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Prologue
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It was a warm, hazy fall evening.

Like the prior week, I spent the day glued to my dorm desk, combing through my pile of textbooks and doing my best to memorize the words lining each of their pages.  For the most part, I had been left alone with my thoughts - only the occasional interruption by my roommate.  She had done her best to persuade me to take small breaks; while I somehow managed to decline her every time till eventually she gave up.  I was determined, at that point, to take my studies seriously - and to pass my first term with flying colors.  In vain though; evident by my poor final scores and inability to recall their topics.  

My eyes stung the longer I stared down at the pages, their words blending into an incoherent mix.  I leaned back in my chair, pinching my eyes shut in a desperate attempt to clear my vision.  The stagnant smell of stale chips and soured drinks filtered through the air, their pungent scent bolstering the doubts swirling inside my head.  Moving to Florida as hastily as I had hadn’t been my smartest move, but felt like my only option.  I was desperate to get out of my small hometown and experience the world beyond it.  What hadn’t occurred to me was the loneliness.  I knew I’d miss my family and friends, but hadn’t considered how hard meeting people would be.  Eventually I did, but that first year had been the hardest.  For the majority of that time my only friend was my roommate. 

As I opened my eyes and took another gander at the words, I found their conjoined state hadn’t bettered.  With an exhausted sigh, I decided to take a much-needed break and eased my chair back.  My overfilled desk was spotted with empty energy cans and food wrappers, scattered around my course notebooks and textbooks.  As my eyes perused the landfill my work area had become, they inevitably rolled over the disastrous room.  At the beginning of the term it was pristine - organized and equally split between us.  

As time drew on we quickly found it in disarray, convincing ourselves and one another that we had too much going on to bother with it.  The university provided furniture was worse for wear after our brief time there, riddled with dings and minor scratches.  The two platform beds were pressed into opposing walls, shelving units sat at the end of each bed and creating a cubby of sorts for our desks.  The white painted brick walls were speckled with holes and tacks, holding up our multitude of pictures and posters.  An offense we’d been written up for - multiple times by that point.

The white tiled floor was overcome with objects and items, mainly piles of clothes that hadn’t yet made their way onto our respective beds.  What laundry had though was piled up in vastly different ways.  My hastily made bed was toppled over with organized piles of laundry; clean and folded, awaiting to be stored properly.  My roommate’s, on the other hand, was an incoherent mix of clean and dirty clothes.  As my eyes rolled over her bed, they inevitably landed on her encumbered desk.  No trace of her schoolwork, textbooks, or any other study materials.  Only a litany of makeup products, perfumes, and lotions; piled on top of one another in one heaping mess. 

Like every morning, she had been running late to her morning class - evident by the wreckage she’d left in her wake.  She returned a couple of hours later with a special guest in tow.  A fellow male student, pledged to a certain fraternity that had made several visits in the past - as well late-night calls.  They giggled as they excused themselves, walking out hand in hand without a care in the world.  Maggie popped her head back in long enough to promise to return quickly - as well to help clean up the mess she’d made.  Not that I was expecting her to.  

With a heavy sigh I pushed up from my chair, making my way to my bed.  Pile after pile I gathered the clean clothes and shoved them away, either in their storage bin beneath my mattress or on the shelving unit.  All the while, my mind raced.  One would hope I’d be agonizing over my studies, instead I was pondering what had led me there.  To that cramped, disgusting room.  Or more specifically, to that university a state away from my home and everything I knew.  I convinced myself I’d done it for my future; swearing that a degree from them would set me up better.  A claim I began to doubt as the weeks dragged on.

It wasn’t long before the questions began to nag me, piling on top of each other in the back of my mind.  Was I doing the right thing? 

Should I have thought about it more?

Should I just cut my losses and head home?

As they grew in intensity, they were justified with a single memory - of Dustin’s grand plans for our life.  Beginning with a relatively small wedding, all our friends and family in attendance, and held at the town’s church.  That would be quickly followed by the purchase of a quaint house, not too far from either of our parents.  Then exactly 2.5 children, all within a year of one another, with his hair and my eyes.  Our entire relationship all I ever heard him talking about, when it came to the future, was his dream of being a pro baseball player.  I had no idea about these grander life plans till the weeks leading up to our high school graduation. 

He initially hinted at an elaborate engagement before eagerly sharing his ideas with me; assuming I’d be overjoyed that he thought that far ahead.  In reality...it overwhelmed me.  It wasn’t exactly an accurate comparison, but I began looking to Gabbie and her experience.  I witnessed firsthand how stressed and exhausted she’d been from said life; having baby Ty, getting married to Carlos, not to mention dealing with her monster-in-law.  She vented to me constantly about how exhausting it all was; how hard that first year of marriage turned out to be, how she was desperate for the college freshmen life I had ahead of me.

With each of his baby name suggestions or mention of preferred style of home, I could only think of what she’d described to me.  And how I wasn’t sure I even wanted it.  At least...not with him.  

Hindsight’s 20/20.  

With my clean clothes put away, I promised myself to clear my guilty conscience once I had room to breathe.  As I began setting to work on the cluttered floor, our door flew open - clattering against the items shoved behind it.  I jolted as I flipped around to face the thrown open door.  Stood in the threshold, my roommate was wrapped in a towel and trenched from her apparent shower.  In a huff, Maggie marched further in before she grabbed the edge of the door and slammed it shut.  “That...witch,” she hollers, the words vibrated out of her.

With an exasperated sigh I rolled my head and turned to lean back against my bed; watching her better as she stepped further into the room.  I could already guess who and what she was talking about, “What did she do now?”

She slammed the door shut before stomping across the room to her bed.  “What she always does!”  She hissed, “Doesn’t have -like- a life of her own so she has to butt into mine!  She actually had the nerve to -like- report me and Trevor.  Again!”

While I struggled for an acceptable response, she tossed her head down; dumping her hair out of its matching towel.  Her wet, golden locks hung around her head as she reached up to tassel the damp strands.  “Can you believe that!”

Despite my better judgment, I let out a sigh as I muttered, “Well...if y'all were showerin’ together again....”

She froze.  In an instant her head snapped up and whipped around; her eyes pointed at me with an angry scowl etched into her face.  “Whose side are you even on?”

I raised my hands defensively.  Although I hadn’t known Maggie for long at that point, I learned fairly quickly that I didn’t want to get on her bad side.  “I’m just...sayin’,” I tried to recover. 

Maggie scoffed as she spun around to face her bed, disregarding anything else I could say.  A consequence of my ‘disobedience’.  She tossed her still damp towel on top of the clothes piled onto her bed, her hands gesturing wildly above her head as her frustrations grew.  “I just can’t believe her!”  She shrieked, her ranting growing in steam as the words spilled out of her, “Calling me a tramp when she’s sleeping with half the -like- football team!”

