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"Have a good holiday," I smiled as the lady left the store.

I hated the holiday season; the stores were always filled with horrible people. What made the holidays bring out the worse in people? It was supposed to be the merriest part of the year, but everyone was in a mood.

"That was the last," Mark came up front as we were ready to close the store.

"It's the holiday, shouldn't you be closing later!" someone screamed from outside.

We were already closing an hour later than usual, and still, people wanted us to close later. I closed the tills and went into my sanctuary, the cash office.

It was quiet in here, no customers, managers, or other people to bother me.

"Hey," Mark opened the door and came in, disturbing my silence.

"No," I shook my head.

"You don't even know what I was going to ask," Mark, the store manager, looked at me.

"You are asking anyone if they want to volunteer for secret Santa," I stared at him. "I haven't even done all the shopping for my own family."

"Right," Mark nodded. "Sorry, but I had to ask."

"It's fine," I shrugged.

My bonus went straight into the house, the dryer went out, and I had to take all the clothes to the laundromat or get a new one. I decided to get a new one since the washer was working fine. Then, there was a leak in the upstairs bathtub, so I had to get that fixed or have a disaster on my hands.

Alex's paycheck went to other bills, and we were just barely squeezing by on other things. I hoped that the extra hours Alex and I were putting in would give us enough money to get the kids some of the presents on their lists.

I didn't know what I did to deserve such patient and knowledgeable kids, but they all knew that we were trying our best to get them what they wanted, so they had cut down on their lists from last year.

I knew it was my oldest, Ryan, who was talking to the other two and letting them know we were trying our hardest. He was a godsend from the day he was born. Ryan was such an easy baby, hardly cried, and was very easy to take care of, and he helped with the others.

I didn't know what I was going to do when he left for college. Alex, my husband, had cheated on me, and as much as I wanted to kick him out of the house, I couldn't afford to do it.

'I got another late night, one of the guys called out,' Alex texted me.

"Great!" I sighed.

On the plus side, it was extra money; on the downside, it meant that I had to try and get across town in less than an hour to pick up my youngest. If I was late, there was a fine, and I couldn't afford to pay anything extra.

As if he knew what I was going to ask, Mark looked at me. "Go, I can close up," he grinned.

"Thank you!" I exclaimed.

I rushed out into the parking lot and got in my car. I usually didn't use my GPS, but with the holiday traffic, I was hoping there was a back road that I could take to get to the school in time to pick her up.

We were already paying for the after-school program, which was a lot more than we wanted to pay. Add a late penalty to that, and it was way too much.

'Are you going to be late?' Ashley texted me.

I wanted to say no, but no route brought me to the school before the six o'clock deadline.

'Yeah, sorry,' I replied.

'It's okay, Michael's father said he can bring me home, if that's okay?'

'Absolutely!' I responded.

I quickly called Darryl.

"Hey, Amanda," Darryl picked up.

"I owe you!" I sighed as I got on the highway. It was a parking lot. There was no movement at all; the back roads were worse.

"It's okay," Darryl said. "Get home safely."

I was glad I had the right mind to put my neighbor Darryl and his wife Alicia on the pick-up list. At least I wouldn't have to pay a fine.

'Order dinner,' I texted Ryan. 'Order the usual, Alex is doing a double and I am stuck in traffic!'

'No need, I made dinner,' Ryan sent a picture of mac and cheese with chicken nuggets and broccoli.

'You're the best!' I smiled.

'I know!' Ryan replied with him in the picture with a smile.

I certainly was dreading the coming event of Ryan leaving for college. Since Alex's betrayal, Ryan had stepped up and taken a lot of the stress off me.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

[image: ]


I laughed as I sat at the table and the kids were telling me their stories for the day. It was always a weight off my shoulders seeing them laughing and joking with each other. Ashley was my youngest, but she was also the clown of the family, always making me laugh and smile. Bernie was the middle child and sometimes the hardest to please. He wasn't taking things well, and I was trying to be there for him.

We heard the car door close, and instantly everyone fell silent. This was the part I hated. I had tried to be a good mom and hide my feelings of betrayal and hurt, but it had leaked out. I couldn't look Alex in the face anymore.

The door opened, and Alex stepped inside. He felt the tension immediately as we all looked at him.
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