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“I’ve ruined Christmas again this year, Mom.” Leigha’s gaze rested on the tree she’d hastily put up the night before. December twenty-first was a late start to holiday decorating, if one could even call the scrawny tree adorned with only a few strands of lights decorating. It bore little resemblance to the magnificent spruce tree her family put up and decorated every year. As much as she missed her mother, Leigha was almost glad she wasn’t there in person to see the sharp contrast. 

Tears blurred her vision, dimming the blue lights adorning her scraggly little Charlie Brown tree. “I’m sorry. I know I promised I’d be home for Christmas this year. But I just couldn’t make it work out.” Her throat closed around the excuses that she’d prepared. Even unspoken, they sounded lame. She couldn’t force herself to speak them aloud.

A moment of silence stretched across the few hundred miles that separated mother and daughter. It was a sad silence, but not an unfamiliar one. Despite her mother’s valiant efforts to make the holidays happy, Leigha felt only a piercing sense of loss. The thought of facing it all was more than she could handle.

“A promise is a promise, Leigha.” Her mother’s words were resolute. Her tone wasn’t unkind, but it held a new determination. Where was the resignation that usually signaled a surrender? After all, this wasn’t an unfamiliar battle. It had been four years since she joined her family to celebrate Christmas.

“Mom, I tried to book a flight--” 

“Not early enough, clearly,” her mother interrupted Leigha’s admittedly weak excuse. Her mother’s voice held no censure, but her disappointment was palpable. “You can always drive, honey. If you leave within the next few hours--”

Taking a page from her mother’s playbook, Leigha cut in, “I told you, Mom, my car is in the shop. That’s the truth.” 

Her mother made a dismissive tsk-tsk sound. “I know it is. You’ve never been dishonest, sweetheart.”

Leigha cringed inwardly at her mother’s unshakable faith in her. It was true her car was at the mechanic, but only for a routine oil change and tire rotation. Which meant she was skating perilously close to the line that separated truth and lies. 

“Maybe renting a car and driving up here will work out for the best,” her mother continued. “The trip will be so much easier on Jingle. You know how much he dislikes flying.”

Leigha glanced down at her White West Highland Terrier who lay snuggled up beside her on the sofa. Her lips lifted in an affectionate smile. Jingle was Leigha’s everything. Her best friend. Her roommate. The keeper of her secrets. Her Christmas companion for the last four years. 

But clearly, he wasn’t going to be her excuse. Not this year. 

“Have you made reservations for him to be boarded?” her mother asked.

Leigha stroked Jingle’s head. “No.”

“Good.” Her mother sounded pleased. “Then you won’t have to waste time canceling his reservation. Now, what I want you to do is start packing. Bring warm clothes, nothing fancy. We all keep Christmas casual and cozy. I bought you a set of pajamas to match all of ours, and they’re waiting for you under your pillow.”

Nostalgia swept over Leigha. “Thanks, Mom. Do you still set the table with Grandma Ruth’s Christmas dishes?”

“Of course, her crystal too. It’s Michael’s job to polish it to perfection the night of the twenty-third. Maybe you’ll make it in time to help him this year. He’d love that.”

And so would I. And that was the truth. It wasn’t that Leigha didn’t want to be home for the holidays. She longed to be surrounded by her family, wrapped in the comforting blanket of family traditions. But how could she summon the strength to walk into the house when her father wasn’t going to be there? 

“We’ve all had to do it, Leigha,” her mother said, as if she could read her youngest child’s unspoken thoughts. “If I can live in this house without your father, if I can walk through these rooms every day, most importantly, if I can find peace here, you can too. You just have to come home.”

Leigha brushed away the tears that had slipped down her cheeks with the back of her hand. She wanted to go. She wanted to be brave. Jingle put a paw on her thigh, his dark gaze locking with hers. She smiled at him through her tears. 

“Baby girl, we both know you need to do this. It’s time. It’s what your dad would have wanted. It’s what your brothers and their families want too, and you know how I feel. I want my whole family together. Most important of all, I believe it’s what you want too.” 

Leigha nodded even though her mother couldn’t see her. 

“I’m going to handle everything,” her mother continued. “You just pack what you and Jingle need. Can you be ready in…let’s say…three hours?”

“Mom, you’re not going to be able to find a rental car. Not this late.”

“Who said anything about a rental?” Her mother’s voice sounded almost sassy.

Leigha giggled through her tears. “What are you going to do? Send Santa’s sleigh for me?”

“The next best thing. You focus on getting ready and leave the details to me.”

