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To my husband, Josh. Our marriage is one of my greatest dreams come true, and I thank God for every additional day I get to do life with you. I love you, Sweetheart. 
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October 2013
.

.

Fueled by the crisp autumn wind, leaves of all shapes and sizes cascade to our feet; a kaleidoscope of red, orange, yellow, and brown. Nostalgia steals my focus as memories of my backyard concerts play through a highlight reel in my mind. The second boy to capture my heart stands behind the camera given to me by the first.

Over the past three years, the seasons of learning to give and take have reshaped my heart; the one Grandma Adeline advised me to guard fifteen years ago. But in that time, God taught me how epic the vulnerability of wearing my heart on my sleeve can be, trusting Him through all circumstances, and never settling for anything less.

Like the leaves, I’m learning to let go. Freefalling with faith because I’ve learned that in the end, God will always catch me.

“And now, for the secret I’ve been keeping from y’all... drumroll, Jace!” My boyfriend drums on his knees behind the camera, and I grin before the lens. “My debut album, Freefall, will debut on Thursday, December 19th!”

Jace and I set the launch date months ago, yet I still can’t wrap my head around the fact that in two months, I’ll be holding copies of my first album. The product of a lifetime of dreams, work, and persistence.

“Be sure to stay tuned for more details on where Freefall will be available for purchase and download. Catch y’all later! Oh, and please like this video and subscribe to my channel for updates. Bye!”

Jace ends the recording and opens his arms wide to receive my catapult-style hug. Or cryfest. Whatever this messy glop of happy tears can be called.

“I’m so proud of you, Emery. They’re gonna love it,” Jace says, rubbing my back. I bury my splotchy face in his T-shirt. 

I sniffle, willing myself to look up at him. “Thank you for pushing me. There’s no way I’d be doing any of this without you.” 

He smiles, gently wiping under my eyes with his thumb. “It wasn’t all me. God gave you this gift, Emery. You’ve had this in you all along.” He leans in and kisses me. 

His soft lips leave mine, daring the unspoken words that have sat on the tip of my tongue for months to spring forth. I take his hands in mine, shying away under the weight of his patient green eyes. “Jace, I—”

“Supper’s ready, y’all! Emery, come set the table, please,” Momma calls out the back door.

“Never mind,” I mumble, leading the way back inside the house. I grab plates and silverware, endorphins of my almost admittance making my hands tremble. 

Six months into our relationship, and those three words I once sought from Sawyer have yet to pass between us. To think I once wanted nothing to do with Jace. Now I’m worrying myself sick because I’m in love with the boy and haven’t the slightest idea when I should tell him.

Once everyone has something to drink, I settle in at the table with Jace and my parents. My sister, Auden, now follows in Grandma Adeline’s footsteps by waitressing at McKiver’s Café tonight. 

Daddy prays over our meal, then takes a long sip from his water glass. His gaze falls to the pile of office supplies stacked on the opposite end of the table. 

For weeks now, Jace has come over on Saturdays to help me research how to make a strong debut as an Indie musician. So far, today, we’ve created a social media marketing plan, added information to my website, and recorded the video announcement. But, as evidenced by our stockpile’s disarray, we’re navigating a mess. 

“So, how’s the album stuff going?” Daddy asks. 

I set my fork down. “Great. We’ve got a lot done today. This is the first break we’ve had since lunch.”

Mid-bite into my corn, Daddy clears his throat. “How much has it set you back so far?” 

This time, I turn to Jace for guidance. He squeezes my hand under the table. Chewing my lip, I calculate the total in my head. “About seventy bucks for the website, and a couple hundred for the album cover.” Not that it’s any of his business. I’m funding the entire project from my savings. Grandma Adeline’s smart mouth gene kicks in, and defiance slips out. “And the album’s not a setback. It’s an investment in my future.”

Though I’ve kept my tone neutral, Daddy’s jaw tenses. He glances at Momma.

Momma dabs her mouth with a napkin, taking her time to fold it before setting it down. She leans in, resting her elbows on the table. “Emery, your daddy and I were talking earlier, and...” she trails off, nodding for Daddy to take over.

He leans back, making the wooden dining room chair creak. “Have you put in any job applications yet?”

I study my plate. “Well, no. I still have another semester left.” I know the instant the excuse leaves my lips, it’s weak. Unacceptable. My mind reels for a justification. “And I’ve been busy with homework, McKiver’s, and–”

“But you’ve got plenty of time to work on your album?” Daddy raises his eyebrows. 

