me make the final decision because they’re going to be part of our family. Not just mine.”

      “I’ll help. I promise. Jasper, you’re going to have a brother or sister!” She carefully handed me the ornament before flinging her arms around Jasper. Jasper barked in glee once, lifted his chin, and the two of them began dancing around the living room. Jasper looked like a puppy himself, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Things are about to get a bit louder here,” Arden said dryly.

      “Things were too quiet before the two of us met, don’t you think?”

      Arden met my gaze and smiled. “You’re right. I was locked in my home, and I didn’t have a way out. Jasper was my only real connection to the outside world except for my brothers, who were constantly trying to bug me.”

      “Because they love you.”

      “That may be true. But I had closed everyone else out of my life. Then you came along and bulldozed your way into my world. You and your massive family.”

      “It’s what we do,” I said with a laugh.

      “Thank you for being my first favorite Montgomery,” she whispered.

      “You know, you’re my first favorite, too.”

      “I love you, Liam.”

      “And I love you. Now, let’s go bring the family to my mom and dad, and tell them the good news. Because I don’t think my mom’s going to be able to handle us if we’re late.”

      “We would never be late. Not when it comes to your mom. She’s already a fantastic grandma.”

      “And with the way that my siblings are producing, she’s going to get a lot of practice.”

      “I honestly don’t think she’s going to complain.”

      I kissed Arden again and helped her stand up before we straightened up Lake’s dress, made sure Jasper was all brushed and ready to go, and then the four of us were out of the door, heading towards my mother’s house, and the start of our family dinner. And I had a feeling even with a dog, a babbling Lake, and Arden and I laughing along, we might be the quietest of the bunch.

      And that was saying something.
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        Ethan

      

      

      

      I stumbled into the living room searching for my shoes. Why my shoes would be in there and not in the closet where they should be, I didn’t know. Well, I did. It was the new addition to the house that was approximately three months old, the love of my life, and currently screaming his little lungs off.

      “It’s okay, little Kingston,” Holland cooed, holding the baby up to her chest. She does a little swinging motion around the living room, bouncing him to try to calm him down. Colic was no fun, and he had decided that he didn’t want to breastfeed anymore, but also missed breastfeeding at the same time. So we were dealing with bottle feeding, pumping, lack of sleep, and a crying baby.

      And I’ve never been happier in my life.

      “It’s okay, we’re going to go see Grandma,” Holland whispered. “And Grandpa, of course.”

      That made me snort. I went down to my knees and spotted my shoes under the couch. I rolled my eyes and pulled them out. “Grandpa knows that Grandma is the one that we’re going to see. She’s in baby fever at the moment.”

      “You know your father is in just as big a baby fever as his wife is.”

      “True, but he lets us believe that it’s only Mom.”

      “They’re just so good at being grandparents.” She cuddled Kingston to her chest.

      I leaned down, brushed a soft kiss over his downy head, and then kissed my wife on the lips. “Hi,” I whispered.

      “Hi. I don’t remember what sleep is, Ethan. I mean, I vaguely remember lying down and waking up after a few hours feeling refreshed, but I don’t think that exists anymore.”

      I felt the same, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. She needed me to be the strong one, even if it was a lie. “It’s fine. People can work on thirty minutes of sleep. There have been papers on it.”

      “Papers written by liars,” she whispered fiercely, still swinging Kingston in her arms. He quieted down some but kept chirping little chirps of dismay.

      And we all knew what he wanted and why he wasn’t getting it.

      “Is Lincoln on his way?” Holland asked, her eyes wide, pleading.

      “Yes, he texted he was leaving the store. And then he texted at the stoplight, saying he was almost there. He checks in more than I do.”

      Holland rolled her eyes. “Well, that’s a lie. You both check on me so much during the day. It’s like having you here, except for you’re not here to help me lift things.”

      “I can work from home more,” I said. “Julia said she’d work with me on it.”

      Holland shook her head. “No. Because I want to still love you, and if you were working from home twenty-four hours a day, I am going to get testy.”

      “You know, I don’t know how I should take that,” I said dryly.

      “You should take that in the grace that has been given. That I love you, I like you, and I’m stressed.”

      “I can’t believe my mother did this four times.”

      “Maybe babies were easier back then,” Holland said, and met my gaze. We both snorted, keeping our laughter at bay as to not jostle Kingston.

      “Please don’t tell your mother that I said that.”

      “Of course, I wouldn’t say that. Because if I did, my dad would come up with a story of having to walk uphill both ways in the snow barefoot to get formula.”

      “That sounds about right,” Holland said, continuing to swing. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, her hair was piled on the top of her head, and she was wearing her same pajamas. And a bit of spit-up we had missed in the last cleanup.

      “We need to leave in an hour,” I said softly.

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Are you saying that I don’t look ready for tonight? That I am not the most gorgeous specimen, you had ever seen?”

      She might have been glaring at me, but I saw the laughter in her eyes.

      “You are gorgeous. And if you show up like that for Christmas dinner, Mom will love you even more, and never let us hold Kingston for the rest of the evening, possibly not the week.”

      “She does love holding our baby. Just wait till Bristol pops, then your dad will finally be able to hold one of his grandkids.”

      “They’ll just trade them off, with Lake dancing around them, telling them about her day.”

      Holland’s smile was wide, filled with love. “I’m just so happy. I can’t believe that this is our life.”

      “It does seem a bit shocking,” I said dryly.

      “Do you think Aaron and Madison are going to start trying?” Holland asked. “I know they were talking about it casually, and they want their kids to grow up with ours.”

      “As I don’t think any of us are done having kids, despite the lack of sleep right now, they still have time. I don’t know their plans because I don’t want to be that guy who asks and steps into a painful moment. You know?”

      Holland’s smile softened, and she raised her chin. I leaned down, took her lips as was offered, and sighed.

      “You’re such a good man. I love you.”

      “And I love you too. So, who’s going to be at this thing tonight?” I asked.

      Holland just rolled her eyes. “These are your family members, shouldn’t you know?”

      “I’m exhausted. I don’t remember anything.”

      “Yes, because I’ve had so much sleep, as we’ve discussed.” She laughed. “Zia and Meredith should be there, as is Julia and her husbands. They’ve sort of all been added to the Montgomery family, even if they have families of their own.”

      “We do tend to do that.”

      What was unsaid was the fact that we were not spending time with her family. We were trying to mend those bridges, get better at it, but it wasn’t easy. And I wasn’t even sure that we wanted to accomplish that.

      Lincoln’s parents were on a winter cruise, something they had bought two years prior, thanks to a sale, and had done their best to get out of. But we would hear none of it, and they would be back for New Year’s, and we would have Kingston’s second Christmas a couple of days after his first. They had been so apologetic that my mother-in-law had burst into tears, but everything was okay. This way they would have their own special moment with Kingston and us, rather than being part of the large Montgomery one. We tended to be overwhelming on the best of days, annoying as hell on the worst.

