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  ONE


Nothing hits the heart quicker than the sound of an ambulance siren speeding away with someone you love. 
Joy Farrow clutched at her chest, sure her heart wouldn’t survive the pain ripping through her. Three-year-old Caden interrupted her debilitating grief by squirming out of her grasp toward the ambulance, which took his mommy away.
“Mama!” Caden wailed, darting around the light pole to keep out of Joy’s grasp.
She ran after the boy, wrapping both of her arms around him and holding tight as he fought against her with all his might. Joy knew she would have marks tomorrow, but clung to the wild child as if her life depended on it. 
Eventually, Caden went limp in her arms, burying his face into her with wracking sobs. As his pain seeped into her, a part of her wished he would start fighting again.
“Caden, shh, I know, honey. Aunty is here. I got you, buddy.” Joy’s tears mingled with his as she picked up the child, her gaze trailing down the road where the ambulance had disappeared before carrying him into the apartment.
Joy shook her head to clear the heart-wrenching memory. She wouldn’t have shushed Caden if she had known it would be the last word he spoke. The little boy’s hand clutched tightly to hers. He looked tiny in the big airplane seat, his eyes finally closed and little breaths puffed out peacefully in sleep.
She quelled the urge to pull Caden into her arms, finding comfort in holding him close. Instead, she wrapped her arm around the sleeping child and closed her own eyes. 
The memories came in a montage of horror like they always did. The one that fixated in her mind at the moment hit her with both grief and guilt.
“Promise me, Joy.” Tami had whispered the words, glancing at Caden who slept fitfully beside her frail body on the hospital bed.
“You’re not going to die! You can’t leave us,” Joy had clasped Tami’s hand, careful of the IV.
“I wish…” Tami stopped to gasp for breath.
“Just rest. You’re going to be okay.”
Tami shook her head, pulling Joy closer. “He’s yours. Take him home…promise….promise…”
Joy opened her eyes and blinked back the tears. Those were the last words her best friend whispered to her before she slipped into the coma, eventually losing her life. 
He’s yours.
She kissed the top of Caden’s head and sighed. It hadn’t been the only thing Tami asked of her. The scenery outside the little oval window flashed by, no longer clouds but fields, trees, and scattered buildings.
Take him home.
Home. Christmas Tree Hill.
They hadn’t been home for over four years, and the last time they were, they both made mistakes they would forever regret. 
A flash of intense blue eyes pulled her from the scenery below and to the past…a past that held too many wonderful memories to remember, memories that eventually led to pain. Her free hand clutched at her chest. She had never understood why they called it a broken heart until she experienced it herself. It wasn’t simply a superficial replication; it felt physical, as if her heart really had shattered, piercing her chest and leaving stinging, gaping wounds. 
She shook her head. 
Going there would only bring pain. She could do this. She could stay strong and fulfill Tami’s wishes. There wasn’t a choice, anyway. From now on, Caden was hers.
The ink may not even be fully dry on the adoption papers, but it was finalized. Tami had made sure of it. 
Joy squeezed her eyes shut again and blew out a slow breath. The stewardess walked down the aisle, graceful even as the plane bounced and turned. “Time to put your seats up,” she said to Joy before smiling down at Caden. “Your boy has been such a pleasure. I don’t think I heard him once during the entire flight.”
“You don’t know what a pleasure it would be to hear him,” Joy mumbled after the stewardess continued down the seats. 
She gently brushed back his hair before bringing both their seats upright. The movement made him stir, and he slowly blinked his eyes open. They widened abruptly, and he tried to crawl out of his belt and into her lap.
“It’s okay. We’re on the plane, remember? The big plane?” she soothed.
Caden held up his hand, zooming it like a plane.
“That’s right. The big plane is about to land. It’s going to go bump, and then we’ll be almost there.”
Caden furrowed his brow. 
“Well, it’s a bit of a drive to Christmas Tree Hill. You’ll like it there. Grandma and Grandpa Johnson are going to love you and spoil you. Grandma makes the best cookies.”
Caden smiled tentatively, and she knew she hit his soft spot for cookies.
“And there are horses, and maybe it will snow and lots of Christmas trees.” As she listed all the things she loved about Christmas Tree Hill, a strange sense of nostalgia enveloped her, easing her trepidation and filling her with eagerness to arrive at a place she always felt loved…well, always until the last time she left.
