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      My mom has really outdone herself this year. She’s always been big on decorating for Christmas, (and every holiday, really) but this year my parent’s house looks like it was made to be on the cover of a Christmas magazine. The porch has fake snow, tons of wreaths and garlands and clear lights all over the place. There are even wooden decor signs that say things like Merry Christmas and Santa Stop Here. It kind of looks like a Hobby Lobby set up shop on their front porch. And that’s just the outside. I wonder what the inside looks like. Now that I’ve got a house of my own with my wife, I don’t visit here as much as I used to, but that’s also because I work at the family business next door, so I see my parents all the time, just not their house. 

      “Whoa,” Keanna says as I turn into the driveway and park just in front of the garage. “Have they always had this many porch decorations?”

      I laugh. “Definitely not. This is unfair. They’re giving my sister a much cooler childhood than I got!”

      My wife laughs and rolls her eyes. “Pah-leeze. You had a great childhood. I should know—I saw half of it.”

      I scoff, pretending to be offended. “Yeah right! You met me when I was a teenager. For all you know my childhood was sad and filled with zero fun decorations.”

      “Yeah right. I’ve seen every photo in your parents’ house, and trust me, your childhood rocked.”

      There’s no denying it. My parents are the best. And now that I’ve brought up this whole topic, I feel bad because Keanna’s childhood sucked. She doesn’t like to talk about it that much. She prefers to talk about all the things in her life that happened after she was adopted by my parent’s best friends, Park and Becca. They also happened to live on the other side of the family business, so when they adopted her back when we were teens, she became my neighbor and my first (and only) love.

      I lean across the front seat and kiss her cheek. “Why don’t you go on inside and I’ll bring in the presents?”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” she says with a grin. “Being pregnant is awesome. I don’t have to do anything anymore.”

      I grin, taking her enthusiasm as a sign that I’m being a good husband and soon-to-be-father. Our baby is due in a few weeks. I’ve read enough baby books to know that the next few months of new parenthood will be hard and full of sleepless nights, not just for Keanna but for both of us. Except I’m not the one growing a literal child in my body—she is. So I’m doing everything I can to make her life as easy and happy as possible. 

      I grab the presents from the back of my truck and head inside. My family consists of my parents, Keanna’s parents, and us. We may not all be blood-related, but we’re chosen family. To make holiday plans easy, we decided to alternate which house hosts Christmas, starting with this year at my parents’ house. I’m not sure the rest of us will be able to top these decorations for when it’s our turn to host. Mom must have had Dad working nonstop for days to get all of this put up.

      The house smells like cinnamon and apple cider, and a warm glow of holiday lights gives the atmosphere a real Christmasy vibe. I set all the presents under the massive tree in the living room and then find my wife and family in the kitchen. Mom has her hands on Keanna’s belly while she gushes about how she can’t wait to become a grandma. She and Keanna’s mom, Becca, are still debating on what kind of grandparent name they want to be called. 

      “There he is,” Dad says, clapping a hand on my shoulder. He’s wearing a red and black buffalo plaid flannel shirt that matches Mom’s. I resist the urge to make fun of him for twinning with Mom—and because if I mention it, Keanna might make me dress up in matching outfits with her one day. 

      “Damn, Dad—” I reach up and poke at his beard. He’s never grown it out this long before but he was doing a “no shave November” thing last month and I guess he still hasn’t felt like shaving. “Look at all this gray hair, old man!”

      Dad scoffs. “It’s just one or two gray hairs.”

      “It’s a lot more than one or two,” I say.

      “I think it looks sexy,” Mom says. 

      I make a barfing noise. My sister, Brooke laughs and makes the same sound.

      You’re never too old to make barfing noises when your parents do gross stuff like that. 

      Keanna’s parents and little brother come over and we all gather in the living room with hot chocolate and appetizers, after a short debate on if we should open presents now or after dinner. Our little siblings want to open presents now. I voted for the food first, but I don’t mind waiting. Keanna and I exchange or “real” gifts at home with each other. It’s more special that way. But then we get each other fun gifts that we bring here to open in front of everyone. I’m ninety-nine percent sure she got me the new gaming console I want because she’s really bad at being sneaky and she was asking me way too many questions about it over the last couple of weeks. I’m excited.

      Dad tries to put motocross on the TV but mom tells him Christmas movies only. The moment my little sister hears the words “Christmas movies”, she starts begging for Elf. I’m pretty sure she’s watched it every single day this month and never gets tired of it.