      “Is he here yet?” Holland asked, looking at the front door.

      I shook my head. “He needed to pick up the groceries so we can make our side dish. We’ll be cutting it close, but we’ll make it work.”

      “Can you work on the diaper bag? Make sure we have diapers this time?”

      “We had diapers last time,” I said, groaning.

      “We had diapers for a six-month-old, not a three-month-old. They somehow got added in, and then we had to double-tape him up so that it wouldn’t fall off, leaving a huge accident everywhere. As it was, he already exploded out of the back of it, so I was covered.” She groaned. “Since when did our romantic conversations include baby poop?”

      “About the time that we found out you were pregnant,” I said, and then kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll work on it. And I hear the garage door now. Lincoln’s on his way.”

      “Oh, thank God,” she whispered, and then we turned to see our husband walk through the door. His hands were full of cloth and linen bags, stuffed to the brim with groceries.

      “I went crazy. I know I had a list, and then I remembered everything that we hadn’t put on the list, at least some of the things, so now we will have food for the week, maybe. Hell. I’m sorry, I’m late.” He smacked a kiss on my lips and handed over the bags. “I need a drink,” Lincoln said, shaking his head.

      I took the bags easily and put them on the kitchen counter. “You’re welcome to have a drink, and I’ll do the driving tonight.”

      “If I have a drink, I’m going to fall asleep, and that probably won’t be the best idea for me to be snoozing at the family dinner.” He kissed Holland softly, and Kingston began screaming. My shoulders dropped, sighing, but then Lincoln plucked Kingston out of Holland’s arms and put him to his chest. “There you are. Daddy’s here.”

      Holland and I rolled our eyes, and I set to taking everything out of the bags. Kingston immediately quieted down, his big eyes staring up at his daddy.

      I was Dad, and Lincoln was Daddy. We were going to try for that nomenclature for now. It may get confusing, but we would make it work. We weren’t the only ones in our family in a poly relationship, so we were taking cues from my cousins who were raising kids with more than two parents. They were making it work, and we were following their path, doing our best to make it work for us as well.

      Kingston was going to be always held, always loved, and know that no matter what, at least three people loved him with all of their hearts.

      And that had to count for something.

      “You know, last week, he would only stop crying for Holland, the week before, only for you,” Lincoln said, staring at me. “This kid is taking turns on his affections. And I don’t mind it.”

      “I do,” Holland said, covering her face with her hands. “I need a shower, to do my hair, do everything. And I think my right boob is leaking.” She looked down at her shirt, at the wet spot currently increasing with every breath. “Yep. I’ll need a pump at some point. Damn it. We’re going to be late.”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s fine, we’ll get there.” Late, but this was our lives now.

      Kingston took that moment to spit up all over Lincoln, and we all sighed.

      “I’m on it,” I said, stuffed everything in the fridge, and tried to do mental math as to how we were going to make that side dish.

      I took the screaming Kingston from Lincoln’s arms, and Lincoln pulled his shirt over his head. I did my best to ignore the way that his muscles moved, the beautiful lines of his torso, but it was difficult. Even Holland was staring, and Lincoln just grinned. “You know, this is how we got in this mess in the first place.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t mind.” Holland laughed, and I shook my head.

      “I’ll clean up this little guy. You guys clean up each other. But separate showers, or we’re going to be late.” I narrowed my eyes at the two, and they just shook their heads. “Later.”

      “You say that as if I have any energy to please our woman.” My husband looked over at our wife. “Sorry, babe.”

      “Oh no, I get it. At this point, I would just have to lie back and think of England, and I don’t think that’d be fun for any of us.”

      “You better be lying back and thinking of one of us,” I growled playfully, and brought Kingston into his nursery. We had gone with yellow flowers and giraffes, with splotches of green, and bumblebees. It was a happy, fun nursery and only clean at this point because we had hired a maid. Between the three of us having full-time jobs and working more than forty hours a week usually, we didn’t have time, and we made decent enough money that we could help someone else feed their children by paying them to clean our house. They also helped us with prepared meals for the fridge, but they wouldn’t be here for the holidays because we wanted to make sure they had time with their family after we paid them holiday bonuses. That meant, somehow, we needed to feed ourselves, and it was like we had forgotten how to as soon as Kingston was born.

      I missed sleep.

      Kingston started burbling, lifting his little feet in the air, and I undid his little onesie and changed his diaper. He was such a happy baby when he wasn’t screaming. I knew he was in pain, and hopefully we would find a way through colic and get to the point of being parents where we could sleep again. My mother said it happened in about eighteen years, so I was counting down.

      “I love you so much,” I said, before kissing Kingston’s little belly. Kingston just grinned a little gummy smile, and I quickly pulled another onesie on him. We were contemplating putting him in something cuter, but he was just going to mess it up anyway, so we had a dozen onesies ready all over the house.

      We had a lot of family members, and that meant a lot of baby gifts. Thank God.

      “Okay, this is as clean as I’m going to get,” Lincoln said as he walked in. He wore partially unbuttoned linen pants, no shoes, no shirt, and his hair was wet and slicked back from his face. “You need to go shower too. There’s spit-up down your back.”

      I sighed. “Damn it. I already showered. But thank you.” I kissed Lincoln hard on the mouth as I handed over Kingston, and Lincoln put a blanket over his shoulder and lulled Kingston to sleep. I somehow showered quickly, found my shoes again as I dressed, and walked into the living room. Holland was there, her hair braided up in a complicated updo, but it was still wet.

      “I know it’s cold, and I’ll put a hat over it, but this is as good as it’s going to get.”

      “You look beautiful,” I said, and kissed her softly.

      She was wearing a dark red dress and black tights with black boots and truly looked gorgeous.

      “Thanks for saying that. I think the dark circles under my eyes despite makeup really make the outfit.”

      “They match ours,” Lincoln said dryly.

      I went to pick up my keys and looked around and cursed.

      “Stop cursing in front of the baby,” Holland said. “His first word is going to be the F-word if we’re not careful,” she scolded.

      I winced. “You know what we forgot?”

      And Lincoln sighed. “Well, it looks like someone’s going to be missing green bean casserole.”

      “It was the easiest thing to do. It’s just cans mixed together in yummy goodness,” I sighed. “I need to call my mom,” I said, and Lincoln nodded, searching through the kitchen.

      “Maybe there’s something we can bring. Crackers?” he asked.

      “Oh, this is good. We totally have this under control,” Holland said, and I groaned.

      Mom picked up at the first ring. “Are you guys on your way yet? Or having a little bit of trouble getting out the door?”

      She always knew us better than we knew ourselves. “The latter. But I don’t want to jinx anything by saying we’re clean and ready to come over.”

      “Just bring extra clothes for all of you. We know how babies are. And don’t worry about bringing the green bean casserole. I already made one, knowing that if you got busy taking care of that beautiful baby and yourselves, it might get forgotten. Either we’d have double, which is fine because I know that’s your favorite side, or we would have a backup.”