“You’re not going to hire a car service, are you?” Leigha winced. “That would be outrageously expensive.”

“O, ye of little faith, child.” Her mother’s patient sigh was audible. “All you need to do is promise me that you’ll start packing as soon as we hang up.”

Leigha’s gaze swept her spacious loft. It felt cold. Lonely. Not someplace she wanted to spend another solitary Christmas. “Okay, I’ll pack and then what do I do?”

“Wait for the doorbell to ring.”

“But--”

“I’m going to hang up now, sweetie. And I’m not going to answer if you call back, so don’t bother,” her mother told her in a take-charge tone of voice Leigha well remembered from her childhood. “I need to start baking and you need to start packing. I’ll see you soon. Love you oodles!” She ended the call before her daughter could respond. 

Leigha tossed her phone aside and swept Jingle up into an embrace. Her emotions were a seesaw of hope and dread. Exactly how her mother was going to pull this off, she had no idea. But she’d agreed, and the die was cast. “I guess we’re doing this, buddy. We’re going home for Christmas.” 
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Leigha had just zipped up her suitcase and hefted it to the floor when the doorbell rang. She looked up in surprise. That was fast. Too fast. Her mother had only hung up the phone forty-five minutes ago. It had to be a neighbor. 

"Let’s hope it’s Mrs. Nguyen with some sugar cookies,” she said to Jingle, who tilted his head in response. She smiled as the Westie put his paw over his favorite chew toy. “Don’t worry, sweetie. I won’t forget to pack your treats and toys.”

Jingle’s bark of approval was immediately followed by the sound of the doorbell ringing again. "I guess whoever it is isn’t going away," she said. “C’mon, let’s see who it is.” She headed to the loft’s front door with Jingle trotting at her heels. 

When Leigha opened the heavy metal door, her greeting died on her lips. Standing in her doorway, looking more handsome than he had the right to, was Jude Montgomery. Her ex-husband. The man she'd once promised to spend forever with. The only man she’d ever loved. The man who still appeared in her dreams more often than she cared to admit.

"Jude? What are you doing here?” She’d seen him only last week at the park across the street. Their shared custody of Jingle worked on a schedule as precise as clockwork, but this wasn’t his week to have the dog. Jingle erupted into ecstatic barking, dancing on his hind legs, and pawing at Jude's jeans. The Westie’s enthusiastic response made any attempt at conversation futile, which in turn gave Leigha a chance to catch her breath. 

"Hey, buddy!" Jude knelt, his face breaking into a wide smile as he scratched behind the Westie’s ears. "I've missed you, too." How many times had she watched this exact scene play out when Jude returned home from work? But that was a lifetime ago, she reminded herself. Before everything fell apart. Before she pushed away the person who understood her best. 

"Hi, Leigha." Jude glanced up at her with a familiar lop-sided grin that always struck her as both sweet and sexy at the same time. His voice was a warm baritone that had always made her feel safe. His dark hair curled slightly at the collar of his navy parka. The familiar laugh lines around his eyes had deepened over the past year. “Surprised to see me?”

"Very. Confused too.” Leigha pushed aside the memory of the tender hug that Jude would always give her following the dog’s effusive greeting when they’d been married. “It’s not your week to have Jingle. Or did I miss something?”

“Nope.” Jude stood, stuffing his hands into his coat pockets. "Betsy called me. Said you needed a ride to Colorado." His smile was tentative, a peace offering. "I'll be taking you home."

"Mom called you?" Leigha stared in disbelief. Her mother was either feeling very audacious or downright desperate to have her daughter home. 

"You look surprised." His eyebrows rose. "Your mom and I keep in touch. I thought you knew. Just because we're not together doesn't mean I’ve stopped caring about your family."

“I know you speak, mom told me. Of course, it’s fine. I get it.” Her mother had loved Jude as though he were a son. The divorce had been hard on everyone, not only Leigha. Just because it had been amicable didn’t mean it hadn’t been painful. "It’s okay, sorry, I just..." She took a deep breath and then a step backward. "Come in. You caught me off guard. I wasn't expecting you."

Jude stepped into her loft, and she was suddenly aware of how small the space felt with his presence filling it. Jingle continued circling him excitedly, his tail wagging enthusiastically.

"Nice place," he said, glancing around. His gaze lingered on the pitiful Christmas tree in the corner. Leigha could only imagine what he thought of it. Or of her place. His tastes ran more towards the traditional than the industrial lines of her loft. She knew he lived in the home they’d built together but she had no idea what changes he might have made to it. She wondered if he continued to go all out hanging Christmas lights the way he used to. She’d once asked him when he’d stop adding to the annual display. ‘When they can see our house from space,' he’d told her, making her laugh. 

