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    Princess was more than a pet; she was a precious soul who I had the honor of loving for ten years, from her very first breath to her last. The weeks leading up to her passing were shattering, and in the three years since, I have searched for a way to honor the incredible life she lived and the unconditional love she shared. This three-part book series is my tribute—a tale of profound love, heartbreaking loss, and the incredible truth that a love that real never truly ends.

      

    


​Book Three: The Christmas Light
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​Chapter One
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Two years. Sometimes Lee felt them in his bones, a settled comfort like a house finally settling on its foundation. Other times, they felt like a breath, a blink, a single, happy exhale after a lifetime of holding his breath. The key he had given Kate on that first, magical Christmas had long since been joined by a simple gold band on her finger, and the house on Chestnut Street had finally learned to breathe with them. The quiet, lonely spaces that once held the echoes of grief were now filled with the small, sacred sounds of a shared life: the first hiss and bubble of the coffee pot in the morning, the jingle of dog collars, the murmur of conversation that needed no reply, and the easy, frequent sound of laughter.

The first snow of the season arrived a week before Thanksgiving, a gentle, premature dusting that caught the last of the autumn leaves. It sent a thrill of festive anticipation through Kate, and Lee, to his own surprise, felt it too. The holidays were no longer a date on the calendar to be endured, but a landscape he looked forward to exploring with her, a new country where they were drawing the maps together.

He stood at the kitchen window, the warmth of his coffee mug seeping into his hands, and watched Kate try to tie a small, festive red bow onto Joy’s collar. Joy, a lanky three-year-old who had traded most of her puppy chaos for a more refined goofiness, sat with a lolling tongue, her head cocked in mild tolerance.

“There,” Kate said, patting the dog’s head. “Now you’re festive.”

Joy immediately shook her entire body in a flurry of fur, sending the perfect bow askew over one eye. It gave her a rakish, piratical look that made Kate laugh out loud. From his orthopedic bed by the fireplace, Buddy lifted his head. Now a venerable old gentleman with a distinguished grey muzzle and the wise, soulful eyes of a philosopher, he issued a single, soft snort of judgment before laying his head back down. He had seen many Christmases, and he was above such frivolity.

Lee smiled, a deep, easy expression that had become the default setting for his face. He walked over to Kate, wrapping his arms around her from behind, and rested his hands on the impossible, gentle curve of her stomach. Their daughter. The thought was still a daily miracle.

“I think you’re scaring the baby with all this pre-December holiday cheer,” he murmured into her hair.

“Nonsense,” she replied, leaning back against him, a perfect fit. “She’s loving it. I felt her kick when you put the Christmas record on this morning. She’s got good taste.”

The guest room upstairs had been transformed into a nursery, painted a soft, sunny yellow that seemed to hold a permanent pocket of morning light. A tiny, ridiculously soft-looking fleece onesie with bear ears on the hood lay folded on the changing table, a tangible promise of the chaos and joy to come.

Lee’s heart was so full these days, he sometimes felt it might burst. This woman had seen him at his most broken, and she had not tried to fix him. She had simply loved him, patiently and completely, until he had learned to fix himself.

His gaze drifted past her, out the window to the house next door. He saw Mary Gable’s front door open and watched as she made her way down the three steps to retrieve her morning paper. The simple act seemed to take an immense effort, each step a carefully negotiated treaty with gravity. He felt a familiar, gentle pang of concern. Mary, the woman who had been the catalyst for his entire new life, was growing frail. The spark in her eyes was as bright as ever, but the vessel that held it was growing tired.

She was the undisputed, adopted grandmother of their growing family. The thought of her not being there to hold the baby, to see the continuation of a story she had helped to write, was a small, quiet fear that Lee kept tucked away in a corner of his heart.

Kate must have followed his gaze, sensing the shift in his mood. “We should bring her over some of that cinnamon roll loaf later,” she said softly. “I bet she’d love a warm slice with her tea.”

“We will,” Lee promised. He gave her a gentle squeeze, pulling his thoughts back from the quiet fears of the future to the tangible, beautiful warmth of his own kitchen. The future was unknown, but the present was perfect. He focused on the gentle weight of his hands on Kate’s stomach, on the miracle of the new life they had created, a new light preparing to enter their world.
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Later that morning, after the breakfast dishes were cleared and a comfortable quiet had settled over the house, Kate carefully wrapped the still-warm cinnamon roll loaf in a clean, checkered tea towel. The scent of cinnamon and baked bread was a simple, perfect thing, a hug made of flour and sugar. Lee held the back door open for her, and they walked across the frosted lawn that separated their two homes, their boots leaving dark, clean prints in the stiff, frozen grass.

Mary’s door opened before they even had a chance to knock, a small puff of warm, lavender-scented air escaping into the cold.

"I smelled that all the way from my kitchen," she declared, her voice as bright as ever, though Lee noticed she was leaning a little more heavily than usual on the doorframe. "You two are trying to spoil an old woman."

"It's our primary mission in life," Kate said, smiling as she stepped inside and handed Mary the loaf.

The inside of Mary's house was a time capsule of warmth. Every surface held a memory: framed photos of her late husband, Henry, her son, David, and her grandchildren, Chloe and Leo, their school pictures marking the steady, relentless passage of time. A collection of small, whimsical ceramic birds—her one collecting passion—lined the windowsill, their painted eyes seeming to watch the world with a cheerful, unblinking curiosity.

Mary shuffled to the kitchen, her movements slow and deliberate, and immediately began fussing over them, insisting on making a fresh pot of tea. They sat at her small, cozy kitchen table, the same table where Lee had once received a life-altering plate of gingerbread cookies, the memory of it still as clear and sharp as the winter light slanting through the window.

"Now," Mary began, after she had settled into her chair with a soft sigh, "tell me everything. How is my grandbaby doing today? Is she behaving herself, or is she practicing her soccer kicks again?"

Kate laughed, a warm, easy sound, and placed a hand on her stomach. "She's been quiet this morning. I think she's resting up for a big performance this afternoon."

Mary’s eyes, still as sharp and clear as they had ever been, shone with a profound, unadulterated joy. "Oh, I can't wait to hold that little one. I have Henry's old rocking chair all polished up and waiting. He rocked David to sleep in that chair a thousand times." She paused, a wistful, far-away look in her eyes. "He would have been so thrilled about this baby. He would have started carving her a rocking horse before the paint in the nursery was even dry."

She spoke of her late husband with such easy, present love that it never felt sad. It felt as if he were simply in the next room, a constant, loving presence in her life. But as she spoke, she had to pause to catch her breath, a small, wheezing sound that she tried to cover with a cough.

"Are you alright, Mary?" Lee asked, the gentle pang of concern he always felt for her sharpening into a more immediate worry.

"Oh, heavens, yes," she waved a dismissive hand, though her smile didn't quite reach her eyes. "Just a bit of a chill from the open door. This old engine doesn't warm up as fast as it used to." She took a sip of her tea and deftly changed the subject, asking them about their plans for a Christmas tree. But Lee and Kate exchanged a quick, worried glance over the rims of their teacups. The engine, as she put it, was definitely slowing down.
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