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“Are your eyes closed?” 

I wince, in the middle of setting a plate on our dining room table, totally unprepared for whatever it is my husband has up his sleeve. I've been married to J.D. Pritchard for over a year, but he still manages to surprise me. I never know what to expect when he flashes his trade-mark smirk and slinks away like a cartoon villain. “Yes?” 

“If you're lying, I'll bend you over that table and spank you until there’s a handprint on your ass.” A pause, then, “I've never thought about tattooing my hand on your ass. Let's pin that for later.” 

I press my lips together to keep from smiling. Pritch is – and will always be – ridiculous. I’ve gotten better at identifying if the words that come out of his mouth are the truth or shock value. Tattooing his hand on my butt is the latter—or at least I hope so. He would, however, definitely follow through with the spanking. Sex with Pritch is...well, not vanilla at all. It’s flirty and fun and downright wild. Which means that the spanking would one-hundred percent turn into sex on the table I've been decorating for Christmas dinner with our friends...who will be here very soon. 

Nope. Can’t do it. 

I step away from the table and squeeze my eyes closed. “They’re shut. I promise.” 

He makes a disgruntled noise. “Little bird, I dare you to disobey me. Please?” 

He sounds so pitiful that I almost give in. “My eyes are closed.” 

There’s a dramatic sigh before I hear his bare feet pad closer. And...bells? 

“What is that?” I ask, not daring to open my eyes.

He chuckles. “Beau and I went shopping during lunch the other day.”

The idea of Pritch and his best friend, Beau, going on a shopping trip is almost comical. It has taken me some time to get used to Beau’s stoic and standoffish nature. I think the moment I finally realized Beau wasn’t as intimidating as he looks, was at his wedding to Jessa last month. He cried as Jessa read her vows, then could barely make it through his own. The secret is out: Beau Gamble is a softie.

But would he willingly go shopping with my eccentric husband? Doubtful. Half the time when the two are together, I’m surprised Beau doesn’t murder him. Pritch is exceedingly good at finding a boundary, then needling at it.

“Okay, baby, here’s your surprise,” he says excitedly, followed by more jingles. The word surprise makes my heart thud a little. I have a surprise for him later, too, and I can’t help worrying he won’t be as thrilled about it as I am. “Open your eyes.” 

I do and...wow. 

He's wearing a black sweater with white snowflakes, little red donkeys and one large donkey, which has a kiss mark on its butt. Words read, “Merry Kissmyassmas.” 

My attention quickly falls from his sweater to his...well, lack of clothing elsewhere. His legs are bare, accentuating a large, glittery red bow covering Pritch’s penis. Or as he would call it—his best asset. 

I open my mouth to say something, but nothing comes out. 

“You’re speechless. You love it!” My husband turns to the side, pointing. “Look, it’s on a sock! I’m wearing a cock sock!” 

“Did you buy this with Beau?” I ask, not sure why that’s my question. But oh my gosh, poor Beau. 

“Internet, thank you very much. That site where I buy our fun toys from.” Thank God. “So, thoughts? Does this put you in the ho-ho-ho fucking spirit?” 

“You’re ruining the Christmas innocence,” I point out. 

He shrugs. “You know I like dirtying up my good girl.” 

“It’s very...you.” For some reason, like all things with Pritch, I find a tingle building between my legs. I shift, trying to give myself relief. Dear lord, what has this man done to me?

“Shit, now the sock doesn’t fit as well,” he says and my eyes flit to his face to find a heated gaze and a smirk. They lower again and I realize he’s grown hard. 

Okay, harder. 

A knock comes at the door and my cheeks feel like they’ve been set aflame. 

I rush toward him and give a little push. “Go put pants on!” 

He doesn’t budge. “You don’t want others to see me. How territorial, little bird.” 

“Pritch,” I plead. 

He cackles and turns away from me. “Okay, okay.” All I can do is stare at his sculpted bare butt. How did I get so lucky?

