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Chapter One - Ashley Montgomery
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THE SMALL FAMILY KITCHEN is abustle, packed by the women as they each feverishly work on their task. Our hands a blur as we rush, blatantly aware of the men waiting for us. “Hey Ash - do you remember Duke’s lunch order?” Dexie calls to me.

Stopping my duties, I roll my head up to peer at her across our counter space - her attention focused on the two slices of bread laid out in front of her. My brain struggles to remember what he’d said before we climbed back up to the house; my hand clasping around my mouth and chin as I comb the recesses of my mind. We’d spent every day since the wedding here at the Montgomery house, working on Dexie’s barn renovations. The entire group dedicated and determined to finish the project in record time. Like a lightening bolt, the answer strikes me, “Cheddar, extra ham and mayo - hold the pickles.”

With a nod, Dexie reaches out and grabs the mayo jar and begins to slather one of the slices of bread. In such a state of disbelief that I could forget such a simple order, I continue to watch her with my mouth hanging open. The most disturbing part - it’s the same thing he orders every day. For the last couple of weeks I’ve been stuck in this odd state; aware of the world around me, but unable to participate fully. If I’m being honest with myself, it’s really been since our wedding. Despite the month that’s passed I’m still reeling from the events. 

From Lilian’s surprise arrival and attempts to sabotage, to the big moment itself. Some days I wake up convinced it was all some sort of horrible dream. Other times - I wish it had been. 

Pushing the thoughts aside, I focus back on the counter space in front of me and my designated job. A stack of brown paper bags are settled on one side of the counter while several fully made sandwiches sit on the opposite side. A black marker sits between the two - tossed aside from Dexie’s question. Picking up a sandwich I evaluate it, my nostril invaded by the intense smell of ham as I spot the thick layer of mayo covering each slice of bread. Immediately I recognize it as Duke’s father’s order. Separating a paper bag from the pile, I pinch it open and place the sandwich inside before snatching up the pen and scribbling “Bruce” across the front of it. 

Before setting it aside I grab his requested bag of chips and other snack items and toss them in as well. As I join the bag with the other finished lunch orders the chit chat of the other women captivate all other noises. “I don’t think we can thank y’all enough,” Annabeth calls to my mother as she slices into the loaf of homemade bread.

Standing at the other end of the tight room, gathering more bags of chips and treats from the pantry, my mother let’s out a humble giggle while shaking her head. As she makes her way towards me, she brushes off the praise, “No thanks needed! Y’all had one hell of a job - we wanted to help any way we could.”

“Still,” Dexie insists as she gently tosses Duke’s sandwich on top of the building pile beside me, “we can’t thank you and Ben enough for helping.”

Ever humble and embarrassed by compliments, Karen’s cheeks flush as she waves them off, “It’s really no problem! You guys did so much for my little girl - it felt only right.”

The room stills at the minute reference to the horrors we’d all endured. A normal reaction that anyone who’s had to deal with Lilian has. Dropping the bags of chips and treats onto the counter, Karen flashes me a warm but awkward smile before making her way back towards the opposite end of the kitchen - I’m sure to return to her stirring duties. While Dexie, Annabeth, and I work on lunch for everyone, Karen and their aunt April are working on the exorbitant feast that they prepare every night.

The stilled room grows even tenser, April’s calm chopping on top of the stove picking up in speed and aggression. The slice of the knife sliding across the wooden board, echoed by the chop of the carrots being diced, increases in tempo as she mutters, “That woman...I’ve never met a more self-centered person in my life! The nerve she had!”

A sentiment most people carry after enduring her schemes. Lilian has always manged to push the envelope of how selfish a person can be. When she’d shown up under the guise of helping us with the wedding I knew it was going to end poorly. Instead of listening to my past experience and gut instincts, I decided to try and give her a chance. I had hoped that maybe for once in my life she could behave like a normal mother would. A mistake I won’t soon forget - or repeat. Although she’s vowed to never see me again, she’s said that countless times before. If patterns repeat, as they always do, when we have another huge life milestone that she believes she can twist to her benefit she’ll come crawling back. 

“I know you warned us,“ Dexie calls, retrieving me from my oppressive thoughts, ”but I honestly didn’t see it coming.“

Bobbing my head side to side, I shrug my shoulders before muttering, “Nobody ever does. How she manages to cause so much chaos.“

She loudly scoffs, shaking her head, “No kidding! I think I have permanent whiplash from her.”

The rest of the women join in with a small chuckle or giggle as the tense atmosphere finally dissipates - April’s chopping returning to a normal tempo and force while the rest of us focus back on the lunches. Reaching for the sandwich pile, I snatch the one settled on top and place it in front of me. Grabbing a paper bag from it’s pile, I pull it open and set it next to the sandwich before reaching down to grab Duke’s favorite barbecue chips. Placing them inside, I finish his lunch order off by reaching into my jacket pocket and retrieving the bag of skittles I’d brought from home; a silly tradition of ours.

