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      Christmas Eve

      

      Cody Armstrong paced nervously in the garage of his house. While the main house was filled with friends and family celebrating Christmas, he was out in the garage trying to figure out what to do with the ring that had been burning a hole in his pocket for weeks. He’d made an excuse about getting more beer from the outside cooler, but now he had no idea what he was going to do.

      He and his wife Suzanne had been married for seven years, but he’d never actually proposed and she’d never had an engagement ring that meant something more than just a piece of jewelry. Her unexpected pregnancy just before they graduated from college had been both surprising and heartbreaking. At the time, they’d thought Cody was the father of her baby, but they’d discovered that Cody, Jr., or CJ, had actually been fathered by her late boyfriend, Brian. Brian, who was also Cody’s best friend, had been beaten to death on the night of his 22nd birthday, before Suze ever knew he’d impregnated her that morning. Five days later, Cody and Suze got stupidly drunk after Brian’s funeral and wound up having sex, confirming their belief CJ was Cody’s son.

      Six weeks later they’d walked into a church in her tiny South Carolina home town and gotten married. They didn’t know who the baby’s father was at that point, but Cody had been honor-bound to take care of his best friend’s girl. Of course, it didn’t hurt that he’d been in love with her almost as long as Brian had. Marrying her hadn’t been hard for him, but he knew it had been horrible for her. She wasn’t just mourning the loss of a friend—she was mourning the love of her life while simultaneously dealing with the misery of pregnancy.

      Cody had done everything he could to make it easier on her and hadn’t hesitated to give the child both his name and his heart. Even learning that CJ was Brian’s son hadn’t changed how he felt about either of them. Except he’d convinced himself Suze would never love him, so he’d simply stopped trying. When Suze stopped sleeping with him, he turned to other women. A lot of other women.

      Their sexless marriage continued for four long years, until this past September, when years of pent-up sexual tension lead to an amazing night in bed, another pregnancy and a whole new beginning for them as a couple. Which brought him to his current dilemma. He wanted to ask her to marry him again, this time with a beautiful engagement ring and a small ceremony. He just wasn’t sure how. Should he do it now, at Christmas, in front of his parents, her mother and a few of their closest friends? Or should he wait until they were alone? He’d originally planned to do it tonight, but now that the time had arrived, he had cold feet. Technically, they were already married so he didn’t understand what he was nervous about, but his hands were clammy, his mouth was dry and his heart felt like it might beat right out of his chest.

      “Cody, what the hell, man?” His best friend, Dominic Gianni, came into the garage curiously. “Are you brewing the beer yourself?”

      Cody looked up, startled. “Uh, no, I’m, uh…” He faltered and finally just held out the ring box.

      Dom raised his eyebrows but took it from him with a slight frown. “What’s this?” He opened the box and couldn’t help but smile. “It’s about time!”

      “Dude, I’m sick to my stomach!” Cody whispered, running a hand over his short blond hair.

      “You’re already married!” Dom laughed, his dark eyes twinkling. “It’s not like she’s going to say no!”

      “But what if she doesn’t want me to do it in front of everybody? I mean, her mom knows everything, but my parents only know half and I have to be careful what I say in front of CJ!”

      Dom handed him back the box. “Suze loves you and you’re having a baby together now. However you want to do it, she’s going to say yes. I don’t think she cares what anyone else thinks.”

      “So…you think now?”

      “It’s just us,” Dom said softly. “And your family. If not now, when? She’s pregnant for the second time, without a ring of any sentimental value or any of the romance that goes with getting engaged. It’s time. You’ve been in love with her since the first time you laid eyes on her and now she feels the same—what are you waiting for?”

      Cody hesitated. “Do you think…” He sighed, looking away because he felt like an idiot. Men like him—big, strong professional hockey players—weren’t supposed to get nervous or emotional about this kind of thing. He was the captain of the Las Vegas Sidewinders and used to all kinds of pressure both personally and professionally, but right at this moment he felt like a complete dork. Normally he wouldn’t even be saying this stuff to himself, much less aloud, but he couldn’t help it.

      “Do I think Brian would be mad?” Dom asked, practically reading his friend’s mind. “You know, in a world where Brian didn’t die, you would have moved on.” Cody started to speak but Dom held up a hand. “You had feelings for her in college, but you did a lot of dating. If Brian hadn’t died, they would be married now with CJ and a bunch more kids. You’d be married to someone else and we’d all still be friends—brothers. He wouldn’t begrudge you this happiness. That’s not who he was. He would be so proud you stepped up to take care of her and raise his son. There’s no scenario where Brian wouldn’t be happy for you—deep down you know that.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” Cody swallowed. “But I need something stronger than beer before I can do this.”

      “Come on.” Dom nudged him with his elbow. “Stop being a pussy and go ask that girl to marry you again!”

      Cody chuckled, following him back into the house.

      “Didn’t you get the beer?!” Suze demanded as they walked back in empty-handed.

      Cody’s neck turned red but Dom just rolled his eyes. “Shit, he handed it to me and I put it down when we started talking about the road trip next week.” He turned and headed back out to the garage.

      “What was that all about?” Suze asked knowingly, her blue eyes searching her husband’s face.

      “Nothing.” He smiled, leaning over to brush his lips across hers. “Just helping Dom surprise Molly.”

      “Oh!” She smiled happily. Dom’s wife Molly had become Suze’s best friend since they’d met six months ago and anything that made Molly happy would make Suze happy.

      “You look beautiful tonight,” he said, wrapping one arm around her waist and drawing her closer to him.

      “You’ve told me that twice already,” she grinned, her blue eyes shining with amusement. “You know you don’t have to compliment me to get me into bed.”

      “I know.” He chuckled. He glanced down at her stomach, which still looked pretty flat in the black velvet dress she wore. “I just can’t believe how things have changed in the last few months.”

      “You’re happy, aren’t you?” she asked softly, winding her arms around his neck.

      “God, yes!” He kissed her again, deep and sexy, though far too brief for either of them to be satisfied.

      “Hey, you two, cut it out!” Molly came into the kitchen grinning at them, two empty platters in her hand. “How come you two get to make out while I’m stuck taking care of appetizers?”

      “Cause I like making out with my husband!” Suze giggled.

      Molly rolled her eyes and pointed to Suze’s stomach. “Hence that bun in your oven!”

      “Oh, look who’s talking!” Suze laughed, since Molly was also pregnant, due exactly seven days before Suze.

      “Yeah, but I’m still taking care of the food and you’re making out!”

      “Whatever!” Suze winked at Cody and joined Molly at the stove, refilling one of the large serving platters.

      “I’ve got those,” Cody said, watching them. “You two don’t need to carry anything, not even food!” He snatched the plates out of Suze’s hand and carried them back out to the party.

      “He’s acting really weird!” Suze whispered to Molly once he was gone. “All touchy-feely and romantic and stuff!”

      “You guys have only been a real couple for three months,” Molly reminded her. “This is still the honeymoon period, despite having a six-year-old and another baby on the way. Enjoy it!”

      “I am! I’m just not used to it.” Suze sighed happily. “I guess there’s a part of me that’s afraid he’s going to go back to womanizing Cody—the one who slept with everything that moved.”

      “He’s not,” Molly assured her, her green eyes somber as she looked at her. “That man adores you.”

      “I know.” Suze glanced up as Dom came in with the beer they’d both forgotten. “Just put those in the bucket on the patio, please!” she called.

      “Got it!” Dom lightly kissed his wife’s lips as he passed her and she grinned after him.

      “Our husbands are so stinkin’ hot,” she sighed, fanning herself.

      “Way hot,” Suze agreed.

      Both women giggled.
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