She had pushed Tami’s brother out of her mind every time the thought of him came until she almost forgot about what would wait for her along with all the things she loved. Well, she loved that one thing, too; that’s what made it hurt all the more.
Once again, she wished she had been more assertive with Tami’s parents about getting a rental rather than having them pick her up. Now she would be stuck in Christmas Tree Hill with no way to leave or travel on her own. 
What had she been thinking? 
As the plane bumped onto the tarmac, she promised herself that she would tell them as soon as she saw them after getting off the plane and would get her own car. Guilt pooled in her stomach, though, at them driving the two hours to the airport to pick her up only for her to get her own car.
She couldn’t be stuck there…not with him.
She waited until most of the other passengers unloaded before she helped Caden with his backpack. Slinging her carry-on over her shoulder, she gripped his little hand and walked off the plane trying to fill herself with the courage to face those who had lost as well…without the ability to explain why their daughter hadn’t come home in over four years.
Not for the first time, and certainly it wouldn’t be the last, anger fueled her at her friend's request.
All of Joy’s conviction fled the moment she saw Tami’s parents, wet-eyed and trembling lips, waiting for her at the baggage claim. Tami’s mom’s eyes flew open in shock as she focused on Caden, but she continued her stride until she embraced Joy.
“Oh, sweet Joy,” Mrs. Johnson said, her voice catching. “Thank goodness she had you.” 
Joy swallowed back the sob that wanted to escape, hugging Tami’s mom with one arm and holding onto Caden tightly with her other hand. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry there wasn’t enough time.”
Mrs. Johnson’s body shuddered and she sniffled, pulling away to daintily dab at her nose. “I’ve missed her so much.”
“Thank you for bringing her home to us,” Mr. Johnson said, giving her a brief hug.
Joy’s carry-on felt heavier after those words, reminding her of not only what but who she carried within it. 
Mrs. Johnson drew in a shaking breath before squatting down next to Caden. “And who might you be?”
Caden stared at her wide-eyed and stuck a finger in his mouth before hiding his face in Joy’s pants. 
“This is Caden,” Joy said, her heart racing a million beats a second as she prepared to say the new reality for the first time, a lie and the truth all wrapped up in one. “My…my son.”
Mrs. Johnson bolted back into a standing position, her eyes narrowing as she scrutinized Joy. “Your son.”
“He looks like…” She searched Joy’s eyes and looked back down at Caden still hiding in her pants. “I didn’t know you had married…I had still hoped…”
“I’m not…married,” Joy said, her voice low, realizing that she hadn’t considered that aspect of the questioning.
Mr. Johnson reached out to grasp her carry-on from her shoulder. “You’re with family now. That’s all that matters. Let’s get your luggage.”
Joy’s heart melted and felt hollow all at the same time. Tami’s father showed such love and consideration, and she couldn't tell them that Caden was really their family…not a surrogate like her.
Joy completely forgot about getting her own vehicle until they were traveling down the highway, leaving the city behind them. 
“I’m glad you thought to bring a car seat. I did not know…” Mrs. Johnson turned slightly in her seat to glance back at Caden who clutched Joy’s hand as if his life depended on it. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t think to tell you. It’s been…rough…”
Mrs. Johnson turned, her shoulders shaking for several moments.
“How are your parents?” Mr. Johnson asked, glancing in the rearview mirror. 
“Oh, loving their transient life. They’re in Florida now, enjoying warm weather and palm trees.” Joy did her best to lighten her tone.
“Have you seen them lately?” Mrs. Johnson’s voice sounded weak and strained, politeness deeply ingrained in her.
“They come for a visit about once a year.” She shrugged, knowing that the Johnsons didn’t understand her parents’ detached style, not that she did either, but it was something that she had accepted.
“Surely they come around more now that they…that they,” Mrs. Johnson cleared her throat, “have a grandson.”
Joy swallowed and pulled her tongue from between her teeth, knowing she had to respond and thankful her parents were also detached from Christmas Tree Hill to keep her secret safe. “They like video calls.”
“Oh, I see,” Mrs. Johnson said. “That’s nice.”
Grateful that Caden had fallen back asleep, Joy focused on the scenery, hoping that the Johnsons didn’t feel the need to keep up the awkward conversation for the entire trip. Eventually, she lost herself to the landscape until she recognized the pines and mountains that they traveled through. Home. She hadn’t expected that feeling…hadn’t thought she had missed the place this much…the people, yes, but the location?