I spread my palms on the tabletop, meeting my father’s gaze. “The album’s an anniversary present for Grandma and Grandpa. It means the world to me. And I think I owe it to myself to spend time on music after letting it go to waste all those years. I could have a future with it now.”

Daddy rubs the stubble on his chin. “You could have a future with your music, Shug. I’m not saying you won’t. But you need to spend as much time, if not more, finding a real job. The job market isn't what it used to be. The odds will be better for you if you put in applications sooner rather than later. Plus, I heard through the grapevine my company will have an opening shortly.” He smiles for the first time in our conversation, making my stomach coil. His company? The place he complains about every waking day? No, thank you.

“Alright, I’ll start working on them next week.” My reply is emotionless; passionless. Stirring the food around on my plate, I stay silent for the rest of the meal. Momma reminds Daddy to call our internet provider on Monday, and I do my best to drown their conversation out, force-feeding myself the mountain of food still left on my plate. 

Soon, Jace and I are the last two seated. Momma goes back into the kitchen to wash dishes, and Daddy goes outside to change the oil in his truck. I collect the plates and food from the table, unable to shake his comment. I need to find a “real” job. Like I haven’t busted my butt for months on this album, waking up at dawn on weekends and sometimes recording until midnight to make sure each track is perfect. But I figure music’s not considered “work” to anyone else, because it doesn't feel like work to me. 

Music invigorates me. It heightens my creativity. It’s my God-given gift. Music helped me heal. I may not be making a dime off of it right now, but that doesn’t mean chasing the possibility is a waste of time. 

Walking back into the dining room with a soapy rag, I scrub the table, putting extra effort into absolving the crumbs left behind. 

Jace leaves his chair, crossing the distance between us. He squeezes my shoulder. “Don’t let what he said get to you, Em. I don’t think he meant to sound like he’s calling your music a waste of time. He just”—he bites his lip–“he wants to make sure you’ve got a back-up plan. Just in case.” He kisses my forehead and heads to the restroom down the hall. I slink back outside, put up the video equipment for my apparent “hobby”, and get back to work.
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“MAYBE SOMEDAY, 

If you dare stay around,

God’s Grace

Won’t let me shoot you down. 

The bliss of love

Maybe then, it’ll abound. 

And maybe someday, 

Maybe someday,

Maybe, 

Maybe someday, 

I’ll get to live a love song out.”

.

.

The last chord of my original song “Maybe Someday” fills Jace’s office—aka, the recording studio. Jace and I remove our headphones, and I wrap him in a bear hug, squealing into his Glory Baptist T-shirt. 

I feel his smile as he presses a kiss to my hair. “And that, Little Missy, is what we call a finished album.” 

My grin stretches so wide that my cheeks hurt. Five years ago, I wouldn’t even allow a song to leave my lips. Though I’ve suffered enormous losses within those years, I’ve finally found my voice. And now, I’m living in my element. Fulfilling God’s purpose for my life. “I can’t believe this is really happening. Jace, we’ve made an album. A real album!”

A shy grin crosses his face. “Correction, you made the album. I just controlled the sound buttons.” He points to his computer, and I swat at him. He catches my hand, kissing my knuckles.

The intensity of his gaze makes me self-conscious. I twirl Sawyer’s old Jesus fish necklace on the end of my finger. “It’s been a long journey. I couldn’t have done it without you. Rider was right all along. You know what you’re doing. And I couldn’t ask for a cuter producer.”

He rolls his eyes, though his cheeks tint red. We fall silent, watching each other and reveling in this moment of achievement.

This could be our moment. Maybe he’s waited for this day all along, knowing how much it would mean to me. His lips part, as if he’s going to say something. I brush my hair behind my ear, eyes on his. 

He glances into the hallway. “You want to go see a movie to celebrate?”

Not quite the words I hoped for, but it’ll work. “Sure,” I agree, “have you got one in mind?” We make our way outside and hop into his truck. 

“No, ma’am.” Jace tickles me once he’s settled behind the wheel. “We’re celebrating your album. You pick.”

Making a show of rolling my eyes, I pull out my phone to check the movie times for our local theater. “That new Christian movie starts at six-fifteen. If we hurry, we can catch it.”