Anytime I make Duke lunch I sneak him a bag of candies - usually Skittles. It started about a month after we’d moved in together. Over that time I noticed how the lunches he’d made himself were always...well, sad. A plain sandwich with maybe a yogurt or protein bar - that was it. One day he came home stressed after work, venting about a project his manager had tossed into his lap - and all without warning or consideration for how it impact his other duties. It was clear to me in that moment that he felt he had the weight of the world on his shoulders - and no one to help him carry it. 

The next day I decided to make his lunch for him; consisting of some leftovers we’d had the night before, a granola bar, a bag of his favorite barbecue chips, one of his favorite soda pops, and a bag of Skittles. On top if it all I’d added a small note; nothing too embarrassing or lavish, just a little something telling him that I hoped the candies brightened his day and that I loved him. When he came home that night he was all smiles - endlessly talking about how much he loved the gesture. From then on anytime I can tell he’s stressed or needs something to lighten his sour mood, I pack him a lunch with some sort of candy in it. 

Tossing the candies into the bag, I stare into its opening as I pray it works like it has before. Snatching the permanent marker up, preparing to mark the brown bag with his name, I catch a glimpse of Dexie watching me - an all telling smirk pulling on the corner of her lips. Although I’d sworn to keep my marital woes to myself, I’d broken down a week into our tense silence and vented to Dexie. Offering a listening ear and her usual helpful sister-in-law advice, she assured me that our current situation is just a set back - that we’re adjusting to married life and eventually will get back to how we used to be. With a month gone by and no change, I feel more and more that it isn’t the case. 

Turning my focus back to the bag, I scribble his name before tossing it aside and reaching for another sandwich. As my fingers stretches out, the light catches the emerald of my ring; casting scattered beams around the room and attracting the ladies’ attentions. Annabeth, finished slicing bread for the sandwiches, makes her way to the kitchen island as she lets out a whistle. I giggle at her, her head shaking as she notes, “I still can’t believe Duke didn’t get you that ring from the start.”

Dexie snorts, “You can’t? I’ve been holding myself back from choking him! I can’t tell ya’ how long I was sending him pictures and links to buy that damn ring.”

Laughing at Dexie’s torment, my eyes roll down to admire the emerald jewel. I couldn’t quite blame him for asking for Lilian’s input or how he’d taking it over everyone else’s. I hadn’t explained my turbulent relationship with Lilian or how she is - partly because I didn’t know where to start, but mostly because I truly believed I’d be able to keep her from meddling in my new life. I’m just thankful he replaced her garish ring for this one. 

Six opal stones surround the squared off emerald, intensifying the swirls of green and smoldering gray - creeping in from its corners. Its gold band grips around my finger as its prongs nestle the matching wedding band beneath it. The cluster of diamonds dotting along the base and prongs highlights the gold of the bands. Every time I look down at it I’m mesmerized all over again. Beyond the love I have for the ring, there’s a colder edge to it.  A haunting presence I’d ignored - for the most part. “It’s too bad you two aren’t going on a honeymoon,” April’s voice cuts through my thoughts. 

Shaking my feelings aside, I shrug my shoulders and focus back on the task at hand as I barely note, “It’s not a big deal. We’ll go on our honeymoon later.”

The thought sends a chilling shiver down my spine. “I agree,” Dexie echoes her aunt’s sentiments. “After the whole wedding ordeal - ya’ both more than deserve one.”

I can feel sweat gathering at the base of my neck, my heart thudding against my chest. “It’s fine!” My voice cracks under the pressure, hands beginning to tremble as I struggle to sound convincing, “We’d rather be helpin’ anyways.”

The room stills, quieting enough for the murmur of movement in the other room to be heard. We had been looking forward to our planned road-trip honeymoon, but since the wedding Duke and I had found ourselves in uncharted waters. Our relationship growing tense, neither of us daring to address it. We’d told everyone we’d canceled our plans to help with the renovations, but our current situation had also been a reason. Though we hadn’t discussed it, it seems to be an unspoken agreement. The only retreat we have from it is when we’re surrounded by family and even then it looms beneath the surface - waiting to pounce the second we’re alone. 

It’s gotten to the point I spend most days anxiously obsessing over our future - worried our marriage might be unraveling at the seams. Clearing my throat, an attempt to rid the telling silence, I quickly add, “This way...we can plan it - a bit better. We kinda phoned-in our original route - now we can map it out.” 

Either accepting my reasoning or being as desperate as I am to ignore the tension, Annabeth agrees, “I think that’s smart. Besides we wouldn’t have made this much progress without y’all.”

The rest of the women murmur their agreements, as I focus back on the building pile of sandwiches. One by one, I shove sandwich after sandwich into their respective paper bags, scribbling name after name. Before I know it, the women gather around me and begin to help me pack the bags. Dexie handing me a sandwich while Annabeth separates a bag from the pile and pries it open. Once I pass the sandwich to her, she drops it inside before handing it off to April - my mother across from them, handing them several goodies to be shoved inside. With a sharpie in hand, April marks the respective bags with a name before joining them with the rest of the pile. 