My jaw dropped as I gasped, “Did she really call ya’ that?”

There was a long pause; too long of a pause for the statement to be true.  “Well...no,” she reluctantly answered, “but she was thinking it!”

Unsure what else to say, or do, I climbed on top of my bed and settled in.  It was obvious I wouldn’t get another minute of studying or cleaning done, at least not until she’d gotten everything off of her chest.  “She just can’t mind her own business!  I mean, it’s not like I’ve ever called her out when she’s -like- broken any of the rules!” 

I had practically bitten my tongue.  She reported every girl on our floor for any broken rule she could - big or small.  But I knew better than to remind her about it.  “Thanks to her, Trevor might get kicked out!”

Or, more than likely, the plagiarism he was caught doing.  I hesitantly questioned, “But...I thought y’all were just being ‘casual’?”

Still somewhat naive to how fragile Maggie’s ego was, my tone mocked her use of the word.  She scoffed, barely peering over her shoulder at me to display the rolling of her eyes, “Yeah - and?  Doesn’t mean I want him -like- to get kicked out!  Who’ll be -like- my escort to the Winter Formal?”

Right on cue.  The real reason she cared about his status at the university.  Oddly enough, Trevor was the ‘it’ guy of his fraternity; Maggie being escorted by him to any events on campus would only elevate her standing, as well help her get into any of the sororities she’d been looking at.  The only response I could come up with was a slight shrug, as I knew any logic would be ignored.  She huffed at my lack of response, rolling her head back around as she began grumbling obscenities; most of them directed at our resident hall attendee - a handful at me.

Like I always did, I ignored her while convincing myself she hadn’t meant a single thing she said.  The reality was that she did.  While Maggie continued digging through her clothes, a tense silence fell over us.  All I could do was watch her pensively, waiting to see what she’d do next.  Either move on from the issue plaguing her...or begin lashing out at me.  Usually with claims that I didn’t care because I wasn’t as upset as she was. 

Maggie finally spoke once again, “Are you coming to the party tonight?”

I hesitated, shifting in place.  “I’m...not sure,” I hummed, uncertain of my words.

She let out a derisive scoff, “Well - c’mon little miss country bumpkin!”

Like a flip switched, a thick southern belle accent emphasized each word she meant to mock me.  One of her more classic tactics.  “I thought ya’ left that little rink-a-dink town to experience things!  Ya’ ain’t gonna experience anythin’ locked in this tiny room.”

It was always a bit ironic when she began mocking me this way - seeing how she introduced herself to me.  The day we moved in she bragged endlessly about being raised in the south, specifically Texas, and living on a ranch.  For days we exchanged stories of living in a rural community, gushing over shared farm-life experiences, and our desperation to get away and experience more.  I was so caught up in the fact that I’d found a sliver of home that I overlooked a lot of the cracks in her stories.  I think it was a few weeks later that I overheard her talking to someone about Hollywood - specifically, a particular actor they were both fond of.  

Not long into the conversation, she began bragging about how she had lived in Malibu California her entire life.  Followed up with claims that she ‘coincidentally’ lived down the street from said actor.  I eventually confronted her about it, where she admitted that she never lived in Texas; she visited family that lived there and owned a farm of sorts.  As well, that she hated the entire experience.  Her exact description of the entire experience was ‘boring’ and ‘disgusting’.

If that wasn’t bad enough, a month later I met her parents and learned even more.  She was actually born and raised in Florida - a city away from our university.  When I confronted her again, she claimed that she hoped by lying we’d grow closer – something about shared experiences.  She flipped around to face me, her face pressing into a sneer as her arms crossed over her chest.  She popped her hip out and began aggressively tapping her foot - a telltale sign that her patience was wearing out.  

The thought of being around a bunch of drunk frat guys sounded about as enjoyable as a root canal, but I knew there wasn’t a way for me to get out of it.  “Fine! I’ll go,” I relented.

“Good!” 

She clapped her hands together, turning back to the pile of clothes as she began rifling through them in search for her outfit for the night.  “But I’m only havin’ one drink!” I tried to assure myself. 

A lie I never lived down.
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Chapter One
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Whack, whack, whack!

An orchestra of hammers beating the wooden beams echoes in the empty space.  The whining of drills hums beneath, a slurry of shuffling movement and adjustments.  For the first time in weeks, the gutted interior of the decrepit barn is filled once again.  Part by the noise - the rest by my family.  Scattered throughout the building, they work tirelessly with the same enthusiasm they’ve had the entire time.  

In the short month our rag-tag team has been working, we’ve managed to take the long-forgotten structure and turn it into a shell of something more.  We fixed exterior walls, made cutouts for new windows, and poured a new foundation.  While the outside still has work to be done, we set our sights on the interior for the time being.  “Dexie - get me that nail gun,” Uncle Will’s voice beckons above the constant noise.

Gathering myself up off the concrete, I dust off my well-worn jeans before scrambling to exit the empty space.  It’s partly marked out by several wooden beams, as well a strip of bright blue electrician tape.  I squeeze between the bright orange timber, twisting as I ease myself between the two posts of the framing.  Although we barely started tackling the interior, the plans were already taking shape.  

The same blue tape cuts up the smooth slab, marking where future walls will be.  Several frames are in the middle of going up, while others are completed – piping and electrical being installed on them.  I stumble towards the dividing line of what will be my living room and kitchen, to the stack of large boxes and haphazardly tossed bags of tools.  Placed on top of the boxes is a saw and grinder, Uncle Will’s large box of tools sat between them.  Not too far from the assortment of tools, Uncle Will perches against a wooden post.  

His arms brace against it, slightly shaking beneath its weight as he waits patiently.  I waste no time as I gather and haul his bag closer, searching for the requested nail gun.  Sat squarely on top, in its black and yellow glory, I keep my fierce pace and snatch the tool from inside.  Jogging around the boxes, up to his perched spot, I hold it out to him.  Having been watching me pensively, he greets me between clenched teeth, “Thanks.”

He retrieves his arm from bracing against the wood beam, reaching towards me as his other arm begins to tremble – struggling to hold the post steady.  With my hands free I jump around him and prop myself against the post.  As I push against it, a loud crack rings out - followed by several more.  He shoves the nail gun against the wood, rolling himself upright as he drives nail after nail into the bright timber, keeping the same measured rhythm.  Thank God these guys have done this before, I note as I ponder how he knows exactly where to put each nail.