Jace takes in the movie poster on the screen. “I can’t imagine you wanting to watch something with a guitar on the poster,” he teases. Scrunching my nose up at him, I lean back in the seat. He pulls out of his driveway and heads toward Grahamwood. 

We reach the theater fifteen minutes later, where Jace goes all out ordering us a heaping bag of popcorn with extra buttery goodness. We plop into the best seats in the house—the middle of the last row—as the last preview ends.

A few minutes into the movie, Jace asks his trademark movie-watching question, “What else has she played in?” 

I snort. I adore the boy, but I’m learning he’ll take any chance to discuss film trivia. “Hattie Hudson?” I rack my brain, trying to beat his rapid typing. “She was in a movie we watched the other week... ugh, what was it? It came out a couple years ago.”

“Stealing Stella, that kidnapping thriller. I knew I’d seen her somewhere before!” He grins like a little kid, revealing his phone screen before I can remember the title. Per usual. 

Laughing, I take his phone, and toss it in my satchel, giving him a daring look.

He narrows his eyes, a soft smile playing on his lips. “Okay, okay. I’ll tone down my nerdiness.”

I take his hand in mine. “Your nerdiness is adorable. I’m just picking on you. But I’ve been dying to see this since I saw the previews.”

“Mmhmm,” he murmurs, resting his head on my shoulder. “Whatever you say, Little Missy.”

It doesn’t take long for either one of us to get into the movie, which follows the life of singer Jackie Meadows who abandoned her faith to go on the road with a seventies rock group before crashing and burning in the ways of the world. Music reps influenced the songs she recorded, and living the wild life became her vice. Later, a childhood friend reintroduced her to Jesus. Allowing Him to lead, she switched genres and went on to become one of the most successful contemporary Christian artists of her time.

“Good pick, Em,” Jace breaks the silence in the theater as the credits roll. 

We stand from our seats, and I follow him out to the end of the aisle and down the carpeted stairs. “Yeah?”

He holds the door for me as we exit the theater. Taking my hand, we make our way to the parking lot. “Oh yeah. It’s something we both need to keep in mind for sure.”

We reach his truck, and he unlocks the doors. “What do you mean?” I ask. 

Stepping inside, he cranks the truck, turning down the radio. His eyes meet mine. “You feel God is calling you to pursue music, right?”

I nod. “Yeah, ever since I was little. Why?” 

He takes a moment to weigh his words. “I think you’re meant to do big things, Emery. I believe music is gonna take you places you’ve never imagined. As long as you keep God as the center of your work. Keep Him as your Why.” He clicks his seatbelt, his gaze growing somber. “It’s easy to let the world influence you, to convince you that you have the final say in making a dream come true. But like we just saw, it’s God all the way, all the time. Never back down from what He’s called you to do.  Please don’t forget that.”

I study him and can’t help but sense this is about more than the message of the movie. “I’ll try.”

––––––––
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“OUR PASSAGE FOR TODAY comes from Habakkuk chapter two verses one through three, which read: I will stand upon my watch, and set me upon the tower, and will watch to see what he will say unto me, and what I shall answer when I am reproved. And the Lord answered me, and said, Write the vision, and make it plain upon tables, that he may run that readeth it. For the vision is yet for an appointed time, but at the end it shall speak, and not lie: though it tarry, wait for it; because it will surely come, it will not tarry.”

Standing in the pulpit, Papa Jack looks up from his Bible. “Here, we have Habakkuk, who, in chapter one, receives a prophetic vision that Babylon will destroy a sinful Judah. Habakkuk calls upon God, asking why He doesn’t intervene for Judah. God tells him not to worry, and to do as God told him, but Habakkuk continues to question God. Why would God punish Judah with a nation who’s even more distant from God?

“Now, in chapter two, Habakkuk has waited for the Lord’s answer, to which God tells him to write the vision, to record the back and forth between Him and Habakkuk so others may benefit from it later.” 

He surveys the sanctuary, smiling when he finds Jace and me sitting with the rest of my family. Each week since we first began dating, we’ve alternated between Glory Baptist and Sand Hill Baptist on Sundays. Though other members at Glory have had to learn the ropes of the sound system during Jace’s weeks away, he loves hearing his Papa preach more often.

“But, ‘writing the vision’ isn’t just something Hosea here was instructed to do. God told Hosea to write the vision so that you, I, and all children of God can fulfill the purposes He’s calling us to do.”