Gripping the next bag, she pauses as she examines it; her head rolling up to the rest of the group. “Does anyone remember what Jace wanted?”

Without missing a beat, Dexie answers, “Peanut butter and honey with a sweet-tea and some salt and vinegar chips.”

Our collective eyes turn to her as she unwittingly continues to gather sandwiches and pass them down. Staring at her, we wait for her to finally realize the audience she’d attracted. Although no one else knows what happened at the wedding - and after our disastrous rehearsal dinner - it won’t be long till they figure it out, especially with how careless she’s become with the secret. Noticing the sudden silence, her eyes roll up and widen before glancing over each of our faces.

Finally realizing her quick response, her cheeks turn a bright pink hue as her mouth snaps open and shut - struggling to get her excuses out fast enough. “What? He’d - he’d practically snapped his fingers at me when he’d said it!”

Satisfied, although I’m sure not completely convinced, the rest of the women shrug and turn back to the sack lunches. Staying my ground, I watch Dexie closely - cocking a knowing brow at her. After she’d dropped the bombshell of nearly kissing Jace after the rehearsal dinner, we’d discussed at length everything that’s led up to it and has happened since. Any and all dirty details I could get. Apparently the moment had been brewing for a while now, something that’s obvious as I look back. They’d been interrupted by my scuffle with Lilian although they’d managed to have a dance at our reception - how I’d missed that I’ll never know. 

Dexie claims she’s uncertain of what it could all mean, determined to believe there’s no earthly way he could ever be interested in her. I call bull. Their’s now way she can’t see how Jace feels about her - even now. While she’s determined to keep it all a secret, obviously poorly, Jace has been nothing but obvious. Every time I point it out she claims he’s ”just being nice“ or ”he’s just a friend“. Every time I’ve wanted to throttle her. I’d pointed out countless times that because that moment had happened in his truck in the first place proved the opposite, but she hasn’t budged. Finished stuffing Jace’s bag, April sets it aside and turns to pack the next bag. 

With April’s back turned and no one else paying attention to her but me, Dexie leans around the counter and towards the pile -  snatching the bag back. Popping it open, she reaches into her pocket and retrieves a small candy bar. It’s not just any candy bar; it’s a Snickers - Jace’s favorite. Swiftly dropping it inside, she pinches the bag shut and returns it to the pile; flashing me an awkward smile before mindlessly pacing items randomly around the counter. Her attempt to seem busy. My lips twist into an even bigger smile as I watch her awkwardly cover her every step. I can’t lie that I’m honored she’d taken a note from my relationship with her brother - despite our current state. 

The women continue bustling around us, unaware of anything she’d done. Her face continues to flush as I keep my knowing stare pointed at her. I’m not sure what’s more infuriating - the fact that she refuses to believe he’s interested in her or that she seems to refuse to accept her own feelings for him. Every time we discuss their “limbo” state, as she puts it, she inevitably blames the whole situation on the wedding - claiming that it had caused them to have a lapse in judgment and to be swept up in the moment. The sound of Annabeth clearing her throat cuts through the room, pulling my attention finally away from Dexie. Gathering several of the finished bags in her arms, April and my mother grabbing the rest, she calls out, “Dexie - Ashley - could y’all grab the drinks?” 

Dexie jumps at the opportunity, tossing herself away from the kitchen island and dashing to the fridge without a single word. As she pops the door open, I can hear the trio of women shuffle towards the back porch door - my eyes immediately following them anxiously. As they shove it open, their arms filled with the labeled bags, they step out and onto the porch. Beyond their shuffled steps and the creek of the screen door swinging shut, comes the muffled steps bounding down the staircase. Too consumed with my desire to mock Dexie’s lame excuses, I ignore the sound and dash to peer out the kitchen window - watching as they cross the porch and down its steps. 

Once they’ve made their way off the porch and onto the path, out of ear shot, I finally turn back to Dexie. “Nice save,” I sarcastically note, stifling a giggle at her expense.

“Shut up,” she chuckles, her head buried in the fridge in shame. “I panicked! I didn’t know what else to say.”

Crossing my arms, I lean back against the kitchen sink and counter as I offer, “How ’bout ya’ just tell everyone the truth?”

”And what exactly is the truth? Cause I sure as hell don’t know,“ she retorts as she pulls herself out of the fridge. 