While I wait for him to give me the ‘all clear’, my eyes drift over the barren space.  Scattered rays of light seep into the building, the new foundation shimmering beneath them.  The open space is divided equally among the rooms; mostly by tape, some by wood framing.  The back of the building has been designated for my master suite, fit with a large bedroom and equally spacious bathroom.  Next to it, sharing a wall, will be a nook of sorts that’ll be fit for laundry, saving me the hassle of hauling clothes up the hill to the main house.  Beside it will be my home office; large enough to hold a decent reading nook, as well as a desk for my laptop.  That leaves the rest of the space, surrounding the large front doors of the barn, to be divided between my kitchen and living room.

I can’t help but chuckle to myself, thinking back to when we were initially in talks about the layout.  The family had believed we’d hit a stalling point, immediately teasing me relentlessly as well making offhanded jokes at my expense.  I had a hard time making decisions in the past, so they assumed with something as important as the layout of my house I would’ve been petrified.  It wasn’t long until they began taking bets; some guessing no less than two weeks, the rest assuming more than a month.  

What no one expected, including myself, was for me to decide in under a week.  For days, they questioned me, curious on what had changed.  Initially I credited my quick thinking to the pressure of our timeline.  When we began working on the barn, everyone had relatively open schedules.  Of course, they eventually needed to get back to their homes and own lives, but they were confident that they could stay for as long as needed.  And based off of what Jace, my father, Ashley’s father, and my uncles all believed, it would take us roughly all summer into the beginning of fall.  At least with what I’ve figured out so far for the space.  

Then Uncle Glenn got an offer he couldn’t refuse.  A couple of weeks into working on it, he got an email from one of his favorite websites - selling discounted trips and vacation plans.  A month-long cruise had dropped onto their sale page, one that he and Aunt Trish have had their eyes on for months.  The deal sweetened even further with a group-on; stipulating that the more people they bring, the cheaper the price.  For up to ten people.  They immediately set to work that night, doing their best to convince as many family members as possible to join them. 

By the end of the night they had six of the ten spots filled.  With Aunt Trish and April, Uncle Glenn and Will, Alex, and Sawyer having to leave sooner now, our lax timetable was set to overdrive.  As I’ve watched the building be pieced together, I’ve come to realize that it wasn’t the change of plans that spurred me.  Nothing had, really.  

From the moment they handed me the keys to the building, I had been unknowingly picking out what I wanted.  I knew I wanted some form of hardwood floors, whether it was laminated or tile.  I knew I wanted the walls to be mostly painted, with a few done as accent walls - preferably from the wood we salvaged.  I also knew that I wanted to keep the original space as much as possible - and that I didn’t need much.

Finished nailing the post into place, Uncle Will takes a generous step back, nodding his head at me.  He evaluates his work before turning away, seemingly satisfied as he moves on to the next task.  With my shoulder slightly sore from holding up the piece of timber, I decide to take a quick break and peer at the open space.  I focus on the back end of the building, my designated bedroom, doing my best to imagine all the different possibilities for the space.  

The possible shades of paint I could cover the four walls in, how I could decorate, and what furniture I could have in there.  I almost chuckle to myself as I vividly recall the memory of my first day back on the farm.  I was so worried about my lack of privacy and space; further worried by my furniture being stored in one of the barns.  It’s so ironic that I came back with too much stuff and not enough space, to now I’m worried I won’t have enough to fill the place.  “Hey D - is this where the kitchen is gonna be?” Duke hollers. 

Twisting around to face him, he’s stretching in between two posts tucked into the corner of where my office wall will be.  The piping he’s intending to install in one hand, the other clutching the tools needed.  I give the corner a cursory glance before nodding my head, “Yeah – that entire corner.”

He doesn’t respond, instead dropping his head to focus on where he plans to install the pipe.  “Gotta start markin’ things with tape,” my father mutters to himself, barely audible above the racket of tools and movement.  

From the opposite side of the room, our father stands with his hands on his hips.  Examining the concrete floor, as if expecting labels to magically appear and lay themselves, he’s dressed in his usual pair of paint splattered overalls.  He has a cap pulled low on his head, a dirty rag tucked into the front pocket on his chest, and a tape measure in hand.  From just beyond his shoulder, I spot movement.  Two figures are stashed in the back corner of what will be my living room.  They’re huddled tightly together, their heads on a swivel - peering over their shoulder and back at us. 

Tate and Ethan’s muttered voices carry in the empty building; their low comments loud enough to hear their bitter tones, but not enough to hear what exactly they said.  They quickly follow up whatever comment they made with a shared cackle.  I roll my eyes at their childish antics, taking a steadying breath as I try my best to remain composed.  The entire family has been exhausted and sore from all their hard work, but the pair’s complaints were the loudest.  In fact, they hadn’t stopped complaining since they arrived.

First it was the sleeping arrangement, then it was having to help Duke and Ashley for their wedding; though they were a bit more understanding then.  Now it’s the barn construction.  In between their complaints, they never failed to throw subtle jabs directed at me.  Initially insinuating they had better things to do then help with my ‘little construction project’; moving on to making little digs about how I was being ‘handed everything’. 

Meanwhile, the rest of the family begged me to ignore them.  “They’re just upset that they’ll do all this work without anythin’ to show for it,” Aunt Trish had apologized earlier this week, not excusing their poor attitudes towards me.  “Tate’s been in the same apartment for years now. And Ethan and Hannah – well they’re not sure they’ll ever be able to buy a home.”

It wasn’t that long ago I had been in a similar situation, earning them some grace when it came to their bitter comments.  I promised to do my best to ignore them, pretending as if I hadn’t heard them in the first place.  But seeing them, hunched over as they lowly whisper to each other, my patience is wearing thin.  It would also be one thing if they complained offhandedly, only voicing their thoughts occasionally; but it’s been a daily occurrence.  Tate usually brings up how he ‘hasn’t slept-in’ since working on my ‘stupid’ house.  He then follows it up with a more revealing comment about himself; expressing that he’s been working harder here than at his actual job.  Ethan wasn’t any better.  He liked to grumble endlessly about how he and his new wife postponed their travel plans for this. 

On and on they’d go, like some sort of hellish carousel.  My only comfort being that I wasn’t the only one ticked off by their bellyaching – and growing tired of it.  The sound of tools clattering against the cement floor cut through the rumble of noise.  Everyone abruptly stopping, turning to see what caused the ruckus as a low voice cuts through the sudden silence.  “Hey! Is there a problem over there?”