      I had her on speakerphone, and Lincoln and Holland looked at each other and then smiled at me, looking a little sheepish.

      “We’re sorry. We’re trying to help out, but we just messed up.”

      “You did not mess up,” my mother said sharply, if not unkindly. “You guys are raising a baby with colic, still running Holland’s shop, you’re still working full time, Lincoln is under an immense amount of pressure, thanks to his upcoming show, and it’s the holidays. You’re allowed to be stressed out. Now come over here so I can hold that baby, and my baby,” she added. “Well, I guess it should be all of my babies because I love all three of you. But quickly. You do not need to bring food. Just yourselves. And don’t forget diapers. Although I do have some just in case.”

      I laughed, Holland and Lincoln joining me. “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too. Now be quick.” She hung up, and I slid my phone into my pocket, looking around the house. “I hope to hell we have everything.”

      “Language,” Lincoln laughed.

      “I’ll get better at it. Maybe. Maybe once you do,” I added.

      Lincoln shrugged. “You’re right. His first word’s going to be a curse word.”

      Holland shrugged. “It’s going to end up being Dad. I’m outnumbered, two to one.”

      “But we love you anyway,” I said, kissed her on the mouth, then Lincoln grabbed the diaper bag and headed out, Kingston in Holland’s arms, being quiet for once, and I grabbed the extra go bag for us.

      I had always wanted a family. I just hadn’t known how it would come about. I had done my best never to think about what my future would be because I hadn’t known how Lincoln would fit in. And now he was my touchstone, just as Holland was my everything. Somehow, I got so damn lucky I could barely breathe. But now we were here for Kingston’s first Christmas, and I knew that no matter what happened next, I always had my family.

      Spit-ups, crying jags, lack of sleep, no green beans and all.
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      I knocked on my parents’ door, Madison leaning into me, a smile on both of our faces.

      “You know, you could just go in,” Madison said, and I shook my head. “No, because it’s the holidays, and my mom’s going to want to open the door and greet us.”

      “That makes sense,” my wife said, and I just held back a grin. My wife. I still couldn’t quite believe that I could say that.

      I had always known I’d wanted to get married and start a family. But actually having a wife? Finding someone that I genuinely loved beyond all measure and knew I would spend the rest of my life with? I still couldn’t grasp that that was my life sometimes.

      The door opened, and my mother stood there, clapping her hands. She had on her Christmas best, the pearls around her neck shining under the light, and a wide smile on her face. The pearls had been a gift from Dad for their twenty-fifth anniversary, and she only broke them out for special occasions. “You’re here. You’re here.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked. “I’m not late, am I?” I leaned in, kissed my mother on the cheek, and moved back so Madison could hug her. I was still holding two casserole dishes, as well as presents on one arm, and Madison had two sets of gifts in her arms, but we were good at juggling.

      “Come in, and you’re not late. You’re always on time. Bristol and Marcus are here, as are Zia and Meredith, and Julia, Ronin, and Kincaid are here as well.”

      I blinked, trying to put names to faces even though Bristol was my sister, and the rest were practically family, even if they weren’t Montgomerys.

      “Wait, so there are only two sets of siblings here?”

      My mother waved off my words as she took the casserole from my hands. She immediately handed them over to my dad, who rolled his eyes and smiled.

      Dad leaned forward. “Arden, Liam, Lake, and Jasper will be here any minute. They had a slow start because they had a couple more presents to open. And the new parents will be here soon. They had an even later start. But things tend to get that way when you have a new bundle of joy demanding all of your time.”

      I looked at Madison, who blushed and shook her head.

      Okay, soon then.

      “But you know you would think with three of them that they’d be able to handle the timing better,” I joked, and my mom narrowed her eyes at me.

      “Be nice, or I’m going to have to slap you upside the head. And don’t think I won’t. Because I will, young man.”

      My dad just laughed. “You know she will.”

      “Yes, but I didn’t think she’d be so blatant about it,” I laughed.

      “Of course I will, Aaron. Be kind. You never know when it will be your turn to be the new parents that are never sleeping.”

      “You never know,” I agreed causally. I handed Mom one set of presents and then took the rest from Madison to empty her hands. “Okay, I think we got everything that we needed for everyone.”

      Mom looked at us, her eyes wide. “I thought we said we were only doing presents for the family. As in, Secret Santa.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know that this is the first year that we have grandkids and nieces and nephews in the family. Of course we’re going to splurge.”

      Madison laughed. “And, we got something for everyone, but it’s the same thing, so I hope that’s okay.”

      My mom’s eyes filled with tears, and I knew today was going to be a long day of happiness and crying. But I didn’t mind. It was what we wanted.

      “Oh, that’s so sweet. So this is all for us?”

      “Yes, at least for each household, and we do not expect presents from everyone. We just saw something and knew it would fit perfectly even though it was going against the rules.”

      “My little rule-breaker.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not that bad, Mom.”

      “You are, but it’s why I love you—at least one of the many reasons.”

      We set the presents in front of the tree, and Madison knelt to start putting things in the correct order. I helped her down, making sure she was okay, and she just rolled her eyes at me.

      “Go say hi to your sister and brother, and the rest of them, stop worrying over me.”

      I shook my head. “I’m always going to worry over you,” I whispered, before I kissed her again and made my way into the dining room. Bristol was sitting in a large armchair in the corner, her feet up, and looking absolutely miserable.

      “So, how are you doing, late sister?” I asked before kissing her on the forehead.

      “I am two days overdue, exhausted, and I think my ankles are the size of grapefruits.”

      “Oranges, darling, just oranges,” Marcus said, leaning into his wife. The man smiled, his dark brown eyes bright even if I saw the worry in them.

      “You guys doing okay?” I asked, being serious this time.

      “We’re doing fine,” Bristol said on a sigh. “I guess.”

      I looked at Marcus to confirm.

      “We are doing okay. We’re just tired.”

      “I don’t get to sleep anymore. Heartburn sucks, life sucks, and I just want the baby to come out. Get out, get out, get out, get out!” she said, pointing at her stomach.

      “I’m sure that’s how it works,” Zia said as she walked in, her purple hair in ringlets all around her face. She usually never wore it in that style, and I liked the look on her for the holiday season. She wore a plum-colored dress with leather and lace swatches and lace tights and looked kick-ass. And since she could probably kick my ass, I didn’t mind.

      Meredith, her wife, and sort of my ex, came in behind her and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Hello, Merry Christmas, happy holidays, blessed yule.”

      “And all of that back to you,” I said, grinning. “You two look great.” I looked down at Meredith with her equally leather and lace outfit, though her hair was bright blonde and had an undercut that I wanted to try one day. “Sorry. We’re late,” I said.

      Meredith waved it off. “You already apologized to your mom, and technically you’re not late. We’re all early.”

      “My mom wanted us out of the house and here resting since Bristol had a shot of energy after our lunch,” Marcus explained.