With several cans of drinks in hand she turns and makes her way back towards the kitchen island, my head and eyes rolling as I watch her. ”How ‘bout ya’ like him - and he obviously likes you.“

She struggles to keep the drinks contained within her arms, several nearly tumbling over. I watch her for a beat before crossing around the kitchen island. Within reach, I outstretch my arms and accept the armful of cans from her. ”Oh right - like they’d be okay with that! Not to mention, I don’t even know how Jace feels.“

Arms freed, she turns back to the fridge while I argue, ”C’mon D! He wouldn’t have done all of that ‘stuff’ if he didn’t like you!“

Grabbing the last few drinks, she steps away from the fridge and swings it shut, pleading, ”Can we just drop it for now? Until I know exactly what’s happening - I’m not telling anyone else. So please - don’t say anything. Especially to Duke!“

I pinch my lips at her request. Although I can empathize with her predicament, despite it being outrageous, I’m not sure hiding something so major from my husband is such a good idea - especially in our predicament. Her pleading eyes laser onto me, searching my face for any confirmation or guarantee. With a gruff sigh, I reluctantly nod my head, ”Okay fine! I promise.“

Not like I haven’t been keeping it from him anyways. ”Thank you,“ she notes, beginning to make her way around me and towards the back door. 

As I turn to follow her, the shuffled steps from the living room return, amplified before stopping just shy of entering the dinning room behind us. ”Hey! Were are you guys -like- going?”

My eyes pinch; her grating voice echoes in the still silence of the empty house as we freeze in front of the screen door. While I remain in place, focused on the door ahead of us and refusing to acknowledge her, Dexie twists from the door as she answers, “We’re heading back out to the barn. Just came back to make lunch for everyone.”

“Oh!” She cheers, the sound of her hands clapping together echoing, “What -like- did you make?”

”Sandwiches,“ I hiss, my patience wearing thin. 

From the corner of my eye I can see Dexie flash me a pointed look - brows furrowed, lips pinched into a tight line. Her face only relaxes once she turns back to her friend and guest. Maggie, a friend she’d made when she lived out in Florida, has been here only a couple of days and I’ve already had my fill of her. From her dismissive attitude towards Dexie to the way she treats any and every man that happens to cross her path. I’d been planning to talk to Dexie about it, on behalf of the entire family, but found it impossible with Maggie constantly underfoot. “I’d love a sandwich! Are you guys still -like- taking orders?”

As if we’re a fast food joint. Heaving a sigh I reluctantly roll my head, and body, to face her. My eyes widen, brows shooting up my forehead as I take in her attention grabbing attire. Wearing the shortest pair of denim shorts, a t-shirt knotted up to reveal her stomach and belly piercing, and her hair done in pigtails she looks less like a friend and more like a problem. So shocked by the majority of her outfit, I nearly missed what she’d paired with it. On her feet, reaching up to her knees, is the pair of boots Dexie had gotten for our wedding - the ones she swore to only wear for special occasions. 

The leather is a lighter color, nearly a shade of pink, while its intricate swirls and floral design is a darker shade. My eyes trace the embroidered detailing and warm tone of the boots as my mouth drops open - shocked by her audacity. “Cute right?” Maggie squeals, posing in the boots, “I saw them and just couldn’t help myself. Hope you -like- don’t mind Dexie.”

Why would she? Not like there her boots. Dexie cuts me off before I can think to respond, “No! They...they look good on you.”

“Thanks! So...where were we -like- on that sandwich?”

My mouth slams shut, teeth grinding together as Dexie answers, “Sure. Turkey, ham, or peanut butter?”

As Maggie taps her finger against her chin, her eyes roll up to peer at the top of her head. No point looking - there’s nothing up there. She hums and awes before finally answering, “Is there any other option?”

Spotting the glimmer in her eyes, the question rushes out of me without a thought, “Ya’ have somethin’ in mind?”

Ignoring the disdain dripping from each of my words, she flashes me a coy smile and answers, “Depends. Do you guys -like- have sourdough?” Dexie’s neck tightens, restraining the thoughts that threaten to escape, before she reluctantly nods her head. ”How about -like- tomatoes?“

Her cheek bulges in an odd section, tongue pushing against it, as she murmurs, ”Yeah.“

If I had to guess - she knows what’s about to happen. ”Great! How about a balsamic glazed, Caprese sandwich? I used to get it all the time at this -like- bistro in Miami.“

I can’t help but roll my eyes. ”Uh - sure!“ Dexie responds.

”What’s in it?“ I interject before Dexie can take a step away. 

Maggie chuckles, near scoffs, ”Well...-like- what’s usually in that sort of sandwich. Have you never -like- had one?“

She rolls her eyes, garnishing a chuckle at my expense as she flaunts a pompous expression. Her eyes inevitably roll to Dexie; as if searching for someone to agree with her. The air that had caught in my throat escapes in a huff as I seize the opportunity. ”Oh no - we don’t get any of them fancy things.” Thickening my accent, I make sure to hit the final word with as much emphasis as I can, “We just eat baloney - or possum.“

Her eyes widen, brows perching as she struggles to respond. ”I can make it for ya’,“ Dexie’s voice nearly breaks as she struggles to stifle a laugh. 

