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      Five Weeks until Christmas

      

      Children screamed as a pattering of footfalls rattled the rafters hard enough to shake the dust on the windowsills. Skylar’s gaze latched onto a trembling fleck of dirt as it descended from the open wood cupboards where the serving dishes sat. The dust drifted like snow right into Great Aunt Colleen’s coffee.

      That wasn’t the only thing hiding in Aunt Col’s mug. Chances were, that porcelain cup held an Irish coffee strong enough to strip the paint off a car.

      Skylar breathed in the mayhem and grinned.

      Homeyness, especially around the holidays, hid in the chaos. They weren’t the sort to put on a Good Housekeeping centerfold worthy Christmas. Their family was more along the lines of vintage tacky meets fire hazard.

      Skylar adored how everything smelled like heat baked boxes from the attic, and how melted decorations still made the cut each year. Her favorite holiday accent was the lollypop ghost bundled in bathroom tissue that somehow replaced the baby Jesus that went missing more than a decade ago. That, and the toy trucks the kids usually added to the nativity, made the perfect McCullough display.

      Wax stained boxes waited at the foot of the stairs in the foyer, each one hiding away treasures and trinkets that seemed to release the season’s magic. She’d helped Gran bring them down from the attic earlier, but it would take a week to set all the decorations out. For the whole month of December, the big house would resemble a winter wonderland.

      Family would gather. Aunts would bake with the kids. Uncles would steal cookies set aside for neighbors and friends. The teens would raid the liquor cabinet, and someone would always get caught. Aunt Sheilagh would pull a massive prank on Uncle Kelly, thereby setting into motion more revenge pranks until one got out of hand and someone got hurt. Pop would grumble that there were too many people in the house, and Gran would threaten to call Santa every time the kids horsed around too close to the Christmas tree. It was the absolute perfect shit show, a pure hurricane of chaos that breathed nostalgic memories into each crazy year.

      Thirty or forty tiny legs stampeded down the old wooden stairs—typical of every Sunday dinner—and the shrill voices of several mothers ordered the kids to “calm down,” “stop behaving like animals,” “go outside,” and one stern threat to “settle down before someone loses an eye!”

      More crumbs settled like soot into Aunt Col’s coffee. Gran was about as domestic as they came, but dusting wasn’t her forte. In an old house like the big house, she often claimed she left the dust so flowers might grow. In reality, the dusty sills were a result of Gran’s age, a primitive log cabin built for storybooks, and the growing arthritis in her hands.

      The stampede of little ones raced through the kitchen and out the back door sending a gust of cool November air through the house. Deep baritone voices droned from the wrap around porch. As usual, Skylar’s uncles had some sort of “man toy” occupying their attention.

      Thanksgiving was next Thursday, and this year, the uncles were planning to deep fry a turkey in addition to the two the aunts were already roasting. They were a big family made up of McCulloughs, Clooneys, and Mosconis, and that was only her mom’s side.

      Skylar’s dad was a Marcelli, and they had their own crazy traditions, as well. As much as she loved the noise and chaos of both her Irish and Italian relatives, she appreciated that her mom and dad kept their individual families apart on most holidays. Otherwise, it would be culture overload—and they might shatter the sound barrier from the sheer volume of their gossip alone.

      The Marcellis got Easter, and the McCulloughs got Thanksgiving. Christmas was split—her Italian side getting her family for Christmas Eve, when they celebrated the Feast of the Seven Fishes, and her Irish side getting her family on Christmas Day, when each person consumed no less than four thousand calories and sipped Gran’s homemade Irish cream until they were fall down drunk.

      Gran and the aunts always prepared multiple main courses for holidays. Uncle Finn had big plans for this Thanksgiving, plans that involved a vat of oil, blow torches, and one beloved bird named Augustus.

      In the battle of bird versus man, Skylar’s money was on the bird. There was no way her Uncle could eat an animal after he named it—no matter how much of a master hunter he claimed to be.

      When the deep fryer arrived this morning, every male relative became a culinary expert on preparing poultry, arguing which way the bird should be prepared and how long it should cook—as if any of them had ever prepared a full meal in their lives.

      Finn set up the deep fryer on the back porch of the big house to do a “test run.” But everyone knew it was just a way of showing off his new toy. Egos flexed and voices carried like thunder from the porch as they debated over who should get the job of dropping poor Augustus next Thursday. It was a classic clash of McCullough-Clooney-Marcelli know-it-all-syndrome.

      Men were often scarce in their family when it came time for chores like doing the dishes or setting the table, but whip out a power tool like a leaf blower or deep fryer, and they fought to take over.