Warmth filled her as they passed through the blink-and-you’ll-miss-it town, seeing the setup for the decorations going up, and it hit her hard as she realized what time of year it was. 
“You’ll stay for Thanksgiving, of course,” Mrs. Johnson said, turning slightly in her seat as Mr. Johnson pulled down the road that took them to Christmas Tree Ranch. “Grandma and Grandpa have set up a private room for you on the ranch. We thought you’d feel most comfortable there. They are looking forward to having you to themselves.”
“Themselves?” Her heart had sped up at the fact that they set her up at the ranch instead of offering her to stay with them. On the one hand, she loved the ranch and felt so much more comfortable there than at the Johnsons' house in town. But ‌he was there…or maybe he wasn’t. 
“Well, of course, Tanner is there…” Mrs. Johnson’s lingering gaze held enough hope that she didn’t need to say what she said next, but she did, bringing heat to burn Joy’s cheeks. “He’s great with kids, as you know. I’m sure Caden will take to him.”
Mr. Johnson met her gaze as he looked in the rearview mirror. “He sure is a quiet boy.”
They pulled up to the ranch then, drawing Joy’s attention away from the uncomfortable conversation to the large ranch house that had grown even larger in her absence. Christmas Tree Ranch was a working ranch and a Christmas tree farm, but it also was a hopping bed-and-breakfast, and a place she and Tami, and Tanner, had spent many hours exploring.
Tanner.
She blew out a breath as the Johnsons exited the car. Her heart caught as she thought of the only guy she had ever loved, and the one who had broken her heart. 
Caden tugged on her, an almost silent whisper pulling on her heart as she drew him into her arms. “It’s okay, sweet boy. This is the place I told you about, Christmas Tree Ranch. You’re going to love it here.” She swallowed back the trepidation that mixed with an emotional feeling of homecoming.
Caden gripped her tighter, his little fingers digging into her arm.
“It’s okay. I’ll be with you the entire time. I’m never going to leave you.”
Caden met her eyes, his innocence filling her, and she felt like she could read his thoughts: How could he believe she would never leave him when his mom had been stolen from him right before his eyes?
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Tanner hefted the last tree onto the truck and leaned against the side to catch his breath. This last week he had kept working until he could no longer stand, feeling more like a zombie than himself, but unable to stop even if he wanted to. If he slowed down at all, reality hit him like a sledgehammer. 
Tami was gone.
He choked off an angry cry of anguish, letting it escape as more of a low growl. How could his twin be gone? He hadn’t seen her in almost four years…gone off to college and the big city, along with the girl who still held his heart…as broken as it was.
Not that she knew it.
He tipped up his cowboy hat to wipe a hand across his hair and settled the hat back in place. Keep moving. He slammed the tailgate closed and grabbed the straps to throw over the stack of Christmas trees. He still had two more orders to fill before Thanksgiving, which would keep him busy enough until then.
Which was good since his grandparents told him this morning at breakfast that Joy would be there today. He clamped down on the ratchet strap, pulling with all the pent-up aggression raging through him. 
Today.
How was he supposed to react when he saw her? 
Plausible scenarios ran through his mind as he drove down the hill to one of the neighboring towns to deliver the Christmas trees. The delivery would keep him busy most of the day. Maybe he would even grab dinner in town rather than try to eat while staring across the table at the woman who had left with his heart. 
Would she bring it back to him?
He shook his head, trying to replay the fantasy scene where he arrived at the door, and Joy threw herself in his arms. They would find comfort in each other’s embraces, retelling funny stories of Tami, maybe even sharing a few tears, and of course, end up kissing. After that, Joy would tell him that everything made sense, and she was here for good with him and would never leave again.
“Ha,” he said, his voice echoing in the empty truck. As if that would happen. One, her life in the city was more important to her than anything she left behind in Christmas Tree Hill, even him. And, well, if he was honest with himself, in her eyes he had been the one to break things off with her.
He sighed as the scene that would most likely happen played out in his mind. He would arrive, and she would stand off, reserved, eyes downcast, respond politely but avoid as much interaction as possible. She would probably remain that way until after Tami’s memorial when she returned to the city—alone.
Tami.
He swallowed, trying to dislodge the lump that grew in his throat. Here he was feeling sorry for himself over a girl he hadn’t seen in four years, and Tami was gone. Gone. He would never see her again.