Maggie, still in shock, numbly nods her head as her eyes dart between us. As Dexie begins to turn back towards the kitchen, she pauses. Remembering the arm load we both have, as well as the hungry and thirsty family waiting for us, her eyes bounce to me as she struggle to figure out where to go from here. Realizing Dexie’s struggle, Maggie asks, ”Need some help?“

As Dexie’s head nods feverishly, Maggie makes her way closer before realizing what she’d unknowingly offered to do. Turning to face her friend, Dexie unloads her armful of drinks into her unsuspecting arms - eyes widening as Dexie steps aside. Before Maggie can weasel her way out of it, I step up and unload my armful onto her as well. She struggles under the weight, her arms slowly lowering as they’re weighed down. While she struggles to regain her footing, I make my way to Dexie’s side and begin helping her prepare her friend’s food. 

Gathering the ingredients, paying no mine to her, Maggie struggles to get out, ”What’s all of this -like- for?“

”It’s everyone’s drinks - we were afraid if we put them in the paper bags they’d rip,“ I answer.

As I turn to grasp a paper bag and open it, I spot her from the corner of my eye as she shuffles towards the back porch door. I can’t help but giggle to myself at the idea of her making the long trek down to the barn in such a state. Cans nearly spilling over her overwhelmed arms, catching the tie of her shirt and tugging it as they spill over. Crushing the image, she makes her way to the corner of the two walls; picking up the cloth bag that had been abandoned there for the last few days.

Dumping the drinks into the bag, she swiftly turns back to us with a curious expression. Why didn’t we think of that? ”So - they’re going to -like- the barn?“

I nearly choke on the bitter word, ”Yeah.“

The second she hears the word she’s out the door; wearing a rather large smile with the filled bag swinging beside her. 
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Chapter Two - Duke Montgomery
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“DOES THIS LOOK ABOUT right, dad?” I call out, taking a step back from the framed wall.

A month into the barn renovations and we’ve made more progress than I ever thought possible - no doubt due to the amount of people helping. We fixed the foundation - a task on it’s own - redid the framing as well as framed the interior walls and patched the roof. If we can keep our momentum it’ll be finished before we know it. Kneeling on the concrete slab, his hands buried in a clump of tangled wires, he lets out a gruff before peering over his shoulder. His eyes trace the framed wall before landing on the pipes I’d secured to a nearby post. 

"Yeah - that looks good," he finally responds before turning back to the wires. "How ‘bout ya’ come help your ol’ man.“

Abandoning my spot, I cross the small distance between us and kneel beside him. As I join his side he instructs, ”Hold ‘em here while I secure them."

Without a word I replace his hands around the bundle of wires as he twists in place, reaching behind him for the tool bag. As he searches for the required item, my eyes transverse the barren large room. The barn has taken on a drastic change since Ashley and I’s wedding. The grungy interior walls that we’d cleaned and dressed to the best of our abilities demolished, replaced by poles and framings for the new walls. The dirt flooring gone, replaced by the pristine concrete slabs we’d poured weeks prior. The room is spotted with the rest of our group, working on their own sections; Ben, Uncle Glenn, Tate, and Jace focusing on wires while the rest of us focus on plumbing or gathering materials. Luckily the majority of our help has experience with construction and have taken the lead. 

As dad’s drill whines, the bundles of wires vibrating in my hand, the bolt clasped around them tightens - pulling them even closer together. “What do ya’ think boss?” Jace calls from his section of a nearby wall, ”We makin’ good time?“

Dad taps the trigger of his drill a few more times before dropping it and hollering back, ”I believe so. We keep this up - place will look nicer than the house.“

”Thank God,“ Ethan calls from the opposite end of the barn, ”Hannah and I miss our bed.“

Rolling my eyes I scoff at the annoying comment. Day in and day out, Ethan and Tate never fail to complain about something; the work load, their sleeping arrangements, the simple fact that Dexie is getting the barn and the family is fixing it up for her. Despite the frequency of their complaints, the hard labor had also begun to make some of us short with one another - Dexie’s sudden guest not helping matters. Catching Jace’s grumbles, I turn to see him shake his head as he tosses his tool aside - clattering as it slides across the floor with enough force to nearly snap it in two. Although everyone has become exasperated with their constant complaints, Jace’s annoyance of them had grown to new levels. He was always the angriest about any complaints directed at Dexie or her room that they’d commandeered. 

Gathering himself onto his feet, dad slowly eases himself upright before rolling his shoulders and stretching. ”The girls should be back any second with lunch,“ his booming voice calls out, taking authority over the rising tension between the trio, ”Let’s take a break.“

He doesn’t have to tell any of us twice. Leaping off the floor, I stride over to the spot Jace and I had staked claim on at the beginning of this project. Snatching my chair, I slide it closer before tossing myself inside of it. My eyes watch Jace closely as he abandons his post, reluctantly, and makes his way towards me. While he does, my father settles into his spot across from ours - accompanied by his white plastic chair and red cooler filled with peach tea. Not too far away from dad’s spot, Uncle Glenn and Will sit on several large boxes stashed in the corner - Uncle Glenn leaving enough room for Aunt Trish to join them. As she makes her way towards them from the farthest corner of the barn, Tate and Ethan - too bull headed to listen to anyone’s advice - settle onto the ground catty corner to us. 