      “Maureen, your coffee tastes like shite!” Aunt Col grimaced as she chewed on the sooty brew in her cup.

      “How the hell would you know? You likely burned your tastebuds clean off with the amount of whiskey you dumped in your cup,” Gran snapped, always defensive whenever anyone criticized something that came out of her kitchen.

      “It’s bitter and gritty. Tastes like it’s old. I’ll need to floss when I’m done.”

      “The only thing old and bitter in my kitchen, is you. Drink it and shut the hell up.”

      “I’ll make a fresh pot,” Skylar offered, accepting Aunt Col’s mug and dumping its contents down the drain of the old farm sink. Her lashes fluttered as the fumes of alcohol hit her eyes.

      “You shouldn’t be drinkin’ coffee this time of day, anyway,” Aunt Rosemarie chimed in. “It’s not good for your blood pressure. Didn’t the doctor warn you about having too much caffeine, Colleen?”

      “I’m sure my blood pressure would go down if you got off my arse about it,” Aunt Col grumbled.

      Skylar set the filter full of grounds under the drip and started a fresh pot to brew. Her aunts’ incessant bickering was more of a love language than any sort of irritation. Skylar had grown up around it and hardly noticed anymore. Just as Gran argued with her sisters, her mom quarreled with Aunt Sheilagh and all her other siblings. Big families meant big mouths.

      Drying Aunt Col’s mug with one of her grandmother’s worn tea towels, Skylar drifted closer to the door to get a peek at the huddle of uncles. A wall of broad, flannel clad backs blocked her view of the deep fryer. She chuckled at the lower level of boys, dressed just like their daddies in denim and plaid, standing hip high and trying to shoulder their way into the cluster.

      They huddled around a tall metal pot, discussing cutlery, sipping beer, and arguing which type of oil would fry the turkey best.

      “Peanut oil has the highest flash point,” Uncle Braydon argued, earning a confused scowl from Uncle Kelly.

      “How the hell do you know that?” Uncle Kelly didn’t know much about grilling or other carnivore kinds of cooking on account of his wife being a vegetarian.

      Braydon shrugged. “I heard it somewhere?”

      “Where?”

      Uncle Finn smirked, using his beer can to point at his brother. “Bray’s been watching the cooking network!”

      “So?” Braydon shrugged defensively. “They have good stuff on there.”

      Kelly slung an arm around his brother’s shoulders. “What’s the matter, Bray? Is Becca’s cooking not doing it for you?”

      “I heard that!” Aunt Becca snapped from behind Skylar in the kitchen. “My cooking’s fine, Kelly.”

      Skylar returned to the sink to grab another dish to dry. It was no secret that all the McCullough women, including Kate, Skylar’s mother, strove to reach the domestic rank of her grandmother’s culinary skills.

      The subtle decline of Gran’s kitchen space spoke of age wearing her down more than anything else. To outsiders, Maureen McCullough could give the Energizer Bunny a run for its money. But to those closest to her, the changes in her energy were clear.

      As the eldest granddaughter, Skylar always felt a special connection with Gran. She liked to think Gran felt it, too. It was no chore to spend Sundays together, helping her prep meals for their enormous family, especially since she’d been doing it since the days when she needed a step stool to simply reach the sink.

      “Skylar, be a dear and get the big serving bowl out from the lower cabinet for me. My knees aren’t what they once were. I don’t have time to get stuck on the floor today.”

      “Sure, Gran.”

      When Skylar passed the backdoor again, the men were arguing over how to field dress a deer. They had been drinking since eleven a.m., on account of it being Sunday, a religious day. Her family worshipped four deities—Jesus, football, food, and beer. Missing mass was a mortal sin, only second to missing Gran’s Sunday dinner.

      “Where’s Uncle Colin?” she asked, passing Gran the bowl she requested.

      “Oh, he stayed after church to collect for the food pantry. Thanksgiving’s one of their biggest drives of the year.”

      “I forgot he was doing that.” Skylar had big news she wanted to share and she didn’t want Colin to miss her announcement. “Will he be here for dinner?”

      “He better be.”

      She smirked. Even Uncle Colin, who had nearly become a priest before marrying her Aunt Samantha, and dedicated most of his free time to helping others, didn’t have a pass to miss a Sunday dinner.

      Steam billowed from a collection of pots on the stove and the house smelled divine. With almost everyone present, the heat indoors climbed to sweltering, despite the autumn chill. Aunt Rosemarie, who had been in a perpetual hot flash since last century, opened all the windows in the kitchen to let some air in, along with the shouting male voices outside.

