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    Dedicated to all those who've supported me, especially F & Z

      

    


As he looked himself over in his hotel room’s mirror, taking in the absurdity of seeing himself in a tuxedo yet again, 41-year-old Cole Sutherland repeated the words that had seemingly been his mantra on this insane day.

“Third time’s the charm...” he said, nervously pacing and checking himself in the mirror. “Third time’s the charm...”

It was easy to say the words, but to believe them... well, that was its own challenge. Almost as challenging as looking at himself in the mirror and not bursting out laughing at the sight of himself wearing this damn suit. Cole was an imposing man, a powerful 6’3” of raw muscle honed from years as an athlete back in high school and college (broken up on either side by a stint in the Marines), as well as frequent trips to the gym and practicing his boxing skills whenever he could. The suit couldn’t hide his long, if handsome in a hard kind of way face, with his angular and bestubbled jaw, dark brown eyes and his well-trimmed dark hair that was finally getting some salt along the edges. Looking at him like this, he could almost be mistaken for respectable, even with the few small scars on his face he’d gotten in his years of boxing.

Beneath the tux, though... that’s what made the suit feel like such a joke. Beneath the fine rented suit, his body had its own stories to tell, scars from sports, from fighting, scattered tattoos across his chest and back and a full sleeve on his right arm. In this suit, you could almost mistake him for respectable, when underneath, he knew that as far as respectability went, he had a ways to go.

“Third time’s the charm...” Cole continued, a rueful laugh punctuating the last comment.

The mantra had come about when he’d felt nervous in the leadup to this wedding, since it was hardly his first go around the block, having been married twice before. The first one was a stupid thing, marrying his high school sweetheart. Almost to her credit, she had waited two whole months before she’d started cheating on him and wound up leaving him for the new, far more present guy (who also happened to be her best friend’s dad, which she explained away as “wanting someone more mature”). The second time he married was after he’d finished serving and gone back to college. His second wife, she was beautiful, she was smart, and he thought he’d lucked out big time... but Cole couldn’t always keep up with her intellectually, and she wound up sleeping with one of her older professors and, well, that was, as they say, that.

With what little cold comfort he could, Cole found himself grateful that he’d been lucky enough not to have kids with any of them, even though he rather wanted some.

He’d spent the last decade plus of his life not exactly on the lookout for love, enjoying the occasional fling here or there and not wondering for even a second if he’d ever consider settling down again. He didn’t want the trouble, or what felt like the inevitable heartache that seemed like it would come with another marriage... but then he met Faith Morgan, and everything seemed to change. Faith was 34 and a divorcee herself (albeit one divorce in rather than two), beautiful and bright and full of life. He’d met her at the gym, as the two of them kept similar night owl hours, and he’d found her sarcastic style and biting humor engaging. The two of them started to line their workouts up with each other, then one thing led to another and they started sleeping together, then dating...

And now this. Now the big damn day. Cole had considered marriage with her as a possibility, but had been too scared to pop the question himself, not after how badly things went the last two times around, but when Faith had proposed to him instead... well, that just felt right. Sure, they occasionally argued, and they had some disagreements over whether or not to have kids (as Faith was rather against the idea), but in most capacities they were on the exact same wavelength, and that was all that really mattered.

The past year had been hectic and stressful, but rewarding in its own way. Faith’s large family had welcomed Cole in eagerly, calling him a great improvement on the last guy, and he loved them back like they were his own. Having come from a small family himself, with only a few close friends being the people he considered his real family, being brought into the Morgan’s circle was overwhelming in its way, but also made things feel just right. They had taken a lot of the weight of planning and executing the wedding off of his and Faith’s shoulders. That didn’t stop Faith from throwing herself all in on the wedding planning itself, though, as her previous one had been a rushed elopement; now that she had the opportunity for a nice and fancy wedding, she kept herself crazy involved, and was apparently running herself ragged until the last minute.
That left Cole to do his best to calm his nerves and relax in the leadup, tricky though that was. That he and Faith had gotten rooms of their own at the hotel they were getting married at certainly made matters easier, as he had a spot of solitude and privacy to hype himself up for the actual wedding, taking the opportunity to hide himself away from the hustle and bustle and get his head on straight.

The bottle of whiskey his best man had slipped him certainly didn’t hurt matters either. Cole hadn’t hit the bottle too hard, but had had a shot recently and found it calmed the nerves in exactly the fashion
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