Beyond the shuffling of everyone settling into their spots, the sound of teenage giggles and hollers can be heard - echoed by Noel’s bright giggles. With Karen and Ben offering to help it only made sense for their youngest child, Noel, to tag along - giving her the chance to hangout with her new cousins and family. As Ben closes the distance and joins the group, he lets out a drawn out sigh before taking his seat next to my father - in a matching plastic chair. As father-in-laws go, he’s the best I could have asked for. Not only had he offered to help us work on the barn, without any hesitation, but he’s been a much needed support as I maneuver my uncertain situation with his daughter.

Although I’ll never regret marrying Ashley, I’ve been unable to shake these concerns about the future of our marriage. After everything Lilian did, all the hardships she’d caused and the disaster that had become our wedding, our marriage has suffered unexpected consequences from it. ”She’s lookin’ mighty fine - better than the majority of houses I’ve worked on,“ Ben sighs, his eyes perusing our work so far. 

”I second that,“ Jace agrees as he leans back in his chair. 

Ben’s face lightens up, his body suddenly flinging forward as he leans towards Jace and comments, ”Dexie must be ecstatic that we’re makin’ this much progress.“

Puzzled by his pointed statement, and demeanor, I sit up in my seat as my mouth pops open to question what he means. Jace cuts me off with a chuckle as he responds, ”Very. She’s sick and tired of sleepin’ on the couch.“

Ben smirks, seemingly satisfied with the response as he leans back into the plastic chair. How would he know that? Although it’s common sense that she hates sleeping on the couch, Dexie has made a great effort to not complain about it - too grateful about the barn and work being done on it to care now. As I twist to face him, my brow raising as I prepare to question him about his intimate knowledge of my little sister, Tate interjects, ”How awful to be sleepin’ on a couch.“ 

His sarcastic tone drips from every word, coating them in envy. Although I don’t appreciate his dismissiveness, it was hard to deny him - in comparison to his arrangement, hers is lavish. While Dexie has the couch, Tate has the floor of Dexie’s room with Ethan and Hannah. Most of the time he’s locked out for their ”alone“ time and has to sleep in the hallway. I felt bad for his rough accommodations at first, but with his attitude towards Dexie and the renovations my patience has grown thin. ”She has to sleep with Sawyer,“ Jace retorts quickly. “Have you had to do that?” He pauses, waiting for a response. When he doesn’t get one, he nods his head and mutters, “That’s what I thought.”

My head cocks to the side as I stare at him, pondering when he’d become so defensive of Dexie. It could be dismissed as their friendship growing closer, like it had been when we were kids, but it’s becoming obvious that it’s something more. His defensiveness is riding on the verge of hostility, not to mention the other odd things I’ve witnessed between the two. “Not gettin’ any better with that friend of hers visitin’,” Aunt Trish adds as she settles into her seat beside her husband. 

Dad scoffs, shaking his head as he comments, “No kiddin’! She’s...caused quite a stir.”

Dad’s polite way of calling her a menace - an accurate observation. When Dexie announced her friend’s sudden arrival, we all had our guards up - still traumatized by our experience with Lilian. She’s proving to be nearly as bad, just in different ways. The biggest thing we’ve noticed is her attention to Jace. She’s practically thrown herself at him while he’s all but ignored her existence. To about everyone’s surprise. “Definitely,“ Tate adds in an odd tone, earning him looks from everyone but Ethan.

”What does that mean?“ I question him pointedly.

He shrugs, his shoulders playing coy as Ethan answers for him, ”He wants to sleep with her.“

”Tate Montgomery!“ Aunt Trish hollers as the rest us collectively groan at his idiocy. 

“Not a smart move son,” Uncle Glenn cautions him, “that’s a small figure containin’ a whole lot of crazy.”

Aunt Trish wastes no time, “You need to start usin’ that head on top of your shoulders! Don’t need no grand-babies from the likes of her.“

Tate, rolling his eyes, waves his mother off as he responds, ”Calm down ma’! Nothin’s goin’ on.“

Ethan mutters under his breath, barely intelligible above Aunt Trish lecturing her son, “Despite his efforts.”

”Ya’ hardly know her,“ I point out. 

Tate stops, focusing on me as one of his brows raise. ”So?“ he scoffs, ”I can get to know her.”

Like that’ll change anything. “Trust me Tate,” Jace warns, “a girl like that - is nothin’ but trouble.”

Tate lets out another scoff, waving him off too as he shakes his head. I would think the simple fact that Jace isn’t interested in her himself would deter the moron, seeing as he worships the ground Jace walks on. Apparently, if anything, it made him pursue her more. “Lunch time!”

