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        This book is dedicated to those

        who have chosen to face

        life together.

        No matter how tough

        it gets:

        Choose love first.
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      Jack Lode never thought he could listen to a five-year-old child singing “Jingle Bells” for the twentieth time and still smile. Even though his son, Dalton, sang the tune off-key, it put him more in the Christmas spirit than he remembered feeling in years. Kayson—his girlfriend and the mother of his son—and he had been running nonstop for months now, but they’d promised each other this last week before Christmas was going to be solely for their new little family.

      Dalton paused from singing. “Are we meeting Grandma and Aunt Margo?”

      Kayson twisted in the seat to meet Dalton’s gaze. “You know we are.”

      His feet swayed back and forth. “I’m excited.”

      “I know.” She turned to Jack. “The traffic is insane!”

      This was Kayson’s first holiday season in Caseville, and she’d grown used to the quiet of the small town—especially since the summer tourists had retreated to the cities. Christmas had brought all their friends and neighbors to town to shop, see the lights, and enjoy the holiday events. The streets were nearly as crowded as they were during the annual summer festival. “It’s the last chance to see Santa before Christmas without running to the city.”

      Kayson pointed ahead toward the left side of the road. “I think I might see a parking spot up there by the park.”

      Jack acknowledged her with a slight nod. “I talked to Nate. He said we can park behind the diner.”

      “Wonderful.”

      Jack parked the SUV and got out. He opened the back door to help Dalton down.

      “I can do it.” The child protested and jumped down into the light fluffy snow. It had been falling all morning and was beginning to drift into mounds. “I like your new car, Dad!”

      “Our SUV,” Jack corrected, lightly touching Dalton’s nose.

      “You don’t yell at it like you did the Camry.”

      “It’s a little cooler than the car was.” Jack picked his son’s hat up from where he’d dropped it on the seat and handed it to him. “Put this on.”

      “You’re not wearing a hat!”

      “And I’m probably going to get cold. We’re going to be in line for a while. Please put your hat and gloves on.”

      Kayson held up her phone. “Margo just sent me a text. She and your mom are waiting for us down at the corner.” She reached out for Dalton’s hand. “Let’s go see Santa.”

      The child grabbed both his mom’s and dad’s hands, and dragged his feet through the white powder, kicking it up as they walked. As they rounded the corner from the alley to the street, he began singing “Jingle Bells” again.

      “You know they are not going to let it drop,” Kayson warned as she waved at the women at the corner.

      “I know. We hold our ground. Right? We are giving everyone lots of time this week. All we are asking for is three hours on Christmas morning to be alone as a family.”

      “It’s not too much.”

      “Not at all.”

      Kayson paused and looked to Jack for support. “Then why do I feel guilty?”

      “Because we know they love Dalton.”

      “And us.”

      “And us,” he repeated. “We have to hold firm. I really want this.”

      “I know. Me too.”

      Dalton must have spotted his grandma and his aunt because he tugged his hands free and sped up his pace.

      Kayson reached out and started to call his name. Jack looped his arm through hers. “It’s fine. He’s excited.”

      When they neared, Jack’s mom leaned in and hugged him, kissing his cheek, then did the same to Kayson.

      “It’s good to see you, Lydia,” Kayson said.

      Jack’s mom then gave all her attention to Dalton and took his hand. “Come on, let’s go see Santa.”

      The two walked a few paces ahead, and Margo slipped in between Kayson and Jack.

      “Are you ready for Christmas Eve?” Kayson asked. “Is there anything else I can do to help?”

      “You’re bringing enough already.”

      “I don’t want to dump it all on you.”

      Jack could feel his sister’s gaze on him. He glanced sideways, confirming the fact. “You’re going to see Dalton on both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.”

      “My fiancé and I want to watch him open his presents. Mom does too.”

      “Give me a break. You know what this means to Kayson and me.”

      “It’s his first Christmas with all of us.”

      Jack stopped and faced his sister. Looking over her shoulder at Kayson he motioned for her to join Dalton and his mom. “We’ll be right there.” He then met Margo’s pouty stare. “I get it. I know you and Mom are both excited about the holidays too. I understand it’s a very different holiday without Dad.”

      “It’s lighter, happier, and I want to celebrate.”

      He wondered how many other families celebrated the fact their father-slash-ex-husband was in prison. Jack’s family had endured a lifetime of abuse from their father. Back in June, it had all come to a head when Johnathon Lode had shattered Margo’s jaw. In the days following, several women Johnathon worked with filed charges against him. Eventually, he’d agreed to a plea deal resulting in a four-year prison sentence.

      “I’m not asking for too much to reserve a few hours for just the three of us. It’s my first Christmas with my son.”

      “Mom’s going to be all alone.”