      With Elf playing on the TV, Dad and Keanna’s dad, Park, start passing out presents, starting with the little kids who are the most excited. When he hands me a wrapped box, he says, “This one is for you and Keanna.”

      I told it out toward her. “You open it,” she says, eyes wide with delight. “I already know what it is.”

      “How do you know what it is?” I ask, suddenly suspicious. 

      “Just open it!” 

      Keanna sits next to me while I tear off the paper. It’s a white box you get from department stores, and they usually contain clothing. As I open it up and lift off the tissue paper, it’s definitely clothing. Red and black buffalo plaid pajamas to be exact. 

      “We got two pairs,” Keanna says. She’s sitting cross-legged on the floor next to me, her hands resting on her stomach. “One for each of us! Isn’t that awesome!”

      I look around and realize that every single member of the family is all opening the same pair of matching pajamas while the women in the room smile mischievously at each other because they had planned this all along. At least it’s just pajamas and I won’t have to wear them out in public. Hopefully.

      “Could be worse,” Dad says, holding up his own set of red and black pajamas. “At least it’s not a thong bathing suit!”

      “Ooh, we should get the pool heater fixed,” Mom says. “I forgot that it quit working a few weeks ago.”

      “Only if you promise I won’t have to wear a Christmas thong,” Dad says. 

      “I make no promises,” Mom says in a hushed voice that I’m not sure I’m supposed to be able to hear.

      “Ughhhhhhh,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Gross.”

      “It would be so fun to have our own pool,” Keanna says. “But I don’t think our back yard is even big enough, so I’m glad we can come swim in yours.”

      “They’re so expensive,” Mom says. “Y’all are always welcome to use ours whenever you want. Don’t get your own. Too much upkeep.”

      “They are expensive, but we basically stole ours,” Dad says with a snort as he hands another present to my little sister.

      “What do you mean?” I ask. “How do you steal a pool?”

      “We didn’t really steal a pool,” Mom says. “It was kind of like we stole fifty grand, and then we used that money to get the pool installed in the backyard.”

      My jaw drops. “What?” 

      My parents exchange a look. Becca and Park chuckle to themselves. 

      “What’s so funny?” I ask. “What on earth are you all talking about?”

      “Technically, we legitimately earned the money,” Dad says, holding up a finger. “It was just so easy, it kind of felt like we stole it. That was the easiest fifty grand I’ve ever earned.”

      “Ooh, this sounds interesting,” Keanna says. She reaches for her mug of hot chocolate off the coffee table and cups it in both hands. “Do tell us how you earned this mysteriously easy fifty grand.”

      Mom takes a deep breath. “Well… it’s been a while. I guess it was about twenty years ago? You were little,” she says, nodding toward me.

      “Jett was around five? Six?” Becca says. “We took care of him while you two were gone.”

      “Yeah, he was pretty small. I remember being sad about leaving him for a few days, but Jace convinced me that it would be fun to be on TV.”

      “Wait a minute… you were on TV?” I ask. I’m still dumbfounded that my parents have kept something like this from me for all these years.

      “Not exactly,” Dad says. “We were recruited for an episode of a reality TV show but they ever aired our episode.”

      “We still got paid though,” Mom says. 

      “You were on REALITY TV?” I don’t think my jaw can drop any further. “How did I not know about this?”

      Both of my parents shrug. “I don’t know. I guess it wasn’t a big deal,” Mom says. “They decided they couldn’t put our episode on TV, so we just forgot about it.”

      “Why couldn't they put it on TV?” I ask.

      “It wasn’t dramatic enough,” Dad says. “The producers threw everything they could think of at us to make it full of drama, but it didn’t work.”

      “We love each other too much to let silly drama ruin our day,” Mom says, looking at Dad. They share a loving smile.

      “That is still so cool,” Keanna says. “If so many of Jett’s fans didn’t absolutely hate me for being married to him, I’d think it would be fun to have our own TV show.”

      “We could call it The Track,” Park says from across the room. 

      “That’s what our business is called,” Becca says, rolling her eyes.

      “It would still make a good name for a TV show,” he says, wrapping his arm around her.

      “Please tell us more details,” Keanna asks my parents. “I want to know absolutely everything.”

      “Me too,” I say. There are a pile of presents next to me on the floor, but I don’t care about them right now. This is more interesting. At least I think so—my sister and Keanna’s little brother are still happily ripping open their own presents and squeeing at the contents. 

      “Well…” Mom’s lips flatten as she ponders it. “I guess I could tell you the story.”

      “Every single detail,” Keanna says. 

      “Okay,” Mom says. She smiles warmly and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “Let’s see…it was almost twenty years ago…”
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