Through the wide open doors, the three women make their way inside - arms filled with paper bags with scribbled writings adorning them. Mom leads their charge while Aunt April and Karen follow close behind. Beyond them Taylor, Alex, and Noel are racing towards the barn - giggling as they scurry. With a collective grunt we gather ourselves out of our seats and make our way towards them, mouths salivating as we remember our choices. Dad, reaching them first, takes the armful of bags from mom and makes his way towards a nearby crate. As the women follow after him, he reaches the boxes and dumps the bags on top of them sorting them as the other ladies dump their armful next to his. 

Without saying a word he sits several aside, combing quickly through the rest before turning to the ladies and handing them their respective bags. Mom begins to refuse, shaking her head as she opens her mouth to disagree with him. He doesn’t let her get a word in, “Not hearin’ it today. Go sit down.”

The women, especially mom, have worked themselves ragged taking care of everyone. From plentiful meals to cleaning to helping with the construction - none of us men could understand how they seemed to work non-stop. Dad had done his best to help them out, but each time he’s sent away with claims that he wasn’t doing it right. The one time he can get them to listen is the usual handing out of lunch bags. With a small smile mom rolls her eyes and nods her head; accepting her bag from him before making her way to his spot and chair. As the rest of them grab their bags and make their way to their spots, my eyes peer out the barn and up the hill - searching for the two missing from their group. 

I could’ve sworn Dexie and Ashley had accompanied them back to the house to help pack the lunches. I vividly remember Dexie and Ashley getting me and Jace’s order before rushing off to the house. If that’s the case - where are they? Just as I prepare to get up from my seat to investigate, dad hollers out, “Jace.”

Turning back to the room, I see a similar expression to mine as Jace cautiously eases himself out of his seat and looks down at the held out sack. Taking a hesitant step forward, he accepts the bag before turning to peer out the barn and towards the house. “Where...are the rest of the girls?” he asks carefully. 

“They’re grabbin’ drinks - should be right behind us,“ mom answers.

With a disappointed sigh he saunters back over to his seat and settles into it. ”Duke,“ dad continues.

Doing my best to ignore Jace’s odd demeanor, I roll out of my chair and onto my feet - stretching my hand out towards my father and accepting the bag from him. As I settle back into my chair he continues calling out names and handing them their bags - the sound of rustling paper echoing across the room. Despite the awkward tension between Ashley and I, I never eat lunch without her - or without her taking the first bite. A tradition I picked up from watching my parents. As I wait for her I can’t ignore my curiosity of what all she’d packed for me. Prying its sides open, I peer inside and examine it’s contents. Laying at the bottom is my sandwich, cut diagonally just how Ashley knows I like it, with my favorite bag of chips, protein bar, and an orange settled beside it. 

Pulling away, preparing to pinch the bag shut and set it aside till my wife can join me, I notice a flick of color stashed underneath the bag of chips. She didn’t. Reaching inside I gently push the chips aside to reveal the tiny bag of Skittles. A smile tugs at the corners of my lips. I hadn’t asked for skittles, though I never had to. A tradition Ashley and I had fallen into shortly after we’d moved in together; she sneaks me some sort of small sweet or goody anytime she packs me a lunch. My lips twitch even more, threatening to reveal my large grin as I eye the colorful packaging. 

Reaching inside, I retrieve the bag of candies before tossing the paper bag down beside my chair. Placing the bag of candies in my lap, still determined to wait for my wife, I peer around the group - each of them digging into their sandwiches. The only other one not eating being Jace. His paper bag is settled on top of his lap, still tightly sealed as his eyes focus on the opening of the building and towards the house. He hasn’t even bothered to check out its contents - not that there ever was any question to what was inside. Noting his tense gaze and untouched bag, I lean towards him and mockingly point out, “What? Not curious if ya’ got everythin’ ya’ wanted?”

He laughs, shaking his head, “Nah - I’m sure it’s all there.”

I challenge, playfully teasing my sister as I note, “Ya’ sure? Ya’ did give your order to Dexie - she might’ve done somethin’ to it.”

”Why are you so interested? Ya’ wanna trade or somethin’?“

”I’m just sayin’ - you two haven’t always gotten along. This would be the perfect opportunity to get ya’ back.“

With a shrug, still chuckling, he unravels the bag and pries it open - plucking each item out showing them to me. ”Peanut butter and honey sandwich...bag of salt and vinegar chips...protein bar...and,“ he pauses, his lips twitching as he tries his best to conceal a smile, ”a Snickers bar.“

A candy bar? I don’t remember him asking for one - and by his shocked expression I’d venture to guess he wasn’t expecting it either. Placing the rest of the items back into the bag, he tosses it aside before opening the chocolate bar and taking a generous bite out of it. With each chew his sly smile grows wider. Although curious on who’d stash that in his bag, I settle into our comfortable silence and wait as patiently as I can for my loving wife. “Hello boys!“ 