Why had his sister stayed away?
Despite knowing that Joy would avoid him like the plague, he would make sure he had time with her alone, if nothing else, to question her about his sister. He needed to know why she hadn’t come to visit him and barely returned his texts or calls.
He needed it for closure.
Traffic picked up as he neared the town of Juniper, which made Christmas Tree Hill look like a stage stop with its downtown full of traffic lights and busy businesses. He turned down the radio to concentrate on the GPS's female voice, telling him which way to turn to find the lot where he would drop off the Christmas trees.
The guy was new, but he had paid upfront and seemed legit. Tanner sat up a little straighter, thinking that his latest marketing techniques had paid off. Three new clients. It would give them the funding they needed to expand the tree farm.
His truck rocked over the driveway as he pulled into the fenced dirt lot. As he shut off the engine, a man dressed similarly to him hopped down the steps of a small mobile office, raising a hand in greeting and smiling as if he had won the lottery.
Tanner slid out of the truck to greet the man with a firm handshake. “You must be Drew.”
“And you’re Tanner. Good to meet you.”
“Likewise,” Tanner said, dropping his hand to loop his thumb in his pocket and scan the lot. “You’ve got a sizeable piece here.”
“Yeah, I’ve got bounce houses and some picture-posing setups and an elf house with a throne for Santa.” Drew settled his hands on his hips with a sigh of contentment.
“Sounds like you’ve got it all. You sure this is your first rodeo?” Tanner turned back to the man.
“Yes, sir. First bona fide Christmas tree sale. It’s been a dream of mine for some time. Beats selling cars anyway.” He shrugged.
“Car salesman, huh?” Tanner raised a brow, thinking he better keep a closer eye on the guy than he thought.
Drew chuckled. “The old man. He’s trying to get me to take over, but,” he shrugged, “it’s not really my scene.”
“You’re a Christmas guy, though?” Tanner asked as he headed to the back of his truck.
“I’m a hands-on kind of guy. Would rather work on a ranch, splitting wood, teaching kids to ride, I don’t know, something active like that. Plus, yeah, I can’t get enough of Christmas.” Drew walked around the other side to help loosen the straps that held the trees secure for the drive. “You must, too. I mean, running your Christmas Tree Ranch would be hard if you didn’t enjoy the holiday.”
“I’ve never thought about it that way,” Tanner said, taking the straps from him and replacing them back into the cab of his truck. “I do like the holiday…seeing families and the kids happy. That always makes my day.”
“I’ve got a soft spot for the littles, too.” Drew scanned the area. “Let’s set them here.” He pointed to a section close to the truck against the fence line. “Have any of your own?”
Tanner glanced at him as he hefted the first tree off. “Kids?” He shook his head. “Nah, no wife yet.”
“Yeah, me neither. Time’s flying by, but I haven’t met the right one yet, you know?”
Tanner laid the tree down, passing Drew carrying his own bundle on his way back to grab another. “Yeah.” Except he had met the right one, and he let her get away, but today she was back. 
“That sounded heavy, man. You worried about getting too old?”
Tanner laughed. “No, not too old.”
“Oh…so maybe one got away.” Drew met his eyes.
Tanner shrugged the tree to his shoulder as he scrutinized this man he just met asking him questions his friends hardly even brought up. “She did. I let her go.”
“Tough luck, man. Any chance of getting her back?”
Tanner cleared his throat and continued on to add the wrapped tree to the growing pile. 
“Sorry, man. I don’t mean to pry. Guess I’ve got a bit of the romantic nature from my mom. She’s a writer.”
“Oh,” Tanner said, raising his brows. “That, uh, that makes more sense.”
“My mom would say that you should go after her.”
Tanner grabbed another tree. “She would, huh?”
“Yep. How’d you meet her?”
Tanner glanced at Drew over the tree. “You ask a lot of questions.”
Drew shrugged. “Guess I do. Doesn’t mean you have to answer them.”
“She’s my sister’s best friend…or at least she was.”
“Oh, is that why you let her go?”
“No…my sister, she…she died…recently.” Tanner tossed the tree down, realizing as he did that was the first time he had said that horrid reality out loud and, for some strange reason, to a stranger. Yet it made him feel a little lighter.