Like children caught with their hands in the cookie jar, they straighten up with wide eyes and sheepish faces.  Their muttered voices cease, all eyes turning to the tense voice.  Jace, making his way from the back of the building, strolls up to the pile of tools I’d found myself stationed near.  He keeps his pointed scowl directed at the duo, his hands fiddling with his tool belt.  In a matter of seconds he unbuckles it, slips it off his hips, and dumps it on top of one of the boxes.  My eyebrows raise at the smooth movement, perusing his flexed bicep and tense back.  “Uhm...nothin’,” one of them timidly answers. 

“We were just...attaching the wires,” the other one quickly follows up.

I can hear their shuffled steps as they retreat, Jace scoffing to himself as he mutters, “That’s what I thought.”

His shoulders relax as he turns from them, his green eyes finding their way to mine.  As if his heated gaze wasn’t enough, the corner of his lips twist into his signature cocky smirk. That damn smirk.  My face flushes immediately, my dream rushing to the forefront of my mind as my lips twist into a smile - despite my protest.  

His confident stance shifts, appearing almost hesitant as he glances around.  My heart nearly stops as I watch him steer around the large boxes, closing the distance between us as his hands dust off his jeans.  “Hey D,” he greets, dropping his head before he clears his throat.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he’s nervous.  As he rolls his head back up, he adds, “How’s everythin’ going?” 

Unsure how to answer I settle for a shrug and awkward chuckle.  We still haven’t been able to discuss everything that’s happened; the moment in his truck, our close dance at their reception, or what he meant when he said, ‘Maybe I wanna risk it’.  I’ve replayed the events time and time again, desperate to ask him what it all meant.  But every time I’ve tried, someone always manages to interrupt us.  Clearing my throat, I quickly collect myself enough to answer, “Pretty good - I think.”

“Good,” he nods, settling across from me.  

His narrowed eyes scan the room around us, dotting each family member’s position in relation to us.  His strong arms cross tightly over his chest, his signature white t-shirt now spotted with dirt and grime.  His curly hair, somehow still freshly cut from the wedding, is nearly covered by the backwards cap sat on top of his head.  My jaw hinges open, attempting to start the conversation I’d been agonizing over when his eyes shift back to me.  

Immediately my mouth goes dry, any semblance of a word falling flat off my tongue.  His arms drop, his hand stretching out towards me.  I freeze, my eyes watching his hand closely as it grows closer and closer.  If I hadn’t seen it, I’m not sure I would’ve felt his finger as it ever so gently grazes the length of my arm.  “I’ve been meanin’ to talk to you.”

I swallow my tongue, my breath catching in the back of my throat.  I do my best to ignore my ignited skin, struggling to keep my focus on his words.  It isn’t long till I’m quickly reminded of the prying eyes, not too far from us.  Beyond Jace’s shoulder I can see Uncle Will only a few steps away.  He’s mostly focused on the next post, but his eyes occasionally glance our way.  “Uhm - yeah,” I manage to get out. 

As desperate as I am to talk to him, I’m not sure it would be the smartest move to do it here; surrounded by family and eavesdroppers.  Hearing something stirring behind me, I glance over my shoulder in time to spot Duke. He abruptly stops shifting towards us, his head dropping as he pretends to be more interested in the tools in his hand; still doing his best to casually glance up at us.  I set him with a glare before turning back to Jace, struggling to think of a decent compromise.  “Maybe we should,” I begin to say.

“D!” Ashley’s voice cuts me off. 

We jerk apart, our heads twisting on the same swivel to look over at her; standing in the entry of the barn.  Her eyes wild, gaze set on us with a sheer panic that couldn’t be hidden.  Spotting the fellow onlookers, she quickly clears her throat and clarifies, “We - uh - need your opinion over here.” 

My eyes widen at her, head slowly nodding before I turn back to Jace - as if searching for permission.  He meets my gaze, the same disappointment I feel written all over his face.  I flash a sheepish grin, making light of the situation as I tease, “Sorry...duty calls.”

“Next time,” he promises. 

Holding you to it, I think as I step around him.  At a brisk pace, I make my way from the pile of tools to the entry – Ashley still watching me pensively with her arms cross.  Her torn, oversized jeans, are splattered by paint.  The hem of each leg is rolled up, revealing a pair of bright-colored sneakers.  Her equally brightly colored shirt has a faded image plastered across her chest, their sleeves cut off and tucked.  Her red curls are piled on top of her head in a messy bun, beginning to spill out from her abrasive head movements.  

Within reach, she grasps my upper arm and yanks me to her side, hauling me through the doorway and out the building.  I don’t get the chance to so much as yelp before she’s hissing lowly at me, “What the hell was that!”

We stumble out a few feet from the barn, Ashley holding my arm up as she aggressively directs me far enough from the barn that no one can hear us.  It’s not very often I regret telling her something, but this is one of them.  Although, I hadn’t intended on telling her - or anyone for that matter.  I was so overwhelmed with the building of events that it spilled out of me before I even knew what I was saying.  If only I could take it back. 

Right - like you wouldn’t have told her eventually.

The key word there being eventually. Like after Jace and I discussed if any of it meant anything.

“First - ow!”

I yank my arm free from her, stumbling to a stop as I roll my shoulder.  Settling into our apparent standoff, Ashley stomps ahead till she stands across from me - blocking my only escape.  She slams her arms tightly over her chest, her new ring catching the sunlight as she sets me with her classic frown.  The same look she gives me every time she catches Jace and I even near one another.  “Secondly - nothing!” I gesture my arms wildly, “We were just talkin’.  What?  Is that not allowed anymore?”

She scoffs, “Yeah right!  Then what was with that whole thing with your arm?” 

I pinch my lips together, keeping them from twisting up into a sheepish smile as I feign ignorance, “Have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

“Dexie - I’m not stupid.  I know what I saw.  He was caressin’ your arm - in front of God and everyone!”

Like a schoolgirl caught holding hands with her crush, my large grin cracks through as my cheeks flush.  “You saw that?”

“A blind man would’ve seen it!” 

I hold back a scoff of a laugh, escaping through my nostrils as Ashley tilts her head at me - looking for a better explanation.  The honest answer was I didn’t know.  Thanks to her, and being surrounded by family every second of the day, I hadn’t been able to figure anything out.  She shakes her head, disregarding the comment as she warns, “You guys gotta stop being so careless! The whole family is gonna figure out what’s goin’ on!”

“Nothing’s goin’ on,” I argue. 

She holds up her hand, cutting me off before I can say anything further.  A tension settles over us like a wet blanket, both staring at each other as we chew our thoughts.  Switching tactics, I try to appeal to her sensible side, “We were just...being friendly. No one seemed to notice before you started yelling like a banshee.”

She gasps, “I was not!”  