I nudge Jace with my elbow, whispering, “I thought he was preaching on the dude with the name I can’t pronounce, not Hosea.” 

He shrugs, cocking his head at his grandpa. “He’s just getting senile. He kept calling me Jason the other day, and he’d done it three times before I realized he was talking to me.”

I nod. “Probably. I mean, he’s eighty-one.”

“What has God called us to do?” Papa Jack continues unfazed. “Each and every one of us are equipped with gifts from God. Gifts we can and should use to further His kingdom. Hosea’s gift was prophecy. When I was thirty, I answered the call to use my gift of tending His flock through pastoring.” 

He smiles at the congregation. “How can we use our talents to lead others to Christ? God tells Hosea very clearly”—Jace catches his grandpa’s eye, and shakes his head—“excuse me, Habakkuk, that He’ll give him the vision. Habakkuk then needed to write the vision. If we’re utilizing other talents—building, teaching, ministering, singing, what have you—we need to follow God’s lead and do it all for His glory. We need to be lights of Him. That way, others will know Whose we are.”

Jace winks at me, taking my hand. I think back to our conversation about the movie the other night.

“Like with Habakkuk, sometimes the call isn’t easy. He worried that he would face backlash for getting this message out to Judah. Similarly, we could fear that, if we use our talents for God, we’ll face backlash from the world. While that is bound to happen, and our ministries may not take off as quickly as those who have secular agendas, ultimately deciding not to obey God can cause serious consequences. Please turn to the book of Jonah.”

Pages flip back a few books in the Bible. Papa Jack reads the more well-known Bible story about Jonah, where Jonah, who God equipped to prophesy to the city of Nineveh, tries to out-run his calling, and ends up facing God’s wrath in the belly of a fish for three days. 

“As I said before, deciding to change route instead of doing as God’s called us to do can render grave consequences. God sent the storm to punish Jonah for his disobedience. God allowed Jonah to be kicked off the boat to Tarshish, which resulted in him being swallowed by the fish.” Papa Jack takes a sip of his water. “We get two choices in this life: to live for God or to live for ourselves. To take up our cross and follow Him, or follow the ever-worn path of the world and get caught up in its snares.” He closes his Bible. “As we part today, I leave you with this question: How are you using your God-given gift? And who are you using it for?” 

We sing the final hymn, “Wherever He Leads I’ll Go”, and Papa Jack asks one of the deacons to pray. He greets us at the door upon our exit.

Jace fakes out Papa Jack with a handshake, pulling him into a bear hug instead. “Good sermon today, old man. Those names gave you trouble, though.”

Papa Jack huffs a laugh. “Don’t I know it, son. Thank you for keeping me straight.” He turns to me, pulling me into a side-hug. “And how’s Miss Adeline Junior?”

I love his nickname for me. It beats “Grandma Emmie” by a longshot. “I’m doing great, Papa Jack. And the sermon was amazing.”

My family waves goodbye to our pastor as they exit, and Jace and I follow. He makes an abrupt stop, and I almost run into him. “Hey, Papa. I almost forgot to tell you, but Aunt Evie called Ma last night and said she’s hosting Thanksgiving this year at four o’clock. Ma said that if you want to come to the house before and ride with them, just let them know.”

His grandpa nods. “Thank you, son. I sure will.” 

If Jace notices his grandpa’s distant expression, he doesn’t mention it. On our way to Jace’s truck, I rationalize that maybe Papa Jack is remembering his late wife, Jace’s Grandma Clara, who Jace christened “Granny C” for short. She passed away about a year before Grandpa Amos did, and from what Jace told me, since losing both his wife and his best friend, Papa Jack lost some of his luster. He’s still full of the Holy Spirit, his sermons are still on point, but I can tell he’s had a hard time letting go of those pieces of his heart, too.  
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November 2013
.

.

In the years since my grandparents’ deaths, every Thanksgiving has echoed their absence at the table. The extra fold-out chair meant for Auden or me held no one, collecting dust in the hall closet. 

But seasons change. And as old leaves paid their dues and fell away, others blossomed along the way. 

A day hasn’t gone by where I haven’t missed Grandma and Grandpa. I wish Sawyer could’ve had the opportunity to share this meal with us. However, Papa Jack was right about the additions. The sight of Becca and Jace joining our table makes my heart swell. Our family isn’t fading out. It’s only growing. 