“Oh, man. Oh, man. I’m so sorry…oh, man.” Drew tossed his own tree and came to clasp a hand on Tanner’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, man. I…didn’t know, I didn’t mean…” He retrieved his hand and took off his hat. “I have three little sisters. I can’t even imagine…”
“Don’t imagine,” Tanner said, swallowing past that lump that had returned. “Just…just spend as much time as you can with them and remember.”
“I will take that advice.” Drew cleared his throat. “If I…I mean, I know we barely know each other, but if I can help…”
“Thanks,” Tanner said, turning back to the truck. Stay busy. Keep moving. 
After a few rounds of tree unloading, Drew cleared his throat again as he came up to him. “It’s none of my business, but this gal, the best friend…is she around, you know, because of the…your…loss.”
Tanner stopped as he pulled another tree to the edge of the truck. “Yeah. Actually, she’ll be at the ranch when I get back…today.”
Drew grabbed the tree from him. “Well, I hope that the both of you can find comfort with each other.”
Tanner eyed him, but the man turned with the tree, and when he came back, he dropped the subject, asking questions about Christmas Tree Hill instead. By the time they had unloaded the truck, Tanner had decided Drew was alright.
“Well, I should get back. I know you’ll be busy with your endeavor here, but if you find you have free time, bring your little sisters and come visit. If you give me a heads up, I’ll have mine join us.”
“What are their ages?”
“Well, Tami…” Horror hit Tanner, but he cleared his throat and pushed on. “Tillie is twenty-one, and Teagan and Tyler will be seventeen next month. Plus, we've got an older brother, Timmy.”
“A big family like mine,” Drew said.
“Yeah, and that’s not including any of the cousins.” Tanner let out a small chuckle, realizing it was the closest he had gotten to a laugh since he heard the news about Tami. “I mean it, though, come on up.” He pulled out a card from his pocket and reached into the truck for a pen. “Here’s my cell. Give me a text and we’ll set something up.”
“I’ll do that! I know my sisters will love the horses.” Drew slipped the card into his back pocket. “Thanks for the trees and, hey, go get that girl. I want to meet her when I come up.”
Tanner shook his head. “Yeah,” he said as he climbed into his truck. “See ya.” Though the idea of getting that girl, of finally convincing Joy to stay, didn’t leave his mind. In fact, as he pulled up in front of the house, the windows glowing as night came on, he decided he had to give it a shot. If he didn’t, he would never forgive himself, just like he would never forgive himself for letting Tami stay away so long.
The light from the kitchen dimmed for a moment as he saw a lithe form slip past to back up to the kitchen counter next to his grandma. 
Joy.
He swallowed, watching the light bounce off her cheeks as she smiled. She tucked a stray strand of her hair behind her ear, exactly like she had always done, and his heart flipped within him. 
“Alright, Tanner, get in there and get that girl…you never know when it will be too late,” he whispered as he left his truck, never taking his eyes off his target as he walked into the house.






  
  TWO


The sound of a truck door slamming in the driveway shuddered through Joy as she leaned against the kitchen counter. She pushed a smile to her face when Grandma looked at her with scrunched brows. No way was she going to show the shock traveling through her at Tanner’s imminent arrival…that the thought of seeing him after four years made her heart simultaneously cheer for joy and break again as if four years hadn’t passed since he broke her heart. 
“Oh, that must be Tanner.” Grandma dried her hands on her apron before cradling Joy’s face in her hands. “He’s going to be so happy to see you.”
Joy wasn’t so sure about that. He had made it perfectly clear four years ago that he was done with her, and if anyone would blame her for Tami’s loss, it would be Tanner.
The front door opened, sending a rush of pattering feet straight toward her. Caden ran from where he was playing with his cars in the living room to wrap his arms around her knees and bury his face in her legs.
She knelt down and drew him into her arms. “It’s okay, Caden. We are safe here.”
Tanner’s booming voice came through the walls as he greeted his grandparents. Well, they might be safe, but her heart wasn’t. She glanced toward the back door in the kitchen, actually thinking of hightailing it out of there before she had to confront Tanner.
Darkness filtered in through the four-paned window on the door. There was nowhere to go, and Caden hated the dark, anyway. She stood with Caden in her arms and heaved out a sigh.
“Here we go,” she whispered, more to herself than Caden, who nestled his face against her neck, hiding in her hair. 
Every footstep toward the entry pounded from her feet to her head, where it vibrated, sending bursts of light into her vision and making it hard to breathe. She could do this. She had to do this. 