I bob my head side to side, disagreeing with her as my face contorts - mocking her.  “Well...if I was, it’s because I was coverin’ for you two!  Like you asked!”

With that she jabs a pointed finger at me, as if to say ‘she got me’.  And, in a way, she had.  I did ask her - beg her really - to not only keep our secret but to help cover for us.  Although she was resistant at first, she had still done it.  That and being Jace and I’s one-woman blockade.  I meet her intense scowl and daggered finger, my shoulders deflating as my head rolls up and away from her.  “Okay!”  I call, tossing my hands up, “You’re right.  I’m sorry I dragged you into this.  And...we really do appreciate...everything.”

“You can thank me by figurin’ whatever it is y’all are doin’ out.”  She doesn’t wait for a response, flipping around and making her way towards the side of my patched barn.  “C’mon - we really do need your opinion.”  
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Chapter Two
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The smell of sizzling pork penetrates the air, a mixture of robust hickory and honey.  Like every night, the dining table is surrounded by the older adults;  most of them abuzz in a lively debate, the others growing tired of the topic at hand.  Sitting at the head of the table, my father has a nearly empty plate in front of him, chewing a bite of food as his eyes slowly roll to the pair leading the discussion.  He had been enthusiastically interjecting between bites, but has become more reserved; focusing on his food and drink.  To his right, my mother follows suit.  She swirls her glass of red wine, eyes rolling around the table as if searching desperately for an out.

Like my father, she’d been commenting offhandedly but has grown weary from the long-winded stories and compounding questions.  Her gray streaked brown hair is pulled into an orderly bun, still wet from her shower before serving dinner.  Leaning back in her chair, she crosses an arm under her chest, supporting her large glass as she lazily takes a sip.  A drop in the sea of chatter and laughter, I can barely hear Taylor’s high-pitched voice ask, “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”

The cramped table, rumbling lowly with individual conversations, slowly quiets as all eyes turn to my little sister.  With the dining room crowded with not a single space to spare, the rest of the family has found ourselves sat at the extra table stashed in the living room.  It had been alive with idle chatter about a multitude of topics, that I’d been too distracted to pay attention to.  As if reading my mind, Duke pipes up from beside his new wife, “Why?  Got plans or somethin’?”

A silly question on Duke’s part.  He knows that the Lee County Rodeo Queen’s contest is only a couple of months away, not to mention the state fair.  Meaning Taylor doesn’t have much time to prepare.  She’d been working her animals, but had become a bit complacent at the end of the school year.  Though that could also be because of Duke and Ashley’s wedding.  She more than made up for it though, putting in double the work as well helping when she could on the barn renovations – even though there isn’t much she can do there.  It makes sense that she’d be curious what her schedule might look like tomorrow.  I spot Ashley’s brows raise as her lips pinch together into a frown, her narrowed eyes darting to her husband.  Taylor, paying no mind to it, feigns a laugh as her expression contorts into a mocking face.  “I was just curious.  I can’t ask?”

Jace doesn’t give it a beat, swinging in between them to answer, “Probably workin’ on the interior some more.”

Years of witnessing Duke and I argue in the same manor, earned him a bit of knowledge when it comes to dealing with Montgomery siblings.  She flashes him a thankful smile before dropping her head to stare down at her lap.  If I have to guess, texting somebody.  I wonder who, I mock.  It was no secret that because of her jam-packed schedule, Taylor hadn’t been able to hang out or really see her friends – specifically her boyfriend, Lucas.  To make up for it, she’d become co-dependent with her phone; on it nearly every hour of every day, ready to respond immediately to any messages that came through.  Unbothered and uninterested in the ruckus surrounding our living room table, the dining room continues on with their laughing and hollering.  Aunt April, sat beside my mother, is doing her best to avoid their conversation; more interested in her empty plate.

Her husband, Uncle Will, lets out a bark of laughter beside her, his booming voice covering whatever comment someone had made.  His usually serious eyes are drawn to the two seats next to him, his head continuing to bob in agreement.  In the first chair, Uncle Glenn leads the discussion, wearing his signature Hawaiian shirt; a floral pattern with swirls of bright colors.  Next to him Aunt Trish offers her usual backup, her tan skin a light shade of pink - sunburned from the day’s work.  Squeezed into what little room remains, Ben and Karen finish out the table.  Sitting in added chairs, they watch the show with bright smiles.

“I’m tellin’ ya’,” Uncle Glenn cheers, raising his large glass into the air, “it’s gonna be a wonderful time!”

The glass is nearly empty, his third beer barely filling it a quarter of the way.  The pale yellow liquid shimmers under the fluorescent lights, a layer of foam settled on top.  “It really is!  We’ve been eyein’ it for months now,” Aunt Trish joins him. 

“And you’re all goin’?”  Ben asks as his eyes roll over the table to each family member surrounding him.  

My father shakes his head, “No.  Just April, Will, and their two daughters.”

“Though...that could be fixed,” Uncle Glenn hints, for the millionth time since they made their plans. 

The group has been desperately trying to convince my parents to join them for their month-long cruise; spending a segment every night to brag about their accommodations and planned events.  My father sighs, exhausted from yet another attempt to sway him, as my mother interjects, “Sorry Glenn – but like we’ve already said; we just can’t.”

He shrugs, taking a sip of his beer before he responds, “Can’t blame a guy for tryin’.  I admire y’all’s work ethic.” 

“I know I wouldn’t be able to turn down a free vacation,” Karen giggles shyly as she picks up her glass of sweet tea and takes a sip.

“You’ve never been on a vacation with these two,” my father responds as he nudges his head towards Uncle Glenn and Aunt Trish.

They break out in a wave of tipsy laughter, Glenn and Trish immediately agreeing before they share the horrors of our last camping trip with them.  Below their voices, a chair squeaks against the hard wood floors.  I turn to the source, finding Ashley across from me pushing out her chair and adjusting her posture.  Spotting my attention, she smiles before leaning towards me and asking, “How’s everythin’ goin’?  Ya’ like how the house is lookin’ so far?”

My mouth pops open to respond.  “Oh don’t ask her that,” Duke practically whines as he cuts me off.

I don’t get a second to react before Ashley twists in her seat to face him.  Her frown intensifies, eyes narrowing into a razor-sharp glare.  “Why not?”  She challenges.

Our table stiffens.  “Because - we’re lucky she decided everythin’ as fast as she did!  Ya’ ask her too many questions, she’ll start overthinking and change her mind,” he insists.

Rude.  “She won’t do that.” 

Everyone beside them begins to frantically search around their chairs, desperately looking for anything to distract themselves .  “Please!  I’ve known her her entire life - it’s all she knows.”