Momma stands, clinking her fork on her glass of Dr. Pepper. The gesture reminds me of Becca’s mom, who we nicknamed “Madam Lulu” during the wedding preparations last year and I suppress a giggle. “So, I’ll admit, right after Rider got married, I got into a funk. No offense to you, Becca.”

“None taken,” Becca replies, casting Momma a wary glance. It’s obvious to us Becca adores Momma, but she’s skittish around her. Growing up under Madam Lulu’s scrutiny, I can’t blame the poor girl. But Momma considers her one of her own now.

“Even though he moved out years ago, empty nest syndrome hit me deep when I realized Emery could soon be next,”—she winks Jace’s way, making heat crawl up my neck—“and Auden may not be far behind.”

“As long as she finds a good boy,” Daddy interjects, wagging a playful finger at my sister. Auden’s not amused. Though not as boy crazy as she used to be, she’s still eager to find love herself. I just pray her first experience will have a happier ending than her big sister’s.

“So, I went online to find devotional plans to help, and somewhere down the rabbit hole, I came across practicing gratitude. I’ve gotten into it, started journaling and everything. It’s really changed my outlook. A lot of families have a tradition of going around the table and saying what they’re thankful for on Thanksgiving, and I believe it’s high time we start, too.”

I resist a groan. Leaning back in my chair, I suffer a mini panic attack, expecting the back to be higher than it is. I’m in the metal chair. I may have gotten out of my own funk recently, but it wasn’t owed to sappy activities. All this reminds me of those stupid icebreaker games my college instructors ask us to play on the first day of classes. But, then again, that gives me an idea. 

“Joe, do us the honor of starting,” Momma concludes, patting his back. 

Daddy bites his lip. “Way to put me on the spot, Leigh. Well...” He surveys the table, his eyes growing misty. “I’m thankful for this family. God has blessed us greatly, and I’m incredibly proud of you kids and how you’ve matured in your faith over the years. We’ve endured surging storms, but y’all have learned to seek Jesus so He can help you walk on water.”

Momma wipes her eyes, hugging Daddy’s neck. “Oh, I couldn’t agree more!” She fans her face to compose herself. “Alright, son. Now it’s your turn.”

Rider squeezes his wife’s hand, getting teary-eyed himself. Great. I just wanted some of Momma’s homemade turkey gravy, and now we’ve got to endure a sob-fest. I cast a longing glance to the gravy bowl when Rider clears his throat. “Going off of what Daddy said...” His chin wobbles. “Selling Grandma and Grandpa’s house wasn’t easy. Transitioning from a single guy without a care in the world to a husband has been a learning experience. But everything I’ve gone through within the past year... within the past ten years, if I’m being honest... was worth it. I’m not proud of the boy I was, but I’m learning to love the man I’m becoming through God’s grace. So, I’m thankful for every moment that’s led me here today.” He chokes on the last syllable, and now he, Becca, our parents, and Auden—who blows her napkin so full of snot she has to leave the table—are emotional wrecks. 

I’m proud of my brother. I am. But I’ve done enough crying over the past year, and last Thanksgiving I cried my eyes out over the house situation. This is Jace’s first year here, and I don’t want him to think we’re one testimony away from emotional instability. Gaze boring into the gravy bowl, temptation strikes me to grab a roll and send it for a swim while the saps cry it out. 

“You’re up, Emery.” Momma waves her hand in front of my face, startling me back into focus.  

“Um... I’m thankful for meeting this guy beside me.” 

Jace gives me a shy smile, and Auden and Becca coo with obnoxious “awws”. Rider points to himself, declaring, “That was me. I did that. You're welcome.”

Suppressing an eye roll, I continue, “And, um...” I pause. Why am I panicking as if I’m expected to pen a tear-jerking ballad on the spot? Biting my lip, again, all I can recall is that stupid icebreaker game. “I’m thankful God allowed me to find a way to produce and sell my music. And maybe, if all goes well, next year I can be thankful for being able to do music full time.” 

Daddy’s eyes shift to his plate. Becca’s kind enough to offer a nod, though her enthusiasm appears forced.

“That’s nice, Shug. I hope that happens,” Momma says, moving on to Auden. 

Jace is the anomaly who offers hope, taking my hand, and leaning in for my ears only. “You’ll get there, Emery. Just have faith.”