      Some of the rowdier uncles were already getting that crazed, combative look in their eyes that usually led to a wrestling match on the front lawn. Skylar could tell by watching their body language, who was gunning for a battle and who was hoping to escape the day unscathed.

      Staring out the window behind the sink, Skylar scanned the yard where the kids played. Her gaze snagged on her dad, standing alone by the cars, notes spread out over the hood of their family’s SUV, rocks acting as paperweights so they didn’t blow away as he hunched over his scribblings searching for answers he’d been desperate to find.

      “Mom, did anyone tell Daddy it’s Sunday and he’s supposed to have the day off?”

      Her mom joined her at the counter, her stare following Skylar’s. She sighed. “He’s just so worried about his deadline. If they don’t get that grant funding, he’ll be crushed.”

      It wasn’t news to discover her parents had struggles. Skylar suffered no illusions that life got easier as people grew older, mostly because her parents never sheltered her by hiding how hard they both worked. But her dad needed a break.

      The man worked non-stop. Even when he was present, he wasn’t fully with them. His mind was always on work—more now than ever before.

      Setting down the damp tea towel, Skylar grabbed a cookie off a cooling tray and pushed out the back door. She skirted the testosterone fest on the porch and worked her way through the Jenga-jammed cars in the driveway. Vehicles were puzzled together like tight Tetris blocks, and the disorder made her twitch.

      Her dad was too engrossed in his work to hear her approach. “I brought you a cookie,” she announced, a few feet away.

      He looked up, brow pinched, and a look of disorientation in his eyes as if he forgot he was standing in a driveway at a family dinner.

      She set the cookie and napkin on the hood of the car, her eyes sparing only an impersonal glance at the columns of medical coding covering his notes.

      “Thank you, pumpkin.”

      She rested her hip against a headlight and crossed her arms over her chest. “I thought you took off today.”

      He sighed and scooped up the cookie. “I’m just trying to figure out some last minute changes before we push the proposal through.” He took a bite of the cookie and paused, shutting his eyes to truly savor the homemade perfection. “Did Gran make these?”

      “Yup.”

      “You can tell. She sneaks walnuts into them no matter how much Aunt Col bitches that no one likes nuts.”

      No one liked Aunt Col’s cookies.

      The front door slammed and a car started on the other side of the house where she couldn’t see. The vehicles were so jammed together, it could have been anyone borrowing a car to run into town for an errand. In a family this big, no one had any real claim to private property or privacy, so if car keys were left lying about, grand theft auto was practically invited.

      Skylar glanced at the pages of scribbled notes spread across the hood of the car. Her dad gave up working in the lumberyard to follow his dreams of becoming an epidemiologist, but few people in their family truly understood the work he did, so she imagined it got lonely at times. She wished she understood his work more so that they might have more things to talk about.

      He spent nearly a hundred hours a week isolated in his lab, doing research and writing grant proposals with his team. She hardly saw him anymore, and the older she got, the less he seemed able to bond with her. Her heart longed for the simplicity of the days when he used to push her on the tire swing and call her his little pumpkin.

      “Why don’t you come hang out with everyone, Dad? Sometimes walking away from a project for a little bit puts things into perspective. Maybe you’ll see the answers you’re looking for when you come back—refreshed.”

      He grinned and pulled her close, pressing a kiss to the top of her hair. “When you say things like that, you sound too grown up to be my little girl.”

      “I am a grownup, remember?”

      “Never,” he teased. “To me, you’ll always be four years old, with rosy cheeks and pig tails. My little pumpkin.”

      She patted his arm. “Well, this four-year-old’s going to grab a beer.” She pushed a doting kiss onto the dark stubble of his cheek. “Don’t stay out here too long.”

      “A few more minutes and I’ll be in.”

      She nodded, knowing a few minutes would turn into another hour and then some. He’d stay focused on his work until he lost daylight or was called inside for dinner, whichever came first.

      Things were getting rambunctious around the deep fryer, so she skipped stealing a beer from the cooler on the porch, not wanting to get roped into some pissing contest about whose truck, buck, or gun was bigger and better. Her uncles might all be grown men, but when they got together, they had a habit of regressing to competitive little boys.

      Just as Skylar returned to the kitchen, Aunt Col was refreshing her coffee with the whiskey Gran kept hidden under the sink next to the Windex. “Hit me up, Aunt Col.”

      Colleen nodded, removed another mug, and doused the bottom with three fingers of Tullamore Dew before topping it with coffee.

      “Cheers.” Aunt Col clanked her mug to Skylar’s and returned to the stove.