“Well if she wants to change somethin’ – she can.  It is her house.” 

He scoffs, shaking his head, “That we’re all workin’ on.” 

“Do you even hear yourself?  So what if we’re workin’ on it,” Ashley begins to argue, her voice growing in volume as they continue.

I feel like a child watching from the backseat as their parents fight, my head bouncing between them.  The newlyweds have been at each other’s throats ever since their wedding; barely able to make eye contact much less communicate.  For a while our families had blamed it on the stress from their wedding, but at this point we can all agree it’s something more.  Unsure how to remind them of not only my existence but the entire family, I drop my eyes to the table and wait for them to finish.  

My empty plate stares back at me, the only remnant of my food a dollop of the creamy sauce that smothered my pork chop and one lone asparagus.  Sat beside my plate, my wine glass has barely a sip left of the dark red liquid; what was my third glass of the night.  I had intended to cut back and not drink as much tonight, but found it impossible with the current seating arrangement - not to mention marriage troubles.  

“Yes I know it’s her house – but there’s a deadline here!  She can’t just make last minute changes,” Duke’s rebuttal interrupts my attempts to pretend I’m not here.

I roll my eyes, my expression pinching into a sneer.  I wasn’t going to.  “She isn’t!” Ashley bites.

“What about that side entrance?  She didn’t want that – now suddenly y’all are workin’ on it.”

Having caught her attention, Trish’s firm voice pipes up from the dining room, “That was my idea.  I Thought she might like it and figured we could bang it out easily.”

My head snaps up as the breath I’d been holding rushes out of me.  I’ve never been more relieved to have Trish insert herself.  Duke’s eyes pinch shut, his neck straining as he twists to peer over his shoulder at her.  She pays him no mind, meeting his intense gaze with a shrug of her shoulders and a tight grin.  No doubt her way of daring him to say something to her.  With a sigh and shake of his head, he turns back to the table in defeat with his point now mute.  

I drop my gaze back to my plate, holding my position for a beat before chancing a glance at Ashley.  She rolls her shoulders triumphantly, a large smile sweeping across her face as her eyes slide over to Trish.  Bold - I’ll give her that.  Duke grumbles to himself, shifting in his seat as if struggling to accept that he’d lost the argument.  How such a simple question could turn into a massive issue is beyond me.

Trish had come up with the idea, like she said, but wanted my opinion before she set anything into motion – thus sending Ashley to get me.  She described a simple brick patio on the side of the building, accordion glass door entry with some shade overhead.  She swore they could have the patio laid that night, the rest done over the next couple of days.  Simple and easy.  I didn’t see the harm, not to mention loved the idea, so I gave her the go-ahead.  While everyone else continued their work on the interior, she gathered a small group that hadn’t been working on anything and began laying bricks.  When we called it for the day, they had the border placed and were beginning to lay the rest.  Although it isn’t finished, she was for the most part correct; it won’t take long to finish it. 

She promised they’ll more than likely finish it up tomorrow - no problem for me, but obviously it is for Duke.  The room falls deadly silent, the dining room silencing for the first time since serving dinner.  I peek over at them, all staring intently at their plates, only a few brave enough to glance up.  The bravest being Jace.  He clears his throat beside me, his hand reaching out to grasp his glass of sweet tea and raise it to his mouth.  Meanwhile, beneath the table, his leg presses firmly against mine - yet another reminder of our close proximity.  As if the intoxicating scent of his cologne isn’t enough.  

It’s a mixture of campfire, the forest, and what I can only describe as midnight; invading my scenes and clouding my judgement.  His eyes shift, darting to me as if he can feel my gaze on him.  He rolls his lips together, a smirk tugging on their corner.  Damn that smirk!  My entire face bursts into flames, I don’t have to look to see the deep red hue my skin has taken.  I instinctively drop my head to the table, shielding myself from his prying eyes - and the rest of the family.  

Despite my best attempts, Ashley’s words ran through my head the rest of the day; growing louder as we settled down to eat.  I hated to admit it, but she was right.  We are being careless.  Or, more accurately, he’s being careless.  I’m sure no one would believe their eyes if they did happen to see anything, but I still don’t want to take a chance.  Especially without known what exactly we’re doing.  Now if only I could tell him that.  Everyone stirs in their seats, their chairs creaking and dishes clinking together.  “Have you decided what flooring you’re gonna do yet,” Sawyer’s voice cuts through the silence.

Couldn’t have asked a worse question.  With a grimace, I cringe as I roll my head up to look at her.  Sat on the other side of me, she raises her wine glass to her lips as she peers over its rim.  The answer a bit complicated; furthered by what we just witnessed.  I knew I wanted wood floors of some kind, the only question which of my options would work best.  I had originally leaned more towards tile that looks like wood; in case there’s ever a leak or I spill something.  

When I expressed that idea to the family, they seemed less than thrilled.  Immediately they brought up doing real wood flooring, showing the types and colors I could do as well as how easy the installation would be.  When I still wasn’t convinced, my mother talked endlessly about how much she’d do hardwood flooring if it were up to her.  The constant back and forth left me in an odd state; aware of what I’d prefer, but unable to do it.  I bob my head, humming my answer, “Uhm...not exactly.  I still love the ease of tile...but I really like the options I have if we do real hardwood floors.”

Duke convulses, his hands jetting out towards me as he pointedly looks over at Ashley.  Our mother intervenes, loudly calling as she cuts through his dramatics, “Which ever ya’ think would be best sweetie.”

Doesn’t seem like it.  Sawyer adds, “What about carpet?”

“Uhm,” I stumble, caught off guard by the sudden question.  

That was never an option.  We had carpet in the house while I was growing up, I still vividly remember my mother shouting and complaining about every little stain that dared to mark her pristine flooring.  As well how thrilled she was when my father replaced it several years ago.  Not to mention, I had carpeting in my apartment back in Florida.  Not only did I quickly discover how right my mother had been, but how easy bugs could hide in it.  A fact I’d discovered one horrifying night my first week in the apartment.  “I’m...not really a fan of carpet,” I admit.

“But - won’t it get cold in the winter?”

“Sure.  But that’s what blankets and heaters are for, right?”

She mumbles in agreement before taking another sip of her drink.  There’d been many things she didn’t quite agree with or understand when it came to my plans for my house.  She thought a walk-in closet would be better use of space than a laundry room; as well suggested nearly doubling the space for my kitchen.  Every time I politely reminded her why I wanted it this way, and every time she’s respected it.  I’m not sure what exactly happened – if it was from dealing with Lilian or simply getting away from her stressful life – but there’d been a dramatic change.  