I wait until our bedroom door is closed before I approach the front door. When I open it, I’m thankful the first guests to arrive are Jessa and Beau. If Pritch makes another ostentatious appearance, at least they’re used to it. All Pritch’s friends are used to his brand of chaos, but Beau knows him the best because they used to live together.

Jessa is wearing a cute red sweater-dress paired with a Santa hat and necklace with holiday lightbulbs. Beau, on the other hand, is wearing a red shirt that says, “Ain’t no laws when you’re drinking with Claus.” 

He notices my gaze and says in his usual gruff tone, “Pritch made me buy it.” 

I laugh and give Jessa a hug. “I heard about your shopping trip.” 

“I’m assuming Pritch’s account was more joyous,” Jessa says. 

“Probably took artist liberties,” Beau grumbles. 

“And you probably compared the experience to a Saw movie,” Pritch says, joining us. He presses a kiss to my temple. I glance quickly at his legs, thankful to see pants. He catches me and smirks, “No need to worry, I only show you the goods now.” 

My cheeks burn even hotter as I avoid Jessa and Beau’s reactions. I could heat the oven and cook the Christmas ham with the heat from my cheeks.

“You’re embarrassing your wife,” Jessa points out. 

“Say that again. Remind me this gorgeous woman belongs to me,” Pritch says, deadly serious and reverent. My face cools. There are worse things than J.D. Pritchard being completely obsessed and in love with you. “Did you bring the booze?”

Beau glowers at him. “I’m not your personal bartender.”

Pritch only shrugs. 

“I’ve got all the ones you asked for in the car. Come help me.”

Beau owns a bar in town, which the group of guys we’re friends with frequent. Pritch used to spend a lot of his free time trying to numb his depression with alcohol. Since we’ve been married, he only drinks socially. He’s been tickled pink trying to find cocktails for him—probably Beau—to make. Smoking Bishop and Hot Gin Punch are two he chose specifically because of A Christmas Carol. 

“Oh my goodness, your tree is gorgeous!” Jessa squeals and moves closer to the nine-foot tree in our living room. 

“My dad bought it for us,” I tell her, thinking of when my dad told me he had bought it during the Christmas in July sale. He was so excited—Pritch jokingly said he seemed more thrilled about that than he did on the day of our wedding. Which we both know is impossible. Despite my dad being a preacher and Pritch’s abundance of tattoos, piercings, and foul words, they get along well. In a way, my dad fills the empty places where Pritch’s parents should be. “And I thrifted all of the ornaments.”

“Wow, they’re in such great condition.” She touches one of my favorite hand-painted ones. “And the lights? Are they old, too?”

“Just made to look that way,” I explain. “Pritch found them.”

“He’s so good to you,” she says, looking at me with a wide grin. “I’m so thankful he has you.”

“Me too, I don’t know how I got so lucky.”

The door opens again and Pritch walks in with an arm full of alcoholic bottles and nods to the other people following him. “Look who we found trespassing!” 

“You invited us,” Cain Hazelton grouses. Cain pretends to dislike Pritch, but he’s also the first one to show up to help Pritch with home renovations. He’s carrying a cake container in one hand, while his other arm is wrapped around his wife, Max, who happens to be eight months pregnant. I know they say pregnant women glow, but Max radiates in an angelic way. She’s dressed in a cute, green maternity dress to match the plaid shirt her husband is wearing. They both have on a pair of elf-ear headbands, although on Max it’s cute and on Cain it’s downright comical. 

Cain’s best friend, Connor—who also happens to be Jessa’s brother—follows in behind them with his wife, Erin, and daughter, Olivia. The little girl waves happily with her free hand, her other holding a basket of muffins. They’re all in matching gnome pajamas. 

“It smells amazing in here,” Erin says, sniffing the air. 

Olivia hands off the muffin basket and flings herself into Jessa’s arms. They laugh and spin around. 