      “So you already had Christmas with your parents and family, then?”

      Marcus nodded. “Yes, and we’re still all planning New Year’s with the whole group. Between my sisters, their spouses, and their kids, it’s going to be louder than usual.”

      “We’re used to loud,” Bristol said, patting her belly. “And you never know, by this time next week, we may have a baby. And no sleep. Much like Ethan and his crew.”

      “And there will be only two of you,” I said.

      “So I hear. Where’s the other trio?” Bristol asked frowning.

      “Oh yeah, where are Kincaid and crew? I have a gift for Kincaid after he helped me with something.”

      “Aww, look at you with your man crush,” Bristol said, and Madison walked in and wrapped her arm around my waist. I did the same to her, and leaned my head on top of hers. She fit perfectly against me, like she was made for me. I said that often to her, and she just rolled her eyes and called me sentimental before blushing and leaning into me for a kiss. I was one lucky bastard.

      “Hey, you’re here,” Julia said as she came up to me. I opened my other arm, and she snuggled into me, just like Madison was doing. She waved at Madison, and the two pulled away from me to hug each other.

      “You look great,” Madison said, looking at Julia. “Seriously great.”

      “It’s that beach glow,” Julia said, grinning.

      “I still can’t believe you guys went to the Caribbean the week before Christmas and still made everything work out.”

      “We had everything planned long before, and then the baby came with Ethan and crew, and I was terrified that it was going to be too much on the rest of the staff with both of us being out, but somehow we made it work.”

      “Because you guys are all good at what you guys do,” I said, smiling down at Julia before looking up at Kincaid and Ronin.

      “You guys are here,” I said, and hugged the two guys.

      “Of course we’re here. It’s Montgomery dinner. I’m here for the cheese,” Kincaid said and nodded.

      “Hey, long time no see,” Ronin said, and I rolled my eyes. He worked with Marcus, and the two were busy as hell, despite the fact that they were closed for part of the holidays. However, that meant they had to do all the backup work they couldn’t get to when the library’s hours were open.

      “Oh, I have something for you,” I told Kincaid, as the other man tilted his head and studied me. “Really?”

      “Yeah, just a thank you gift for help with my latest pieces.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “You didn’t have to do anything for me.”

      I shook my head. “Yeah, I did. You’re a world-renowned photographer, and you’ve worked your ass off. And you spent a whole day working with me taking photos of my pieces for my next show, so you did not have to do that.”

      “But as I said, I didn’t mind. It was fun. Something different.”

      I shrugged. “Now look at us, all so talented, and working on what we love.”

      “I don’t remember what it feels like to put a cello in front of me. I can’t reach it,” Bristol complained, patting her belly. “Come on, baby. I want to meet you. Get out, get out, get out, get out.”

      I snorted, but I didn’t say anything. It felt like Bristol had been pregnant for a year, but soon there would be a new bundle of joy, promptly screaming and vomiting and keeping everyone up at night. Honestly, I couldn’t wait.

      “I can’t wait to see you as a mom,” I said, echoing my own thoughts.

      “I don’t know if you’re making fun of me or being sweet? I can’t tell sarcasm anymore. I think it’s part of the whole pregnancy brain.”

      “I wasn’t sarcastic. You’re going to be a great mom. You’re already great at pretty much everything that you do.”

      “Aww,” Zia said, as she wrapped her arm around Bristol’s shoulders. “Look at your brother being so cute. What does he want?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, but it can’t be anything good,” Bristol said, narrowing her eyes.

      “It’s like you guys don’t trust me.”

      “We’re here,” Ethan called from the front door, and I heard the voices of a few others arriving. Everyone began the exodus toward the new arrivals. Marcus hefted up his wife, and I did my best not to smirk, knowing that I would get beaten if I used the word hefted out loud. And probably deserve it.

      “So are we,” Liam said. We all met up in the living room, the noise getting louder as Jasper and Lake started dancing in the middle of the room.

      “Kingston is so cute! I love my cousin so much.” Lake leaned down to see the baby and started talking about what she had for Christmas and saying hello to everybody. She ran into my side, wrapping her arms around my waist. “Hi, Uncle Aaron. I love you.”

      I swallowed hard, the emotion getting to me. “I love you too, Lake.”

      It felt like we had had her in our lives for years rather than only the single year.

      She had been a Montgomery for even less than that, and she had taken to us far quicker than I had thought possible. But that’s what happened when you had the Montgomerys, Arden’s family, and so many of us around making sure she knew she was loved and would always be with us.

      Madison leaned into me and sighed. “I think I’m going to be sick,” she mumbled, and my mother’s eyes narrowed.

      “Madison?

      “I’m sorry I’ve got to go.” She turned on her heel and ran, and I followed her.

      “Be right back,” I said, and closed the bathroom door behind us.

      “Stop it. I don’t need you to be here. You don’t need to witness this.”

      “I love you, I’m here to hold your hair back.” She went down to her knees and promptly threw up everything that she’d eaten that day, though it hadn’t been much. She had already thrown up a few times that day.

      “Damn it, I don’t want to go back to the hospital,” she whispered, as I ran a cool cloth over her face.

      “I have ginger ale and crackers,” Mother said the other side of the door. “Let me in, son. I want to make sure that my little daughter is okay.”

      “Might as well,” Madison rumbled as she leaned against the bathtub. “They’re all going to guess what’s wrong sooner or later.”

      “There’s nothing wrong,” I sighed. “Everything’s just right. We’re just having a wicked fashion about it.”

      “Whatever you say. I think I’m going to be sick again.” And she promptly did so, and I opened the door for my mother as soon as Madison was done.

      “So, morning sickness?” Mom asked as she knelt beside my wife.

      “How could you tell?” Madison still had her eyes closed, looking far too pale for my liking.

      “I had four babies, and now my babies are having babies.”

      “It’s bad, Mom,” I mumbled. “She has hyperemesis gravidarum.”

      Mom’s eyes widened. “Oh, no. Is that why it’s so bad? You look like you’ve lost weight, Madison. How far along are you?”

      “Heading into the second trimester, thank God. I had to stay in overnight with IV fluids before Thanksgiving,” she mumbled.

      Mom glared at me. “And you didn’t tell us?”

      “Because we had a lot of family things to deal with, that was difficult, and we could handle it.”

      “Does Lincoln know?

      “I knew,” Lincoln said, leaning against the doorway. “And I was going to tell all of you if it got any worse. And hey, it looks like it’s getting worse.” As Lincoln and Madison were cousins, we felt it only right for us to tell him because Madison needed a family member to lean on. Telling the entirety of the Montgomerys would have been too much.

      “We didn’t want to tell everyone until we knew I could get at least into the second trimester. I’m sick, but I’m going to be okay. The baby’s fine. I just have severe morning sickness. And it sucks.”