She changed her attitude about certain things, as well became an unexpected confidant when it came to matters involving Jace.  Another one I hadn’t expected to divulge anything too. At least, in this case, I could take some solace in the fact that it wasn’t my fault.  Not too long into the project, she’d spotted Jace brush his hand against the small of my back – all she needed to make the necessary connections.  “I knew it!  I just knew it!”  She had cheered when I explained to her the situation, “The way he is around you just...it’s beyond ‘just friends’.” 

Although she approves of whatever is going on with me and Jace, she also couldn’t ignore the possible issues.  Mainly the family.  But unlike me, she easily tossed it out the window.  Essentially becoming my wing woman, she’s done her best to give us moments alone to the best of her ability.  It never worked out, but I always appreciate her efforts.  “Speakin’ of,” my father intervenes from the head of the dining room table, “we’re gonna need ya’ to make a final decision by tomorrow.”

I gulp, sitting up in my seat as I twist around to face him.  “What?  Why?”

He ignores my question, pressing, “Won’t be a problem – right, cupcake?”

I chew on my initial response, unsure what else I could say.  “Right....”

“Great.  Ya’ can pick them out tomorrow.  Jace will help ya’.”
​
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Chapter Three
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“Mornin’ cupcake,” my father calls to me as I bound down the stairs, “how’d ya’ sleep?”

I let out a heavy sigh as I shift off the last step, trudging towards the occupied dining table with my burdening thoughts weighing heavily on me.  I’d been up most of the night, questioning what I was going to do.  For the first time since Ashley and Duke’s wedding, I’ll finally be alone with Jace.  No distractions.  No interruptions.  Although eager to talk to him, I couldn’t help but remember what happened the last time we were alone.  I don’t regret that moment in his truck, but I’m not exactly looking for a redo of it - or a continuation.  At least...not without getting some answers. 

Why did it happen?  Did he mean for it to happen?  Does he regret it?  What does it all mean?  Once I exhausted my piling list of questions, I then moved on to imagine every possible scenario.  None of which helped ease my worries; or with my restlessness.  Fun to think about though.  As I settle into the chair, I shrug my shoulders and answer, “Okay...I guess.”

In his usual spot at the head of the table, my father peers over his newspaper at me, a steaming mug of fresh coffee sat not too far away.  Uncle Will, in the seat beside him, stares at his phone grasped in his hands.  His thumb occasionally scrolls along the screen, his eyes glancing up at me before dropping back to his phone.  His comment a mere after thought, “Worried about today?”

That’s one way to put it.  I swallow hard, doing my best to ignore my quickening heart.  If my own worries for the day hadn’t been enough, the comments Ashley had made yesterday were continuing to haunt me.  I did my best to disregard them, tried convincing myself she was being paranoid and overcautious.  None of it mattered though after dinner last night.  Now I’ve found myself paranoid, cautious of everyone’s perceptions of us.  I began questioning if they could’ve noticed anything; a look, a laugh, the slightest of touches.  Especially with Sawyer figuring it out.  Not that she wasn’t perceptive herself, she’s usually too wrapped up in her own life to notice anything.  The fact that she could tell by Jace touching my back, who knows what the others could’ve picked up on.  The swirling of questions continued, worsening my paranoia as I dressed.  “Uhm...no,” I squirm in my seat, running my hands down my shirt and jeans.  “Why would I be?” 

Was I being too obvious? Are the shirt and jeans too tight? Do they know how many times I’ve changed? Can they tell?  I initially attempted to wear a casual summer dress; something I figured would be fitting for the day.  I quickly abandoned it though as I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror.  It felt as if I’d turned a bright spotlight onto the very secret I’d been doing my best to keep; followed with a vision of the colossal amount of questions I’d be met with.  One of the biggest being how impractical it was for lifting anything heavy.  

I tried on skirts, different kinds of pants, and shirts all to be met with the same conclusion.  No matter what I wore, they all seemed to shout what hopes I had for the day.  In the end I settled for a pair of light blue jeans and a bright yellow babydoll top – now questioning under Uncle Will’s knowing eyes.  “It’s understandable dear,” my mother’s voice cuts through the pounding in my head.  “Especially after last night.” 

I snap around in a panic, searching till my eyes land on her.  Standing at the kitchen island, she’s elbow deep in a large glass dish, preparing it for some sort of casserole.  She looks between me and the dish, her signature patched apron twisted around her waist, covering her already stained jeans and t-shirt.  Buzzing like a bee, Aunt April fluctuates from stirring several pans on the stove to standing beside her.  She cracks several eggs into a large metal mixing bowl, both of them tossing an equal amount of spices and other dry ingredients.  

Just as swiftly, Aunt April floats back to the stove and pans.  Like her husband, she seems uninterested in the conversation; although her eyes occasionally glance over at me.  Ignoring the heavenly aromas wafting over to me – savory bacon and crisping potatoes – I glare at my mother.  “What do you mean?  What about last night,” I mutter in a rush.  

My father ignores my string of questions, interjecting, “There’s no need to be, cupcake.  It’s no big deal.”

I whip around to face him, my head snapping between my parents like a swinging pendulum.  They pay no mind to me at first, more focused on their phones or view outside the window.  As they focus on me their knowing looks taunt me.  My hearts rapid beating pounds against my chest, threatening to leap from me as a string of guttural vowels escape me.  There’s no way they know...right?

Ashley warned you!  She told you not to be so obvious – but you just couldn’t do it. 

It’s not just my fault!  What about Jace? He started most of it! 

Doesn’t matter!  He’s not a member of this family! 

They continue to watch me with careful expressions, as if waiting for me to explode.  When I still don’t respond, my father adds, “If ya’ change your mind, we can easily replace it.”

The panic settles, replaced by confusion.  “What?”

“The floorin’,” he reiterates slowly, as if worried if he says it too fast I won’t understand.  “Don’t listen to what Duke said – ya’ can change your mind about it if ya’ want.  I won’t mind changin’ it out for ya’.”

He leans forward onto the table, his enduring smile swapped by a puzzled look as he drops his newspaper.  “Oh!  Right – the flooring,” I let out a relieved sigh, stifling a hysterical chuckle as my head bounces.  “Yes – I’m very worried about it.”

Although that wasn’t what’s been plaguing my mind, it should’ve been.  I’ve been thoroughly instructed that I have to make a decision today, as that’s what Jace and I are going to pick up.  I had decided on what I wanted weeks ago, but found the family’s constant input negating that decision.  I can see the question beginning to form in my father’s mind, his eyes dropping to the table and rolling along its surface as he pieces the information together.  