“Pais has outdone herself,” Pritch tells our friends, having set down the liquor bottles. He wraps his arms around my waist and buries his nose in the crook of my neck. “Ham, potatoes, green beans, something with Jello in it, biscuits that Dolly Parton would clutch her pearls over...hope you all brought your sweatpants.”
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“If I eat another bite, I’ll be eighty-percent food and twenty-percent baby,” Max says with a laugh as Cain motions toward his plate of desserts. “Paisley, everything was so delicious.”

“Thank you,” I say with a blush. It’s high praise coming from Max, who owns the diner in town. 

“So, what is everyone’s plans for the holiday?” Pritch asks before stealing the final slice of cake. How does he eat so much, look so attractive, and not work out? Sometimes, I think he must be inhuman.

Cain and Max share a look; Max’s eyebrows are raised, and Cain looks exceptionally grumpy. He’s the one who answers first, surprisingly. “So close to the baby being due, we’ve asked family to come to us.”

“He’s afraid I’ll go into labor,” Max explains with a small laugh. “There are hospitals everywhere, you know?”

“Yeah, but we’re prepared here,” Cain explains, looking genuinely nervous. 

Max lays her hand over his. “No matter what, our baby boy will be born happy and healthy, with the best daddy.”

Cain grins. 

“Have you settled on a name yet? Since Pritchard was shot down,” Pritch asks pulling a glum face. 

“I’m not naming my kid after you,” Cain growls. He brings Max’s hand to his lips before saying, “Ethan Rex Hazelton, but we’ll call him Rex.”

Erin makes a small noise, and we all look at her. There are tears in her eyes. “I already knew, but every time I hear it...” she trails off. I’m always unbelievably in awe of the ways Max honors her late-fiancé, Ethan, and Cain’s unyielding support. Ethan was Erin’s little brother. Erin manages to pull herself together, then continues, “We’re spending Christmas Eve with Jessa and Beau, then we’re heading to my parent’s house. Ellie and Danny are coming into town, so it’ll be a full house. What about you two?”

“Well, we’ve got custody of Jessa and Beau for Christmas Day. Paisley’s dad is joining us for dinner, too,” Pritch answers and I can’t help but smile. Even if they don’t act like it, he and Beau are practically brothers. When Jessa initially mentioned their plans with Erin’s family, I could tell Pritch was disappointed; he didn’t want to spend Christmas without Beau. It was Beau who piped up and said they didn’t have any plans for Christmas Day. I think he wanted to spend the holiday with Pritch—his found family. 

“This is my practice run,” I tell them. 

“Can’t wait for the real thing,” Beau says almost as happily as he sounds when talking about or to Jessa. I guess food is the way to his heart.

“And what is little miss Olivia getting for Christmas?” I ask. 

Connor sighs. “Everything.”

“Oh, you’re the problem, you know. Spoiling her,” Erin warns, kisses her husband’s cheek.

“Dollhouse!” Olivia answers cheerfully, then frowns. “I asked for a brother or sister, but Mommy said that’s up to her and Daddy, not Santa.”

We all laugh and, surrounded by people I never expected to meet or love like family, in a life I didn’t expect for myself, I feel thankful. Joyful. The coma I was in might have stalled my life, but it led me here. To these people. 
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Pritch cages me in against the counter, his lips brushes below my ear, as he murmurs, “Dishes can wait, little bird. I can’t.”

Suddenly, the air leaves my lungs, and my hands start to shake. It’s now or never. I thought about waiting until Christmas to make the moment special, but I can’t wait another few weeks. Not with the way my stomach turns every time I smell, see, or think about chicken. “I have something to give you first.”

“Better than my—hey, what’s wrong?” With his hands on my hips, he spins me around and searches my eyes. “Talk to me? Do you feel okay?”

“Yeah, it’s just...you’ll see.”

I move away from him and walk toward our Christmas tree on unsteady legs. When I find the present I’m looking for, I close my eyes tight and hope he’ll be happy. I turn around and instantly some of my anxiety fades when I find him practically glued to my back, anxiety furrowing his handsome features. 