      “Until we come over at noon! Please, Margo. Cut me some slack here.”

      She patted his shoulder. “Okay. Okay.”

      “Come on.” They continued up the street, weaving between the clusters of families and friends out on the last Saturday before Christmas.

      Everyone was caught up in the season, They were shopping, and meeting Santa. Jack remembered a year ago. He’d avoided the downtown area during the holidays. The happy faces and holiday cheer left him feeling miserable knowing somewhere in Atlanta his son was enjoying the season without him.

      Catching up with his family at the end of the line, his soul wanted to join Dalton in another round of “Jingle Bells” to celebrate having his son and his soulmate with him now.

      “We forgot something, Dad. Carrots for the reindeer. Remember, Aunt Margo? In school, when we read The Night Before Christmas, you told us Santa’s reindeer like carrots. Just like bunnies and horses like carrots.”

      “We’ll get some.” Jack tried to diffuse his son’s panic. Over the past few months, he’d learned some skills to navigate Dalton’s autism spectrum disorder. “We have time.”

      “And we have to bake cookies for Santa. We should have brought him cookies today.”

      Jack could see all the ideas and thoughts in Dalton’s head were beginning to manifest into big emotions he struggled to rein in. Jack squatted down to eye level and gently touched under the child’s chin. “It’s okay. Santa’s very busy today and doesn’t have time to snack on cookies. Also, I heard he’s going to get dinner at the Front Porch when he’s done talking to all the kids because he loves their pecan pie.”

      “But what about Christmas? We have to have cookies for him then.”

      “We will.”

      Margo caught the child’s attention. “We can bake some when you’re at my house tomorrow. Do you think Santa would like my peanut butter cookies?”

      “Oh boy! I bet he would. They’re the best!” Dalton exclaimed. “Can we make some for me too?”

      “Sure.”

      With a plan in place, Dalton settled down. Over the next forty-five minutes, they greeted friends who passed by. Some were joining the line; others were finishing up some shopping or attending the other festivities in the square. Some of Dalton’s classmates stopped to talk to the child. It lifted Jack’s heart to see his son had adapted to school and was making friends.

      Kayson seemed lighter as well, seemingly enjoying the family outing. All the while she tapped on the screen of her phone. As they neared the front of the line Jack pointed to the device. “What are you doing?”

      “My lists.”

      Ahh. The infamous Kayson lists. He was sure it was the only thing keeping their lives running smoothly. She used the notes app on her phone to keep track of grocery shopping, meal planning, their to-do lists, etc. Combined with her calendar app, she had control of their chaos. “After lunch, we have to head home. My exam is at three.” It was mandatory he pass this final test with a score above eighty to continue to the next semester of his paramedic training.

      “I know. And then you are free to tackle all my little honey-dos.”

      He kissed her briefly. “I look forward to it.”

      “You say that now, but…”

      Jack whispered low in her ear. “Is that Eli playing Santa?” Eli Briggs was Kayson’s boss. She and Jack were grateful to the man for giving her the  job in his new garage and the time to get her mechanic’s certificate.

      Kayson nodded. “Look, Lori is dressed up like an elf.”

      Dalton’s eyes grew wide. “Does Lori work for Santa?”

      “We’ll have to ask her.” Jack guided his son up the steps to the platform. Jack had known Lori since she was a toddler, having babysat for her when he was a teen and her father Nate—now one of his best friends—was trying to adapt to single parenthood.

      “Lovely Lori! Lady Lori!” Dalton tugged on the skirt of the elf costume to get the teen’s attention. Dalton played the game Jack had started with Lori back when he used to babysit for her when she was just a child. Now a teenager, the game continued with all the kids at Sunnydale Farms—a therapeutic riding facility for people with physical and developmental disabilities.

      “I didn’t know you’re one of Santa’s elves.”

      The girl bent down and offered the child one of the candy canes out of her pouch. “Dashing Dalton! Santa hired me for the busy season. Just for his appearances here in town.”

      “Wow! You are so cool!”

      Jack hugged the teen close. She offered him one of the candy canes as well. Happily accepting, he peeled the wrapper away from the end and stuck it in his mouth. “Aren’t these supposed to be for the kids?”

      “And what do you think you are?” She gave him a wink, telling him she was teasing him in the same way they always did.

      Lori waved her hand to get Dalton’s attention. “Go on. It’s your turn.”

      Kayson, Margo, and Lydia stepped up and began taking pictures with their cell phones. Jack decided to stay in the moment, knowing his girlfriend would share her dozens of snaps.

      “Are you guys coming to the party at the diner on Monday night?” Lori asked.

      Jack nodded. “We wouldn’t miss it.”