      “I would say so,” Mom said. “Okay, let’s clean you up, and we’ll bring you out, and you can sit down next to Bristol. Holland is going to sit down right next to you because that girl has not gotten any sleep, and we’ll probably stick Arden with all of you because I know she’s in the middle of a flare.”

      My eyes narrow. “Is she okay?” I ask.

      “I’m fine,” Arden said, and I realized that nearly everybody that I knew and loved was standing in the bathroom doorway and watching the proceedings.

      “Oh no,” Madison said, and groaned into her hands.

      My mom clucked her tongue. “We’ll bring her out in a second, and then we’ll celebrate a new baby. But come on, give her some privacy.”

      “What’s privacy?” Liam asked. “We’re Montgomerys. We don’t believe in privacy.”

      My mom narrowed her eyes, and then my dad groaned before pulling the rest of the siblings and family members and friends of family out of the doorway.

      “Come on, my girls will sit down on that big couch of mine, and we’ll bring everything to you. You won’t have to lift a finger.”

      Madison gave me a wobbly smile. “I seriously love your family, Aaron.”

      I looked down at my wife, the soon to be mother of my child, and my own mother, and smiled.

      “And I love my family too. More every day.”

      I was one fucking lucky Montgomery and an even luckier man.
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      I put my feet up and groaned. “Why am I one hundred and seven weeks pregnant. Why does someone think that this is okay to do to me?” I asked, and narrowed my eyes at my loving and handsome and evil husband.

      Marcus just shook his head. “I realize that you didn’t get pregnant all by yourself, and I had some help in that, but you look gorgeous, so don’t growl at me.”

      “Ixnay on the growlingay,” Ethan whispered as he held Kingston to him, trying to get the little tyke to calm down. He was screaming, the colic a little too much for my nephew. And then my brother-in-law Lincoln took Kingston from his husband’s arms, and the baby quieted down. My brother narrowed his eyes at his husband, and Lincoln just grinned before leaving the living room.

      “I’m pretty sure he did that on purpose,” Holland said, staring at her husbands and baby. “This week is all about Lincoln, but I think if we’re true to form, next week Kingston will stop screaming while he’s in my arms.”

      I blinked and looked over at my sister-in-law. “That’s a thing? They take their turns?”

      “Kingston seems to. And we’re going to pretend that that’s normal,” Holland said, before she yawned so wide I swore I could see her tonsils. “Sorry,” she mumbled and leaned against the soft cushion. “I think I’ve had around eight minutes of sleep this week.”

      “That bad?” I asked, anxiety filling me. I put my hands on my stomach, felt a kick, and patted the little baby’s foot. “I really like sleep.”

      “And you do a lot of it,” Marcus teased, rubbing my ankles.

      “You’re lucky I love you, and you’re lucky that you’re rubbing my feet right now, or I would kick you. I just really want you to keep rubbing.”

      “Anything you say, wife of mine.”

      “That’s the way,” Aaron said, laughing as he handed his wife Madison a glass of water. “See? We need to follow Marcus’s advice. He knows what he needs to do as a husband.”

      “Do whatever she says,” I agreed, and Marcus just rolled his eyes at me. “Sure, honey, whatever you say.”

      “See,” I said, raising a hand, and then I groaned, with the baby kicking at my bladder. “I’ll have to get up soon to pee. This baby keeps kicking and rolling in certain places.”

      “Are you dilated at all?” Holland asked, and Ethan shuddered.

      “Please stop talking about my sister and dilation. There were a lot of things I learned during the childbirth process, things that will never leave my mind again, but I don’t need to associate them with my sister.”

      “Amen,” Aaron said, and I flipped them both off, grateful that Lake, the only one of my nieces and nephews who were old enough to understand the gesture, wasn’t in the room at the moment.

      “Grace and elegance, that is Bristol,” Liam muttered, and I growled.

      “I am past due on this baby, the size of a beached whale, and still retaining so much water at this point, I feel like I could float. Or maybe I’ll sink like a stone because I’m so heavy. Don’t make fun of me.”

      “Ah, the joys of pregnancy,” Holland said, laughing. “Just wait, Madison, this will be you.”

      My newly pregnant sister-in-law turned impossibly green. “I think I’m going to be sick.” She scrambled off the couch and ran towards the bathroom, Aaron, on her tail.

      “I’m trying not to take that as an insult, but it’s pretty difficult not to,” I said dryly, and everyone laughed.

      “You know, the one good thing about adopting is that I don’t have to deal with whatever pregnancy brain you have. However, a new baby brain, even if the child you adopt is ten years old, is something.”

      “Oh, I know,” I said, shaking my head at Arden. “Plus, I hear you’re getting a new puppy. There’s got to be puppy brain.”

      “Oh yes, I had a lot more energy when Jasper was a puppy, but thankfully I have Liam to push around. And Lake will be there to help with training and picking up poop. See, that’s why you have kids. To help you with chores,” Arden said.

      And my mom came into the room, laughing. “This is why I had the four of you. It helped me keep the house clean.” She paused, looked at all of us, and burst out laughing.

      “I think she’s making fun of us,” I said, looking at my husband. “But, I’m too tired to piece together how.”

      “I’ll explain it later.”

      “I know you guys are talking about the next baby coming,” Holland began, looking at Arden. “Do you have a preference for an infant? Are you going with an older child again like Lake?” she asked, and I leaned forward as much as I could over the bump that was my stomach and looked at Arden.

      “No preference,” Arden said. “Older children are usually harder to place, so we made sure that they knew that we were happy with either. As much as I had always thought about having children and being pregnant when I was little, and losing that part of that plan when I got sick might’ve hurt, I’m okay. Honestly. You don’t need to step on eggshells when it comes to being pregnant and everything, okay?”

      I swallowed hard and met Arden’s gaze. “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “I’m sure. I get to experience the joys and not joys of pregnancy between the three of you and between all of our friends because you guys never hesitate to share everything,” she said with a wink, and I laughed.

      “Sorry, we do get into detail.”

      “It doesn’t help that we’re all at some stage of pregnancy and baby-making at the same time,” Holland added.

      “And so I get the joys of that with you guys, I get to feel little feet and elbows against my hands when I put my palms over your stomachs. But then, even though there is that sense of loss and wonder, I get something else out of Lake. I’m a mom. It’s our first Christmas with our baby, and though I didn’t carry her to term, she’s everything. She’s my child. And I know deep down in my heart that it’s no different than it would’ve been if I would’ve been the one that carried her.” Arden sniffed, wiped her face, and then Liam was there, handing her a tissue.

      “I love you,” he whispered, and kissed her softly. Tears were freely flowing down mine and Holland’s faces.

      I hiccupped, and the baby elbowed me in the ribs prudently. “I think the baby is excited and wants to meet you soon. At least I hope so,” I mumbled.

      Marcus wiped my face, kissed my cheek. “We’ll meet our baby soon. Don’t you worry.”

      I was filled of worry, but I didn’t say that.