“Oh, Tanner, you are going to be so happy at the surprise we have for you,” Grandma said as Joy rounded the corner. “Look who’s here.”
Joy didn’t want to meet his eyes. With a nod of her head, she kept her gaze on Grandma. She bit her lip, keeping her eyes on the ground, his scuffed work boots, his dirty jeans that she knew fit him too well, his belt sporting the beat-up buckle he won for bronc riding in the tenth grade. She swallowed, trying to ignore his familiar, tantalizing fresh scent that wrapped around her in welcome.
“Hi, Joy.” His voice broke through the pulsating whoosh of her heart.
Without the willpower to stop it, her gaze swung past his shirt clinging to his chest, past his lips twitching with a mixture of emotions, and to his piercing blue eyes that said everything she feared and more.
“Hey,” she said, swallowing the lump and refusing to gasp for breath even though her lungs screamed for more air.
Caden buried himself further into her arms as if he wanted to crawl inside her. She held him tighter, both to keep him from squirming out of her arms and for her own need for something tangible to hold on to.
Tanner’s eyes narrowed as he took in the wiggling boy in her arms, and her cheeks burned as if they were on fire. What must he think? That she had gotten over him and jumped into another relationship, having a child with another man?
Tami, you didn’t think about this…I didn’t think about this….
The veil lifted in Tanner’s eyes momentarily, but enough that she saw the flash of disbelief that turned into pain. If she had any doubt about what she saw, his choked voice erased it.
“Uh, I guess congratulations,” he said, then turned down the hall.
“Tanner,” Grandma scolded.
“I’m filthy, Grams. I’ve got to shower.” Tanner didn’t even turn as he said the words. He disappeared into what must be the new addition, a section of the house she hadn’t seen before, taking his fresh pine scent with him along with her heart.
“Dinner is in thirty minutes. Don’t make our guests wait,” Grandma called out in her reprimanding tone. “Well, I’m sorry he was so rude, dear.” Grandma took her arm, leading her back to the kitchen. “He hasn’t been the same since we received the shocking news about Tami. I’m sure none of us are the same.”
“No, I guess we’re not,” Joy strangled out. She shifted Caden in her arms. “Caden, are you sleepy, sweetie?”
His head moved against her neck, and his hand reached up to rub his ear, a sure sign he was sleepy. 
“I think I better get him to bed.”
“So early, dear? He hasn’t eaten.” Grandma met her eyes.
“It’s been a long day for him.” Joy yawned. “For me too. He’s been snacking all day. I’m sure he’ll be fine until morning.”
Grandma nodded. “Of course, dear. We already have your luggage up in your room. We put you in the family quarters so you have privacy.”
“Thank you, Grandma. I really appreciate your kindness.”
Grandma waved her appreciation away. “You are family, dear, ever since Tami brought you over back when you two were in grade school. You just fit.” She took her arm. “Now come on. I’ll walk you there. If he wakes up hungry in the night, make yourself at home and find whatever he’ll eat.”
Grandma walked them upstairs, leading them into a suite with a four-post king bed, a sitting room, and a large bathroom. “Do you need a cot or a crib for your little man?”
“Thank you, no. He’s….he’s been sleeping with me since we lost his…Tami.” She bit her tongue, scolding herself.
“Okay, dear. I’ll see you for dinner once he’s down.”
“Thank you,” Joy said, pulling Caden from his grip around her to set him on the bed. 
As Grandma closed the door behind her, Caden scanned the room with wide eyes.
“This will be where we stay while we are here with Grandma and Grandpa. It’s a nice room, huh?” She walked over to their luggage, took up the bag that had all his toys, and set it in the sitting room. “We’ll set this up as your playroom. Sound good?”
Caden slid off the bed and carefully made his way to peek into the sitting room, before plopping himself in front of the bag, pulling out toys until he found his stuffed dog.
“Oh, you found Dodgy! Do you want to sleep with Dodgy?”
Caden hugged the stuffed dog to his chest, pushed up to a stand, and wobbled over to her while rubbing his ear. He reached up to her with one arm, and she picked him up, kissing him on the forehead. 
“We always go potty before beddy-bye time,” she said, hoping the routine would help him adjust. She swooped him toward the bathroom, grateful to have their own space, but froze when she saw the large toilet with no potty seat. “It’s okay,” she said out loud. “You’re practicing to be a big boy with no potty seat. I will hold you until you feel
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