“Thanks,” I mouth. My eyes bud tears, but it has nothing to do with overwhelming gratitude. 

My own family doesn’t have faith in me. How can I?

––––––––
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AROUND THREE-THIRTY, once our bellies lose their tightness, it’s time to leave my house and go visit Jace’s family for Thanksgiving. I’m already uneasy because of the Gratitude Fest earlier, and my anxiety heightens at the thought of meeting Jace’s people for the first time. Part of me wishes I had agreed to go last year, so it would already be out of the way. 

It’s not that I don’t want to meet the Bennetts. I mean, Jace’s aunts and uncles are Pastor’s Kids, too. That’s not quite the perfect recipe for dysfunctional drama, like Sawyer’s family once endured. I still can’t name the source of my unease as we pull into his Aunt Evie’s driveway.

Jace pulls his hand from my grip, flexing his fingers out before parking. “Geez, Emery. Kill my circulation, why don’t you?” He gives a good-natured smile, but it doesn’t help.

“Hey,” he says, kissing my forehead. “There’s no judgment here. Just be yourself. They’ll love you, I promise.”

No matter how many words of assurance he fed me on the way over, my belly thrashes as if I’ve eaten a live turkey. Hiding my face, I unclasp my seatbelt. “If you say so.”

Approximately two seconds after Jace steps out of the truck, he’s waylaid by a teenage boy around Auden’s age. The cousins play fight, Jace giving him a noogie, and the boy making an impressive move for his thin build, squirming out of Jace’s grasp and pinning his arm against the truck. 

“Woo Baby, you’ve been hitting those weights!” Jace coos, pinching his cousin’s cheek like an old lady. A laugh loosening up, I make my way to their side of the truck.

“You know it,” his cousin replies, releasing him. He studies me for a moment, before breaking into a sheepish grin. “Cuz, ain’t you gonna introduce me to the girl whose text I accidentally deleted and thus ruined her prom night?” He scratches his neck. “I’m so sorry, by the way. I thought you were a spammer.”

“It’s all good,” I reply. “I’m Emery. And you must be Jackson?”

His grin resembles Jace’s. “Yes ma’am, that’s me. The certified Baby of the cousin crew. And I was just picking. I know your name. Jace has made plenty sure I know your name.” 

Jace shakes his head, grinning, and drags Jackson along by his T-shirt sleeve. “C’mon, Baby. Let’s go get your scrawny self situated in your highchair.”

Jackson gapes at me over his shoulder as I follow them to a barn-like building behind the house. “You see how I get treated around here, Emery? No respect. Jace, if you had any raising, you’d escort your lady to the table.”

Jace flings his cousin to the side and offers me his arm. “M’lady?”

“There you go, player!” Jackson wiggles his eyebrows. I loop my hand through Jace’s elbow. “Emery, he ain’t a quick study, but I’ve taught him everything he knows about impressing ladies.”

I give in. “Have you now?”

Jace nods, snickering. “Oh yeah. Since he’s had a whopping negative-one girlfriends.”

I tilt my head. “Impressive. How’d you manage that?”

Jackson sucks in his cheeks, his eyes mischievous. “Homegirl found out I’m homeschooled before I asked her out and didn’t just say ‘no’, but a big ol’ ‘heck no’.”

“Shame, shame,” Jace concludes, smacking Jackson on the back. “Poor, crazy girl is just brainwashed by that public schooling.”

“Both of us went to public school.” I poke his side. 

“But we’re above brainwashing, Emery. Duh. Now, your sister on the other hand...” He makes the loopy motion around his head.

“Sister, you say?” Jackson bounces on the toes of his sneakers. “Tell me more.”

“Are y’all coming to eat, or are ya gonna lollygag in the yard all day?” A female voice drawls from the open barn door. A rail-thin woman, who appears to be in her late forties, dangles a cigarette from her fingers. “Turkey’s getting cold, you know.”

Jackson takes a deep breath, turning to me, his gray eyes wide with warning. “Prepare yourself, Emery. You came for turkey, but you’re gonna get the dragon.”

“Dude, hush. She ain’t that bad.” Jace sidesteps him, taking my hand in his. “She’s our Aunt Carrie.”

Jackson sidles in next to me, cupping a hand over my ear. “And she's really that bad.”

We reach the entrance of the barn, and several heads turn in our direction. Carrie drops her cigarette on the ground, stomping the spark out with the toe of her brown leather boot. “Who’ve you got there, Jace?” 