      “You still don’t know if it’s a boy or girl?” my dad asked, leaning against the doorframe.

      I looked up at him and shook my head. “We wanted to be surprised. We went with neutral colors anyway, and my favorite color was blue growing up, so it’s not like I need to conform to gender stereotypes.”

      Dad just grinned. “You’re right. I know that you usually have lists of lists and would want things monogrammed with your baby’s name.”

      “I know, that would have been nice. We have ideas for boys and girls and gender-neutral names. We’ll see what happens when they show up.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Marcus mumbled, before he sat with his back against the couch, his hand on my calf as he slowly massaged it.

      “I could get used to this,” I said.

      “Once the baby comes, he’ll be holding that infant and trying to get some sleep, and there goes the massage,” Mom said, and my dad rolled his eyes.

      “I was always very attentive, Francine.” He nearly leered it, and I shuddered.

      “I don’t want to know any of this,” Ethan said as he walked back into the room, Lincoln behind him with Kingston in his arms.

      “Hey look, Aunt Madison said it was time to open the gifts,” Lake said, bouncing with Jasper behind her. He was like a big brother, constantly watching her, and I love the way the two interacted.

      “Are you sure you’re up for it, dear?” Mom asked as Madison nodded.

      “Yes, since I’m still standing, and feeling okay, let’s do this quickly.”

      My brother Aaron had his gaze on her, watching her like a hawk, and I didn’t blame him.

      I hadn’t known she had been hospitalized for a night because of a lack of fluids, in so much pain, and she could be hospitalized again, and it worried me. With all of us going through our own issues, they’d wanted to keep it personal in the family, but now we all knew, and we’d be watching her. Even when I reached week two hundred of pregnancy.

      “Okay, it’s all the same gift, so only one of you needs to open it, so that way we don’t stress out everyone.”

      “Well, here’s mine,” my mom said before handing it to Lake. “What do you say? Will you open it for Grandma?”

      “I’ll help,” Lake said, and my mom sat down on the chair, Lake on her lap, and the two of them went to open the gifts. Kincaid had his camera out and took pictures of everybody, and I knew I was going to hate the way I looked, how bloated I felt, and how horrible I felt later, but I wanted this memory. And I knew that no matter what I felt about myself, it wouldn’t matter.

      Because we had our family. And I was blessed.

      I started crying again, even before they finished opening the gift, and Marcus looked at me.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Nothing. Everything’s fine.”

      He gave me a look that said I was insane, but he still loved me. He’d been giving me that look often.

      Zia and Meredith came into the room then. Their hands clasped as they stood in the corner. The room was packed to the gills with people that I loved, and I just grinned at my ex-girlfriend and best friend, and she gave me a little wave. I knew the two were discussing babies and what would come next, and I wasn’t sure what direction they were going for. I had a feeling, though, that a certain brother of mine would become a sperm donor if they had their way. For some reason, the small group of us had already discussed it, mostly because I was nosy, and I wanted to make sure my family was happy.

      Since Aaron was close friends with Meredith, and Zia was practically a Montgomery, it would only make sense that that was the way they would go. They had already talked about it with he and Madison as a possibility, and soon there’d be more to our family.

      And I couldn’t help but cry at the love, the aching aspects of it surrounding us.

      My mom let out a gasp, and Lake started clapping. “Oh, it’s so pretty, thank you,” Lake said, and I tried to move to look at it.

      “Keep sitting, Bristol, before you topple over.”

      I blushed under my mom’s happy chiding, and she turned the picture frame at us.

      It was all of us, the Montgomerys, by birth, by happenstance, and by family.

      Somehow the photographer, and I had a feeling it was Kincaid, had taken a photo of us all smiling or laughing and looking at one another or at the camera itself, but it was completely candid. Everybody looked wonderful, happy, and we’re standing in front of Liam’s cabin, the one we went to as a family as often as we could, with the mountains and blue sky behind us, and love on all of our faces.

      “Kincaid took this photo while he was there, and I asked him if I could find the perfect frames for everybody and give it to you. I realize that technically it should be a gift from Kincaid, so think about it as from all of us.” Madison began, leaning against Aaron.

      Kincaid blushed and ducked a little bit behind his husband and wife. “It was no worries. I just happened to find a good photo, and Madison knew what she wanted to do with it.”

      “Each of you guys will have one for your homes. You can hide it and only bring it out when we’re over, but it seems that we’re going to need lots of babysitters,” she said, patting her still flat stomach. “Meaning I expect you guys to have it out all the time.”

      I laughed as Marcus took out our picture and unwrapped it so I could look at it closer. I couldn’t help but cry, looking at everybody. At our family. The one we’d made, loved, and cherished.

      “This is perfect. There’s so many of us.”

      “And only a snapshot in time,” Marcus began, squeezing my hand. “That’s not even all of our family, but so many.”

      “I don’t know how I got so blessed,” I whispered. “But I’m so happy.”

      We had been through so much heartache, pain, attacks. And somehow we had found our family, and it kept growing.

      My father brought in a cheese board, and Julia followed him, another cheese board in her hand.

      People started making up their little plates, snacking on the eight different kinds of cheeses they had in front of them. My mouth watered, but since most of it was soft cheese, I couldn’t partake.

      A Montgomery without cheese for an entire pregnancy was not a happy, bubbly Montgomery.

      I needed to have that crocheted somewhere. We could hand out the pillow to every pregnant family member.

      I looked down at Marcus, and he rubbed my knee.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I’m honestly happy. This is the best Christmas ever. I wish we’d be able to share it with our little one.”

      Marcus kissed my knee. “We will. Maybe next Christmas will be their first Christmas. They’ll come out when they’re in the mood.”

      “It’s a Montgomery and Stearn. They’re going to take their sweet time no matter what.”

      Marcus shrugged. “I took my time finding you. They should take as much as they want.”

      “Look at you being so romantic.”

      I nearly leaned down to kiss him, but I knew the angle wouldn’t work. Although at that exact moment, the baby decided to twist, and I groaned, clutching my stomach.

      Marcus’s eyes widened and he scrambled to his feet. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m pretty sure Mom’s going to need a new couch,” I said, and everybody shot up from where they were sitting, and I looked down to where my water had broken.

      “Well, it looks like a Christmas baby it is.”

      And I promptly burst into tears.
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      I had made many mistakes in my life, but somehow I had ended up the most blessed and happiest woman in the entire world, at least from where I was sitting.

      Liam had just returned to the waiting room after dropping off Arden, Lake, and Jasper at home. Lake had wanted to be there, but it was nearly midnight now, and she had fallen asleep. Arden had needed to take her meds and get some rest as well, as her flare-up was starting to get worse. But she was doing okay. And I was grateful for that. I love my daughter-in-law. She was vivacious, with whatever energy she had. She was brilliant, caring, and one of the most generous souls I had ever met. She had brought Liam out of his shell and brought him back to us.