I hold the little box out to him and bite my lip. He takes it curiously—almost reverently—and slowly unties the sparkling red bow I spent at least a half-hour perfecting. “Did you do this?” he asks. When I nod, he shakes his head. “I feel bad undoing it.” He slips the ribbon into his pocket, then takes off the lid of the box. As soon as he does, he goes completely still. 

“Is this...”

I can’t help but grin, my words failing me. Tears instantly fill my eyes. I desperately want him to be happy. I want him to be excited. 

The decision to stop my birth control a few months ago wasn’t a huge conversation, or even a huge moment. It was after we’d spent the day with Jessa and Beau while they watched Olivia. He just said, “Let’s start a family.”

I know how hard it was for him to say that and how hard it will be for him to wrap his mind around being a dad. Pritch has overcome so many obstacles when it comes to parents—first following his dad’s suicide, then his mom’s selfishness. It caused him to worry about his capacity to be a good dad. And I know, more than anything, he’s worried about passing down his depression. 

He lifts out the ultrasound photo and holds it close to his face. His thumb traces over it gently, but his expression is emotionless. 

“I'm a little over six weeks along,” I tell him in a slow, nervous voice. When he only continues to stare at the ultrasound, I ask, “Are you happy?”

He swallows and looks at me. “Am I happy?” The words seem foreign to him, like he doesn’t know what I’ve asked. Then he releases a curse and says, “Yeah, I’m happy.” The emotion still seems disconnected from him, but then his eyes turn glassy and single tear trails down his cheek. “I’m ecstatic.”

I can’t help myself—I throw my body against his. His arms go around me, the box falling to the floor. “We’re going to be parents,” I manage through my own tears. 

He buries his face in my hair. “I love you, Pais. More than anything. And this baby...damn it, I’m at a loss for words for once.”

I pull away from him and cover his cheeks with my hands, waiting for him to find the words.

“You’re everything I never thought possible for myself,” he finally manages. He looks away from my face for a split second, at the ultrasound photo. “I didn’t dream of a life for myself before you. I didn’t think I had anything to look forward to. But when I earned your love, I knew I was wrong. I started dreaming of this. Of a life with you—of a family with you." He pulls away and wipes at my tears. “I’m fucking terrified, though. That’s okay, right?”

I laugh. “Yes, I am, too.”

“But we’ve got this. We’re going to be the best damn parents. This kid is going to be the luckiest little motherfu—when should I start censoring myself?”

“I think we’re fine for now.”

He lifts me up with an blissful smile. “Good because daddy has some dirty things to say to mommy.” 

He stops halfway to our bedroom and drops me back to my feet. His kisses me deeply to the point that when he pulls away, we both gasp for breath. “This is the best Christmas already, little bird, and the best present I’ve ever received.” 
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Don’t Miss the Rest of the LOVE IN MOTION series.


​MOVING FORWARD
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He’s her anchor. She’s his life preserver.

Maxine Dawson is pretending. She’s pretending to be excited for her best friend’s impending wedding, pretending her plans don’t involve moving back in with her parents, pretending she can move on from her past. Mostly, she’s been pretending that she’s been okay since her fiancé, Ethan, died. 

Cain Hazelton is many things, but he is not pretending. Everyone knows about his short fuse, his preference for seclusion, that he only lets himself care about one person - his Grams. 

When Max and Cain’s worlds collide, they gravitate toward each other for different reasons. For Max, Cain shuts down her constant flood of emotions and for Cain, Max makes him feel his emotions for the first time in his life. But before they can find their happiness they must overcome their pasts, their fears, and take a chance on love.

Liz Ashlee’s stories are emotional reads about real world problems. Fans of An Optimist’s Guide to Heartbreak/A Pessimist’s Guide to Heartbreak by Jennifer Hartmann and Ten Tiny Breaths by K.A. Tucker will love her romance about grief and finding the one who makes you want to live again. 

Excerpt:

“Do you think the stars get lonely?” I ask in a whisper. 

I expect him to ask if I’d had something to drink tonight. I’m already internally yelling at myself for saying that out loud. But he tilts his head
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