“Y’all, this is my girlfriend, Emery,” Jace announces. I give an awkward wave. “We’ve been together since April.”

Genuine smiles radiate from his family, most either waving or calling out “hey!”. Nevertheless, there’s a contrary one in every crowd. 

Carrie’s eyebrows raise. “Since April? Sounds to me like you’ve been hiding her from us.”

A girl who looks a few years older than me shakes her head. “Momma thinks she’s funny. Learn to ignore her. My name’s Kiley, and I’m slightly older than this boy here.” She scrunches her nose at Jace. “It’s great to meet you.”

“Thank you. It’s nice to meet you, too.”

Another girl, almost identical to Kiley, steps forward. “And I’m Kendra, her younger sister. We’re a year apart.” She not-so-subtly studies me, and I make a mental note that she must take after her mother. 

Scrutiny always renders me mute, so I offer a smile. I must bore her, since she flounces off to stand by Carrie. 

Jace watches her go, a hint of annoyance in his gaze. “C’mon. Let me introduce you to everyone else.”

The hostess, his Aunt Evie, a plump lady in her mid-fifties, radiates pure joy. Upon first sight, she squeezes me into a suffocating embrace, plopping a kiss on my cheek. “Ooh, girl, I am so excited to finally meet you! I was at the Christmas Cantata at Glory Baptist last year and loved your voice. You’re so talented!”

“Thank you,” I manage, my face squished up on her shoulder blade. 

“Let her breathe, Aunt Evie, dang.” Jace saves me, laughing, nonetheless. Aunt Evie gives him a playful stink-eye and turns to the people sitting near her. “Emery, these are my two grown kids, Chris and Hope.” Two adults, who I guess are in their thirties, wave. “Chris is married to Laura, a nurse, who couldn’t make it today because she works second shift. Hope is a pediatrician and just got engaged to Miguel, who’s somewhere around here...” She peers around the barn until she spots a guy cutting up with Jackson. Miguel grins at us, leaving an opening for Jackson to steal the pig-n-a-blanket he managed to swipe pre-blessing.  

Next, Jace introduces me to his Uncle James and Aunt Michelle, Jackson’s parents who are as hilarious as their son. Halfway through our conversation, Mr. Jason clears his throat. “Um, have any of y’all heard from Daddy? We told him to let us know if he wanted to ride together, but he never got up with us.”

Carrie pulls her phone from the back pocket of her jeans, scowling. “Nope, but I’m sick and tired of waiting on him. I thought your crowd was supposed to tell him the time.”

I risk a glance at Jace, who shakes his head. “She lives next door to him, and she’s too sorry to go over there, but yet she’s gonna blame us,” he mumbles. 

“Jace told him the other day,” Mr. Jason says, eyeing her. “I’ll try calling him again.”  He presses his phone to his ear, tapping his foot. A moment of silence passes, and he tries again. “Hey Daddy, it’s Jason. Are you still coming to Thanksgiving at Evie’s?” He pauses, his mouth forming a straight line. “No sir, we were supposed to eat at four. We’ve been waiting for you for about forty minutes.” All conversations in the barn silence to overhear Jace’s daddy. “Well, try to be here as soon as you can. Love you, drive safe.” He slides his phone back into his coat pocket, shaking his head.

“I promise I told him four o’clock, Daddy. Emery heard me,” Jace says, putting his arm around me. The others look to me for confirmation, and I nod, my cheeks tinting. 

“It’s not your fault, son. Your Papa is... I don’t know what’s been going on with him lately.”

“He’s getting careless if you ask me,” Carrie slurs, adjusting her low-cut blouse. “The other week, he came up knocking on my door at seven in the morning looking for his rake. Like I should know where he keeps his mess.” 

“Check your attitude, Carrie,” Evie counters, adjusting the hefty spread on the buffet-style table. “Daddy’s getting older. As much as he and Momma have done for each of us, the least we can do is give him some grace.”

Carrie smirks, lighting up another cigarette, and exits the barn. In the meantime, Jace and I take seats at a nearby table along with Jackson, Kiley, and Kendra.

“So, Emery,” Kiley says once we get settled, “this whole time I thought you looked familiar, but after Aunt Evie told us you performed at the Christmas Cantata, I finally realized who you are. I love ‘Amos and Adeline’. I wish I had half your talent.”