      I held back a sigh that twisted my heart, familiar but gentler than it had been over the years. I had almost lost him, not due to circumstance or outside forces, but because of my own decisions. We had nearly lost him, I thought, looking over at my husband. He gave me a small smile and squeezed my hand. He gestured towards Liam, and I knew his thoughts were along the same as mine. After over three decades of marriage, our minds tended to do that.

      He might not be Liam’s biological father, but he was his dad in every way that mattered. We may have stumbled on our way to this peace of mind, but now we were one big happy family that was slowly watching our children raise their children.

      And sometimes the emotion was too great for me even to bear.

      “You doing okay, Mom?” Liam asked, as he squeezed my shoulder. I leaned into my son, wondering when he had gotten so tall. Bristol was the only one my height, but my boys had gotten their height from the other end of the gene pool. They were all over six feet, broad, muscular, and sometimes strained my neck to look at.

      But even with all that width and strength, they were gentle.

      “I’m doing just fine. I’m waiting to hear more news coming,” I whispered.

      “It should be soon. And hey, if things speed up in the next hour or so, we’ll have a Christmas baby.”

      “Of course, Bristol would want to do that. She needs to make sure everything is sparkly and in celebration.”

      “That’s my baby sister,” he drawled, before moving out of the way for Ethan.

      “We need to head home,” Ethan began, “though I’ll stay. As long as you don’t mind giving me a ride home?” he asked Liam, and Liam nodded.

      “No problem.”

      “Thanks,” Ethan said before looking at me. “We don’t want Kingston to be sleeping here for too long, and honestly, I think I heard Lincoln sleeping earlier.”

      “It was only a little snore. I’m fine.” Lincoln leaned forward, kissed the top of my head. He was just as big as my sons, and I felt like he was my own. I liked his parents, though I wished they were here more often. However, I got another son and daughter and the cutest grandbaby in the world out of it. So I didn’t mind.

      “You guys lasted longer than I thought you would,” I said, and then leaned into put a kiss on Lincoln’s cheek, and then Holland’s. “Are you two safe to drive?”

      “I’m good. That little power nap there helped,” Lincoln said dryly.

      “Tell Bristol we love her, and we’ll come to see the new baby when they arrive,” Holland said, and I leaned forward to kiss the top of Kingston’s head. “We were just here a couple of days ago for Kingston’s first round of shots, and we’ll be here soon for the second round.”

      “That was a couple of weeks ago, darling,” Lincoln said, and Holland crossed her eyes.

      “Days, weeks, they’re all blurring together,” she said on a laugh. “Update us, even if it wakes us, we want to know when there’s a new Montgomery in the world.”

      “I’m pretty sure the earth will rotate off its axis just a bit when that happens,” my husband said wryly. “Every time a new Montgomery is born, the world shudders.”

      That made me laugh. “That is our family slogan.”

      “Good to know,” Lincoln said. “See you soon.”

      “And Merry Christmas,” Holland added. They walked out, and I just smiled after them, my eyes watery.

      “We did okay,” my husband said, and I looked up at Timothy.

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “Francine, darling, we did better than okay. Look at all of them, bringing new life into this world, and soon we’re going to have enough chubby cheeks to pinch and babies to spoil. And as soon as they make a mess or start to stink or make a loud noise and cry, we hand them off to their parents.”

      “That is the best part of being a grandparent,” Marcus’s mother said as she walked forward. I hugged her tight, and her husband gave a small wave. “Seriously though, you guys are going to catch up with us in terms of numbers of grandkids soon if you’re not careful.”

      “You guys had a head start with your three girls,” I said with a laugh.

      “It’s true. But I know Marcus and Bristol are going to want more than one, probably to catch up with the rest of Marcus’s siblings because you know how competitive they are.”

      I snorted. “We’re going to end up with like eighty grandkids each, and that might be almost too much for me,” I said.

      “Maybe,” Marcus’s mom said with a smile.

      “His sisters and husbands wanted to be here, and I have a feeling they will be here soon, just taking turns of who’s watching the kids.”

      “That’s what we’re doing here. Eventually, we’re going to overfill this waiting room.”

      “That’s because this one is smaller than the one we usually end up in,” Aaron said, leaning against the wall behind Marcus’s family.

      I looked over at him and down at the sleeping Madison in the chair next to him. She had her head resting on her thigh, looking sweet, and finally with a little more glow to her. She had been looking so ill before, I had worried for her. I would be a little grumpy that they hadn’t told me she was sick, but I understood. They wanted time with the pregnancy news for themselves, but now they were going to have many eagle eyes watching her, making sure that she took care of herself.

      “I could do well with never seeing the emergency room waiting room or the surgical area waiting room ever again,” I growled. “But it’s too much for our family.”

      “I agree,” Marcus’s mother said, her voice stern. “I know you always joke about the Montgomery wing of the hospital, but it was getting a little ridiculous.”

      I visibly shuddered and leaned into my husband as he held me close. “I’m just sorry that we had to deal with it at all, but it’s ok now that they’re all safe. I’m going to knock on wood as I say that.”

      I laughed, and I looked around at my family. Kincaid, Ronin, and Julia had gone home, and we had promised to update them. They had stayed at the house to clean up and put all of the Christmas dinner fixings in the fridge. I was forever grateful that I could trust them to do that and had left them a key saying that they could keep it because they were family.

      They had all blushed, sputtered, but I had left, with the feeling I had gained new children. I knew that Ronin had parents that they spent time with, but the other two could use more parental figures in their life. And my heart was big enough for all of them.

      Meredith was on the other side of Madison, looking down at her phone, and I knew she was stressed out as well. I knew from what I could gather, either she or Zia might be next after Madison if all things turn out well, and so we would be waiting again for the next family member, even if she wasn’t my blood.

      Zia herself was in the room with Marcus and Bristol.

      I loved Zia, and while I would have loved her to be my daughter in truth, having married Bristol, that meant I wouldn’t have Marcus as a son-in-law. But now Bristol and Zia were best friends, and Zia was in the room with them, helping as Bristol’s coach.

      Zia and Marcus had become best friends as well, both ganging up to make sure Bristol took care of herself. And I loved to see it.

      We were a loud bunch and all a little hungry, though we had all snacked a bit. This wasn’t the Christmas that I had planned, nor was it one anyone had imagined, but this was what we were used to. In all honesty. A big family, someone changing the curve, and us being together. We would be able to eat more than cheese and crackers later, though I knew my children would be fine with just that. Their love of cheese knew no bounds, and they would all be surprised when they opened up their identical Montgomery family charcuterie boards that I had had hand-carved and branded with the Montgomery logo.

      They would open it later, once we welcomed the new Montgomery into the fold.

      “How much longer?” Aaron asked, and Madison woke up and scowled at her husband. “I hope you don’t do this when I’m in labor. Constantly asking, are we there yet?”

      “He was like that as a child and hasn’t stopped,” I joked, and Aaron blushed while everyone began to laugh. On the end of that laughter, the doors opened, and Marcus walked in, a grin on his handsome face.