      The man playing Santa was well aware of Dalton’s autism spectrum disorder—including his issues with being held or touched too much. He eased forward in the chair to talk to the child. “Hey there, Dalton. I was hoping you’d come by today!”

      Dalton wiggled as his excitement couldn’t be contained. “You did?”

      “Of course. I need to know what to bring you for Christmas.”

      “I want our new house to be finished so my mommy can get her dog.” He frowned and shook his head. “But Daddy says we have to wait until summer to move into the house. A baby sister would be good.”

      Santa worked to contain a laugh. “My elves can’t make baby sisters.”

      “Okay. Then how about a baseball glove. Dad says I get to start T-ball in the spring. I think I’m going to need a glove.”

      He gave the boy a curt nod. “I think I can handle one of those.”

      “Good. Thank you, Santa!”

      As Dalton walked toward the steps on the opposite side of the platform, Kayson leaned in and hugged her boss’s neck. “Thank you, Santa.”

      Jack shook the other man’s hand as he passed. At the bottom of the steps again, Lydia reached for Dalton’s hand. “Are we going to the diner to get some lunch?”

      The child’s gaze drifted to his mom. “Are we?”

      She gave a quick nod. “You betcha. But we need to keep an eye on the clock. We need to be home for your dad to log in and take his big test.”

      “I can eat fast!”

      Jack knew Kayson had given the warning more for his mom and sister than for their son. “No one has to eat fast. We have plenty of time. Let’s go.”
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      As soon as the house they were renting came into view, Kayson’s heart began to sink. It wasn’t just any white car in their driveway. It was her parents’ white Durango, confirmed by the Georgia license plates.

      “When we talked to them last week, your father said he didn’t have any more vacation days. Right?” Jack’s voice was low and flat, but Kayson could feel the mounting frustration. She knew it wasn’t because he disliked her parents. In fact, Jack adored them and was tolerant of their idiosyncrasies. But he was tired. And so was she.

      She gave Jack her focus. “Word for word.”

      “Then why?”

      “I don’t know any more than you do.” Kayson started to gather her purse and the shopping bags she’d set at her feet. As the SUV rolled to a stop next to Troy’s car, Dalton caught sight of it for the first time. “Poppy and Grammy are here!”

      Kayson tried to match her son’s level of excitement. “It’s a wonderful surprise. Isn’t it? Let’s go say hi!”

      Dalton pushed open the door, hopped down out of the SUV and ran through the fluffy snow now accumulating on the drive and walk.

      “Just terrific.” Jack grumbled, not making any effort to move from behind the driver’s seat.

      Kayson crossed her arms and shot her boyfriend a death glare. “You’re the one who keeps telling them ‘Come visit anytime you want’ and ‘We’d love to have you.’”

      Jack exhaled. “Yeah. I know. But there is no way we will get our little pocket of time now.”

      “I’ll talk to them. Okay? Maybe they can spend the night on Christmas Eve at my aunt’s house.”

      Jack met her gaze. Kayson saw a bit of hope residing there. “Let’s go in and greet them, and then you need to take your exam.”

      He threw his hands in the air. “I guess I’ll have to go up in our bedroom to have the quiet and privacy I need.”

      “Is it okay?”

      “It’s fine. Let’s go. I can make some coffee before I have to log in.”

      As soon as they walked in the door, Shirly’s attention moved from Dalton to Kayson. She nearly shrieked as she closed the distance and threw her arms around her daughter’s neck.

      “Mom, this is such a surprise. After we talked last week, we thought you weren’t going to be able to make it.”

      “Your father fixed everything.”

      Troy stood up extending his hand to Jack. “I don’t know how I’d live with this woman if she didn’t get to see Kays and Dalton on Christmas.”

      “We’re so happy you could be here.” Jack took Troy’s hand.

      Looking at him, Kayson didn’t think he was telling a kind untruth. She knew his frustration in the car was over their desire for some downtime this week and not for her parents’ presence.

      When Shirly moved from Kayson to Jack, enveloping him in her embrace, Kayson could see his body relax as he returned the squeeze. “You look fantastic!”

      “I’m looking forward to a little time off. I only have one more shift before Christmas,” Jack said.

      “Oh, how lovely!” Shirly answered. “Then we’ll have plenty of time together.”

      Jack looked to Kayson. In those reflective pools she saw his plea to talk to her mother.

      Kayson stepped in. “Jack needs to take an exam.” Her gaze fell to her watch. “Very soon. I’m going to make him some coffee so he can get settled in the bedroom. We’ll have to keep things toned down out here. Maybe you can help me figure out what we’re going to do for dinner.”

      “I already made a full pot of coffee. We haven’t even poured a drop yet. Let’s get you some.” Shirly threw an arm around Jack’s shoulder guiding him toward the kitchen.
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