“Yeah,” Kendra adds, sounding less impressed than her sister, “I’m sure you’re making tons of money.”

“Thanks,” I manage, fiddling with the sleeve of my burgundy cardigan, “but I don’t have anything for sale yet.”

“She’s fixing to release her first album though.” Jace takes my hand under the table. “We’ve worked on it together for months.”

“No way! That’s so exciting!” Kiley beams. “Girl, I want a signed copy ASAP. Make it out to your future cousin-in-law, Kiley Wood.” She winks at Jace, who becomes enthralled with something over his shoulder.

“I think your daddy called us,” he says to Jackson. The boys head to the other side of the barn, leaving me alone with the spawn of Carrie the Dragon Aunt. 

I’m hoping she’s forgotten the implications of Kiley’s comment, but Kendra gives a coy eye roll. “Watch what you say, sis. We thought Audrey was gonna get a ring, too.”

My mouth threatens to fall open, but Kiley saves me, smacking her sister’s arm. “Kendra, shut up!”

Kendra rolls her eyes and shrugs. “Well, it’s true...” 

“Yeah, well it was Audrey’s own fault. Now, drop it.” 

My gaze drifts to the tablecloth. My oxfords. A hangnail. Anywhere but them. 

“I think I heard Uncle James fake call me, too,” Kendra spits, rising from her plastic chair. I glance up as she walks away, meeting Kiley’s gaze.

She shakes her head. “Ignore her. She’s just been friends with that heartless monster since we were in diapers.” She smiles, and I strain to return one. Hers drops. “If it’s any consolation, I met you less than an hour ago, and I already like you better.” 

This wins a real grin. “Thanks.”

“So...” She wiggles her eyebrows. “I know y’all have only dated for a few months, but I need details, girl. How are things going so far?”

I squirm in my seat. There’s no ring in sight, that’s for sure. We haven’t even let those three words pass between us yet. “Um, it’s going well. We both had stuff to work through when we first met, but now that we’ve moved on, being with him is a dream come true. We’ve got more in common than I first realized.” 

She nods, her expression not revealing her thoughts. “That’s good. He needs someone who gets him.” She licks the tip of her finger, dabbing a smudge on the checkered tablecloth. “Audrey... I’m not sure how much he’s told you about her?” I shake my head. “Like I said, total monster. Imagine my sister on hateful steroids.”

That’s quite a mental picture. “He hasn’t gone into details, but he said it took him a while to get over things.”

She bites her lip. “That, he did. And, I don’t want to stick my nose in y’all’s business, but if he’s reserved sometimes... he’s probably still got some things to work on. That girl’s a piece of work.” 

Checking over my shoulder, I make sure Jace isn’t coming back before daring the question that’s haunted me since mystery’s girl name came up in conversation. “What did she do?”

Her mouth scrunches, and I can tell she’s debating even telling me. At last, she says, “Well, when Jace was younger, he—”

“There you are, Daddy!” Aunt Evie declares, cutting her off. Papa Jack shuffles into the barn. 

“Yeah, here I am, now y’all can quit complaining about the food getting cold,” Papa Jack replies, taking off his ball cap. “Now, let’s pray.”
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December 2013
.

.

For the first time since I was hired at McKiver’s Café, my heart is filled to the brim seeing Grahamwood’s legendary restaurant packed with guests. Because tonight, I’m not waiting on anyone.

Without batting an eye, Grandma Sue agreed to let me use the restaurant for my album’s launch party, on the promise that I’ll endorse her food when I get rich and famous. It’s a promise I’m sure I can keep; if I can make it that far.

“Lord, thank You for allowing us to abide in this moment with You, celebrating the first release of many to come for Emery. We pray You’ll give us the right words to witness to others tonight, and that our focus will stay on You and not our own efforts. In Jesus’s name we pray, amen,” Jace prays.

“Amen!” 

My family, Jace, and I dab our eyes in the reserved dining room, where Grandma Sue arranged a backstage area of sorts for tonight. I pull my boyfriend close, snuggling into the space below his chin. “You’re the sweetest, you know that?”

He grins and shakes his head. “What kind of man would I be if I didn’t pray for my girlfriend’s success? Now, come on, Superstar. It’s time to greet your adoring fans.”

My family files through the door into the main dining area, Jace and I trailing last.

“Dang, I haven’t seen the place this full
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