Everyone stills - not daring to move a muscle. The high pitch voice reverberates off the building walls, filling the room with it’s obnoxious tone. I pinch my eyes shut, a I try to prepare myself for her usual display. Sauntering through the opened doors, her non-existent hips swaying with each step, she flashes the entire room a flirtatious smile before revealing the large bag. Nearly bursting at the seams, it’s filled to the brim with cans and bottles - our promised drinks. While the entire room greets her back warmly, I peer behind her as I search for the two people still missing. ”I’ve brought drinks for everyone,“ she calls out as she sticks her hand into the bag and pulls out a can. Quickly examining it she suddenly holds it up in the air as she asks the room, ”Who wanted a diet Dr. Pepper?“

Hands raise while she digs through her bag and finds each can- handing them out while my eyes bounce back to the opened doors. Hearing her stir, I swivel back in time to catch as she comes to an abrupt stop; peering down at the next drink. Slowly, she swings around to face Jace as she seductively - or what she thinks is seductive - reveals the bottle of sweet tea with Jace’s name scribbled on it. With a giggle she holds it out as her breathy voice notes, ”I know this one - belongs to you.“

She makes her way closer to him, exaggerating the swing of her hips with each step. Once she’s standing in front of him she leans forward, pressing her arms together and squeezing her chest. Her brown eyes smoldering as she focuses on the man beside me - ignoring the audience she has surrounding her. Unimpressed, and unamused, he takes the drink from her and drops his eyes. Not because he’s embarrassed or ashamed to look at her, I’ve seen him do that before, but because he knows what she’s after - and she isn’t going to get it. ”Thanks,“ he coldly grumbles as he pops the lid off. 

Her seductive expression slips, heat pooling in her eyes as an annoyed frown deepens her scowl. With a huff she throws herself upright and turns back to the rest of the group, continuing to hand out what little drinks she has left. As she moves away from us I lean towards Jace, unable to keep the question to myself any longer. “Dude! She’s throwin’ herself at you! What gives?” I hiss at him under my breath.

He rolls his eyes and shrugs, “She’s not my type.”

I scoff, “Who do ya’ think you’re talkin’ to? I’ve seen you with girls just like her. Be honest - what’s up?”

Not that I mind that he isn’t chasing after her, I’m actually relieved he isn’t. My only issue is how out of character it is for him. “I’m just...not interested,” he answers. 

Before I can push him any further, another set of footsteps make their way inside the barn. We collectively peer towards the noise as Dexie greets, “Sorry! We got held back!” A paper bag in hand, she enters the room and crosses to Maggie - holding it out to her before evaluating the barn. “Wow! It’s starting to come together.”

Spotting movement from the corner of my eye, I turn to see Jace leaning forward in his seat, watching her closely with a bright smile. In the split second, Maggie snatches the bag from Dexie with a huff before crossing to Tate - stomping with each step. As she settles beside him, scrambling as he struggles to contain his excitement, she lets out an exaggerated giggle - fawning over him while sneaking peeks back over at our general direction. I roll my eyes, focusing on the pair - mainly my wife. Grabbing the only two bags left on the boxes, Ashley and Dexie make their way towards us - Dexie seemingly more excited than Ashley. As they close the distance, I reach behind my seat and retrieve the stashed chair I’d hidden for her - placing it beside me in time for Ashley to immediately take a seat. As she settles into the chair, flashing me her usual warm smile, she asks, “Have ya’ started yet?”

I chuckle and shake my head, “Of course not. Waitin’ for my wife.”

She giggles, the sound hollow - as if there’s no real joy in it. Her eyes drop to her bag as she begins to open it. As if finally being given permission, I reach between us and swipe up my own bag - prying it open once again and reaching inside. As I retrieve each item, placing them on top of my lap next to my bag of untouched Skittles, I can’t help but overhear Jace whisper, “Thanks...for the candy bar.”

“No problem...thought you’d enjoy it,” Dexie whispers back. 

My brows furrow. Just as I prepare to turn around and peer at them, Ashley grips my hand and diverts my attention, “Honey! Could ya’...uh - help me with my drink?”  
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Chapter Three - Ashley Montgomery
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THE TRUCK’S ENGINE growls as we race down the street. Rocking side to side in the passenger seat, I stare out at the road ahead. The hazy sun barely peers over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of orange and purple - casting shadows of the towering buildings over us. Despite being exhausted and sore, my excitement to see what more we can get done outweighs it all. We’d made decent headway yesterday with the piping and electrical but the family, specifically the men, are bound and determined to finish that up today. They’re practically biting the bit to move on to the next steps. So excited they’d discussed it at lengths during dinner last night. 

As we’ve done every night since starting the renovations, we ate dinner at the Montgomery Farm - seated around Duke’s family’s dining table. The men eagerly planning their work for today, while the rest of us endured Maggie’s usual antics. Something I’d longed to be rid of since she’d arrived. She spent the majority of the night still throwing herself at Jace, like she’d done earlier in the day - in between bragging about her ’accomplishments’ and dismissing Dexie’s. While the rest of us were appalled on her behalf, Dexie had for the most part laughed off each comment; but I wasn’t convinced it didn’t bug her. Not to mention her special treatment of Jace.

Maggie, either trying to
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