He’s dressed in his usual paint splattered overalls, his thick mustache twisting as his lips press together.  “Don’t worry about it sweetie,” my mother adds, drawing my attention from my reasoning father.  “Whichever one ya’ want, we’ll do.  Just...ignore your brother.  He’s going through...somethin’.”

A statement almost too obvious to point out.  There’s been trouble in paradise for the happy newlyweds – or in this case not happy.  They’d become like oil and water; rubbing against one another without ever combining.  What should’ve been minor disagreements, have turned into outright wars – neither of them forfeiting whatever ground they gained.  I jump on the opportunity to conceal my flustering, “Ya’ don’t have to tell me!  Nearly got my head bitten off in the middle of their fight last night.”

My mother sighs, nodding her head solemnly, “I know...I don’t know what they’re gonna do.”

“I think they need a vacation,” I mock as I lean back in my chair.

“I reckon a honeymoon,” Uncle Will, surprisingly, agrees as he rolls his head up and sets his phone aside.  

From the stove, Aunt April lets out a chirp – seemingly eager to add to the conversation.  Her husband, apparently not hearing her, continues on, “Doubt they’ll go on one now.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” my mother, always the optimist, contends.  “I think they just...don’t know how to be around each other right now.”

As if they haven’t been living together for years.  Snatching up the mixing bowl, my mother begins layering its contents into the glass dish – followed by several other ingredients hidden further down the counter.  “A honeymoon might help with that,” Aunt April sings enthusiastically, nearly bursting with excitement. 

I tilt my head at her; noting how that had been the second time someone had mentioned a honeymoon.  Coincidentally, a married couple who both seemed invested in the topic at hand.  After Ashley and Duke postponed their honeymoon plans in order to help with the barn renovations, the family had relentlessly questioned if they were sure about it.  Each time the pair had been adamant that they were.  The family eventually grew quiet over the subject till eventually they stopped bringing it up.  I had figured they finally accepted it and moved on. Apparently not.  The metal bowl clings against the kitchen island counter as my mother firmly sets it back down.  Her head rolls back as she lets out an agitated huff, insisting, “Like I already said – we can’t force them to go on one.” 

Apparently they never stopped talking about it.  Just stopped bringing it up to the couple.  “Maybe we can,” Aunt April continues singing, her wooden spatula scraping against the sizzling iron pan. 

“How?” 

I’m wondering that myself.  My mother drops everything she’s doing, twisting around to face her sister as she does the exact same thing.  Aunt April crosses her arms, her mouth popping open to explain when my father’s booming voice cuts through the room.  “Ladies – how about we table this for later?  We’ve got floorin’ to discuss,” my father interjects.

I cringe.  Although I know logically that I need to make a decision before Jace arrived to drive us to the store, I’d rather do anything else.  I’d reached a stalemate of sorts with the decision and welcomed any and all distractions.  Especially if it involved doing something that would annoy Duke.  The sisters stare at one another a minute longer before turning away; giving each other one final look.  A look I’m sure meant “we’ll continue this later”.  Aunt April  returns to the stove and her laid out pans, my mother drifting towards the dining table.  “You’re right.  One problem at a time,” she concedes, her eyes settling on me as she wipes her hands off on the front of her apron. 

Placing her balled up fists on the tops of her hips, she takes a second to think.  The kitchen and dining room fall eerily silent, the only sound April stirring things with her wooden spoon.  “Have ya’ tried makin’ a pros and cons list?  That always helps me,” she finally offers. 

I sigh, slouching as I answer, “Yup – it’s a tie.” 

“Maybe we can help ya’ narrow it down,” Aunt April chimes in, flipping the burner off on one of the pans before she turns to face the group. 

Right...because that isn’t how I got in this predicament already, I can’t help but think as I lean onto the table.  “Uhm...alright,” I murmur with the same enthusiasm as a kid does when asked to do their homework.  “Well...hardwood is apparently easier to install, might have better sound absorption, and...I guess has a more classic look?”

A trait my mother had repeated to me endlessly.  Aunt April bobs her head, taking in the information as my mother narrows her eyes at me.  “Since when have you cared about ‘sound absorption’?”  She pauses before adding, “Or a ‘classic’ look?”

Funny how she realizes this now, but not when she was heavily implying she’d rather the hardwood.  “Ya’ know...I have no idea,” I hesitate before pushing off the table and sighing.  “Alright then – I guess it would just be easier to install.”  Feeling the intensity of my mother’s hard stare, I quickly add, “A major pro - though.”

“Okay - one pro,” April announces to the room.  “Cons?”

I hesitate, the list quickly filling my mind.  “Well...it’s easier to damage – especially with water and scratches from furniture.  It’s harder to clean – I apparently would need a specific type of cleaner.”

My mother interjects, “Which we could easily find.”

I bite my bottom lip, nodding my head slowly.  Exactly why I knew this wouldn’t work.  “What else,” Aunt April urges me. 

“Uhm...I guess they’re not exactly cheap?  Especially if we have to worry about something called ‘refinishing’?”

“Three cons?  Not lookin’ good for hardwood floors,” my father jokes. 

Across from me, I see my mother’s eyes dart to him pointedly; her lips press together into a tight line.  “What’s the pros for tile,” my mother almost grumbles, her head slowly twisting away from him and back to me. 

I freeze.  “Well...the tiles themselves would be cheaper,” I begin slowly, the words nearly catching in my chest as if refusing to be said.  “They’d be easier to clean...last apparently longer...and seem to keep houses warmer better than hardwood.”

Uncle Will, who had been quiet since they changed the topic, pipes up to ask, “Cons?” 

I don’t blink, rattling them off like dominoes falling in a single file line, “Harder on the feet, have a chance to crack, I’d have to worry about grout maintenance, and they’d be harder to install - and more expensive.”

The room grows silent, everyone thinking over the list made and calculating the better choice.  They wouldn’t have to say a thing, I already knew the answer.  Especially if my mother had a say.  “Seems like an easy decision to me,” my mother finally speaks for the group.

The rest of the adults nod their heads in unison.  Hardwood. No other option.  “Tile it is,” she announces.  

My mouth hangs open – air escaping me like a deflating balloon.  Stunned, it takes me half of a second longer to respond; my hand that had been crossed under my chest falling to the table as I scramble for my voice.  “What?”  I turn my focus to my mother, my hand jetting out as I argue, “After all that talk about how I had to do hardwood?”

My mother snickers to herself, as if this had been all some cosmic joke while I swivel to each of their faces.  Aunt April continues to nod, just as her husband, while my father watches me closely with an amused smile.  “Well sure cupcake – we suggested ya’ do hardwood.  But that doesn’t mean ya’ have to.  This is your house - not ours.  It should
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