      “We have a girl, seven pounds, eight ounces, and perfect,” Marcus said.

      “What’s her name?” Meredith asked, leaning forward.

      “Bristol wants to tell you each personally,” he said, shaking his head. “I think she’s excited, and hell, so am I. I have a daughter,” he whispered, and I started crying, leaning into my husband.

      “Are we allowed to see her?”

      “Yes, they’re just getting everybody cleaned up and ready, and even though it’s late, because it’s Christmas, they’re going to make an exception for us. Only two of you at a time, and I’ll be in there with her.” He turned to Meredith. “Zia is on her way out, and she promised not to spoil anything,” he growled. “So, don’t try to get the name out of her.”

      “Why are you looking at me when you say that?” Ethan laughed.

      “Because I know you.”

      “Why don’t you two go first,” I said, looking at Marcus’s parents. “The Montgomerys will bring up the rear. There’s a lot of us.”

      “Oh, we’ll have to call the girls. They’ll want to come in too.”

      “They can come in the morning,” Marcus said. “It will be a long night, and I don’t want to tire Bristol out. Is that okay?”

      “Anything you want, darling.”

      I watched Marcus’s parents follow him in and leaned into my husband.

      “A Christmas baby,” I said, looking up at the clock. We are six minutes away from December twenty-sixth, and a new Montgomery had been born on Christmas day. A Christmas miracle, a present, and everything I could ever ask for.

      “Baby is going to be spoiled beyond all measure,” Ethan said.

      I snorted. “You say that as if Kingston isn’t already spoiled by his grandparents.”

      “That’s true,” he said on a laugh. “But I’m glad we’re all going to be able to have our kids grow up together. You know?”

      I moved towards him, squeezed his hands, and leaned forward, so my forehead rested on his. “I know. And between your babies and all of your cousins having these babies, the next generation is going to be even louder than you guys.”

      “I honestly didn’t think that was possible,” my husband said dryly from my side.

      “I’m a little scared.” I smiled and leaned into my husband.

      My kids brought up their phones and started updating those that weren’t with us, and I just held my husband close, wondering how I could be so lucky.

      When Marcus’s parents came back out, crying and holding each other close, I rolled forward on the balls of my feet and bounced. “Come on, come on, I want to go see.”

      “Okay, I won’t make you wait any longer,” Marcus said, and I followed my son-in-law towards Bristol’s private room. I had given birth in a room with three other women and barely remembered it the first time. I think with Bristol, I had been alone, but I couldn’t remember. All that mattered at that time were my babies and my family.

      We walked into the room, and Bristol was sitting there, her hair piled up on the top of her head, and though she looked a bit tired, she was all wide-eyed and bright smile.

      “Hi, Mom,” Bristol said, and I looked down at the perfect little bundle in her arms. She was so cute and had the Montgomery nose, that much I could tell, and her father’s dark brown skin. She was gorgeous, and I couldn’t wait to hold her. But I also knew how a new mother could be and didn’t hold out my hands. Instead, I squeezed my husband’s hand and fisted my other at my side. “Oh, she’s gorgeous.”

      “Here, you can hold her,” Bristol said on a laugh. “You’ll have to give her back soon. I love her so much.”

      Marcus sat on the other side, running his hand over Bristol’s hair.

      “She’s beautiful,” I said, as the light weight slid into my arms. “Every time another one of you has a baby, including all of my nieces and nephews out there, I’m always shocked at how tiny you are. But look at you, my little baby granddaughter. I love you so much.”

      “Can you tell us her name?” my husband asked, and I looked over at Bristol.

      “Well?” I asked, a little anxious.

      Bristol just groaned.

      “Mom, Dad, meet your granddaughter, December Montgomery Stern.”

      I blinked away tears. “December, I love it.”

      “She’s a Christmas baby, so I figured that we’re going to do our best with future birthdays and everything else so she knows that she’s special, that we should throw out all the names we had planned, and go with something full of joy. Montgomery will be her middle name, and it’s a big name to fill, but I think she can do it.”

      I looked down at my precious granddaughter and smiled.

      “Merry Christmas, December. Welcome to the Montgomerys.”

      

      
        
        I hope you loved this holiday special from the Montgomerys!

        You can find out more about Julie, Kincaid, and Ronin in Captured in Ink!

        And the next set of Montgomerys begin in Fort Collins in Inked Persuasion!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from Carrie Ann Ryan

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading A VERY MONTGOMERY CHRISTMAS!

      I LOVED writing this bonus story. I might have to do it more often. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for being the best readers out there.

      And if you’re new to my books, you can start anywhere within the my interconnected series and catch up! Each book is a stand alone, so jump around!

      Don’t miss out on the Montgomery Ink World!

      
        	Montgomery Ink (The Denver Montgomerys)

        	Montgomery Ink: Colorado Springs (The Colorado Springs Montgomery Cousins)

        	Montgomery Ink: Boulder (The Boulder Montgomery Cousins)

        	Gallagher Brothers (Jake’s Brothers from Ink Enduring)

        	Whiskey and Lies (Tabby’s Brothers from Ink Exposed)

        	Fractured Connections (Mace’s sisters from Fallen Ink)

        	Less Than (Dimitri’s siblings from Restless Ink)

        	Promise Me (Arden’s siblings from Wrapped in Ink)

      

      If you want to make sure you know what’s coming next from me, you can sign up for my newsletter at www.CarrieAnnRyan.com; follow me on twitter at @CarrieAnnRyan, or like my Facebook page. I also have a Facebook Fan Club where we have trivia, chats, and other goodies. You guys are the reason I get to do what I do and I thank you.

      Make sure you’re signed up for my MAILING LIST so you can know when the next releases are available as well as find giveaways and FREE READS.

      Happy Reading!

      

      The Montgomery Ink: Boulder Series:

      Book 1: Wrapped in Ink

      Book 2: Sated in Ink

      Book 3: Embraced in Ink

      Book 3.5: Moments in Ink

      Book 4: Seduced in Ink

      Book 4.5: Captured in Ink

      Book 4.6: A Very Montgomery Christmas

      

      
        
        Want to read a special BONUS EPILOGUE featuring Zia and Meredith? CLICK HERE!

      

        

      
        Want to keep up to date with the next Carrie Ann Ryan Release? Receive Text Alerts easily!

        Text CARRIE to 210-741-8720
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      Carrie Ann Ryan is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of contemporary, paranormal, and young adult romance. Her works include the Montgomery Ink, Redwood Pack, Fractured Connections, and Elements of Five series, which have sold over 3.0 million books worldwide. She started writing while in graduate school for her advanced degree in chemistry and hasn’t stopped since. Carrie Ann has written over seventy-five novels and novellas with more in the works. When she’s not losing herself in her emotional and action-packed worlds, she’s reading as much as she can while wrangling her clowder of cats who have more followers than she does.
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