"Thanks." She cleared her throat. "So, how did my mother convince you to drive several hundred miles right before Christmas?"

Jude shrugged, a familiar gesture that sent a wave of nostalgia through her. "I didn’t have any plans for the holidays. I was just going to work.” As an only child raised by a single mother who died when he was barely twenty, Jude wasn’t used to the boisterous, family Christmases that were familiar to her. 

"Right." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "Well, I'm not quite ready. I need to finish packing Jingle's things.” 

“You okay, Leigha?” Jude’s brown eyes searched hers. “We both know your mom means well. But that doesn’t mean you have to go home if it’s not what you want.”

Leigha squared her shoulders, willing away the emotions that threatened to overwhelm her. “I know I need to do this, Jude. It’s time.” Past time. “I won’t be more than a couple of minutes.” 

"Take your time. No rush." He bent down to play with Jingle again. "Can I do anything to help?"

Leigha watched them for a moment, memories parading through her mind. Jude and Jingle playing fetch in the park. Jude cradling the tiny white puppy in his arms the day they'd adopted him. The three of them curled up on the couch during movie nights. Sunday morning snuggles in bed. It all seemed like a lifetime ago. "I'll just..." She gestured vaguely toward the bedroom and retreated, needing a moment to gather her composure.

Once alone, she leaned against the closed bedroom door and took several deep, calming breaths. Her mother had orchestrated this. Betsy Lawrence never did anything without careful calculation, and clearly, she'd decided Leigha’s self-imposed holiday exile had gone on long enough. She wondered if her mother’s plans also involved playing Cupid. She knew the divorce had broken Leigha’s heart.

But her heart hadn’t been the only casualty. Leigha had broken Jude's too. She could clearly picture his face the day she'd asked for the divorce. The confusion, the hurt, and finally, the resignation. "I can't bring your dad back, Leigha," he’d said in a voice just above a whisper. "I know you’re grieving. We can get through this together. Don’t shut me out."

Pushing the memory away, she grabbed Jingle's travel bag and began packing his essentials. Food, bowls, vitamins, treats, a leash, and his favorite toys. The familiar routine steadied her. She could do this. It was just a car ride. 

When she emerged from the bedroom, Jude was examining the framed photos on her bookshelf. He was looking at one in particular, a candid shot from their honeymoon in Santorini. They were laughing, faces close together, the Aegean Sea a stunning blue backdrop to a happy moment.

He set it down when he heard her approach. "Sorry. I just hadn’t seen that in quite a while.”

"It's fine." She didn’t look at the photo he’d just been holding, not wanting to explain why she kept a picture of them out. "Ready when you are."

He nodded, gesturing toward her suitcase. "I'll take that."

Their fingers brushed as she handed it over, the brief contact sending a familiar electric current up her arm. From his intake of breath, she knew he'd felt it too. Time seemed to pause as neither of them pulled away immediately.

"My chariot awaits," he said with a small smile, breaking the tension. "Hope you're ready for a blast from the past."

"What do you mean?"

His smile widened into an impish grin. "You'll see."

When they stepped outside her building, Leigha stopped short. Parked at the curb was a familiar red and white Volkswagen van, the same one they'd taken on countless weekend trips during their marriage. The same one they'd planned to use someday for the cross-country adventure they'd talked endlessly about but had never taken.

"You kept the van?” She was used to seeing his Jeep at the park on the days they met to exchange custody of Jingle. “I assumed you’d sold it.”

Jude patted the van affectionately. "Couldn't part with her. Too many good memories."

Leigha’s gaze shifted to the Christmas wreath attached to the front of the van. The first time she’d suggested they buy a holiday wreath for the VW, he’d laughed heartily, thinking she was joking. But he’d surprised her by buying one and attaching it within the week. Her heart constricted at the sweet memory.

As Jude loaded her suitcase and belted Jingle into his doggy car seat in the back, Leigha braced herself for what lay ahead. A journey home to confront the grief she'd been avoiding for years, confined in a small space with the man whose heart she'd broken.

It was shaping up to be a Christmas unlike any other.







OEBPS/images/06d936dc-91d9-4e24-9aac-9f09086d9cc6.png





OEBPS/images/8e292b56-15b0-470e-a9d6-23f71e03a0ee.jpeg
Jingle All the Way

Caroline Mickelson

Bon Accord Press