      Skylar lightened her coffee with a dash of cream, but her eyes still watered at the first potent sip. Someone fell off the porch and she winced at the clatter, followed immediately by a burst of masculine laughter. Such compassionate uncles she had.

      In a few minutes the wives would start yelling at the men in the same voices they used to scold the children. And the uncles would obediently disperse to help set the tables like chastised little boys, because no matter how primitive and caveman-esque the McCullough men behaved, they knew how their bread got buttered, and the McCullough women always called the shots in the end.

      Gran bustled through the cellar door with wild green eyes, shoving a bushel of potatoes into Skylar’s arms. “Oh, thank Christ you’re back, love. Your mother left because we ran out of diapers and James got into the chocolates with Pop. Well, you know how he is with dairy. He’s covered in shite. I mean the stuff shot right out his arse and up his back. Your grandfather’s nowhere to be found, of course. Vinnie’s upstairs with your brother now, trying to get him in the tub, but you know how boys are—bitching and moaning about the slightest inconvenience. I mean really, how dare we ask them to pitch in with the kids? Anyway, I have to go check on them. You peel these potatoes and—whatever you do—don’t let any of your uncles take the blowtorch out of the kitchen. I hid it under the sink next to the whiskey and Windex.”

      Gran said all of this without taking a single breath, while also backing out of the old farm kitchen, drying her hands on her battered apron, and stealing a sip of Colleen’s coffee.

      Skylar blinked, her arms trembling under the weight of so many potatoes. “O—okay.”

      The other aunts worked like military chefs supplying a feed line.

      Aunt Sheilagh glanced over her shoulder from where she chopped celery at the counter and snickered. “Nothing like another super sane Sunday dinner at the asylum. Drinking yet?”

      Skylar lugged the potatoes toward the table and dropped the bushel onto the floor. “Aunt Col fixed my coffee.”

      “Oh, damn, you’re committed.”

      Skylar shrugged and began peeling. “Do you really think Finn’s going to cook Augustus?”

      Sheilagh snorted. “Not a chance. My brother’s way too soft to kill that bird. It might as well be a pet by now. Twenty bucks says his whole family orders off the vegetarian menu this Thursday.”

      Skylar shook her head and hid a chuckle. “He should have never named it.” Uncle Finn had five kids who spent the summer feeding and loving Augustus. “Do you think he knows?”

      “That he’s an idiot?” Sheilagh filled the large pot with water for the potatoes. “Probably. I’ve been telling him for years.”

      “I meant the bird. Do you think Augustus knows his days are numbered?”

      “Work while you gossip, love.” Aunt Rosemarie patted the idle peeler in Skylar’s hand. “It’s how we make the side dishes so juicy.”

      Sheilagh hauled the pot of water to the table so Skylar could soak the peeled potatoes. “Finnegan won’t be killing any turkey this year. He’d devastate the kids. Hell, Gianna made the damn thing a pilgrim hat!”

      Skylar laughed. “Are they frying something today?”

      “Lord, help us.” Aunt Rosemarie joined her with another peeler. “Let’s just hope no one gets rushed to the emergency room. I don’t feel like driving on the interstate. It’s Sunday, all the kooks are out.”

      “Let’s hope they don’t burn the house down,” Aunt Sheilagh grumbled.

      A loud explosion rattled the house and Skylar flinched, her shoulders shooting up to her ears as her eyes went wide with concern.

      Gran’s voice echoed from upstairs as a storm of profanity rained from the rafters and all the kids came barreling into the kitchen from the den to see what caused the commotion.

      “What was that?” several little voices demanded.

      “Sweet Mary and Joseph, I told those bloody bastards not to use that thing on my porch!” Gran stormed into the kitchen and snatched a wooden spoon off the counter. It was her weapon of choice when commanding an army of idiots. “I’m going to beat someone’s arse if I find one scorched inch on my house! Vinnie, get your brother out of the tub. Sheilagh, check the roast.”

      A cloud of smoke billowed into the kitchen from the porch and Gran coughed, batting the smog away with an irritated swing of her hand. “For Christ’s sake, Finnegan! I told you something like this would happen. Is anyone hurt?”

      Coughs diluted into laughter. “We’re okay, Mum. Just a little taken by surprise.”

      Gran swung the spoon, clipping Uncle Finn in the shoulder, but the shot was muffled by a thick layer of flannel. “This is why we can’t have nice things!”

      Skylar herded the kids away from the commotion. “Okay, munchkins, everyone get to the dining room if you want to see the surprise I have in my bag.”

      The children raced into the dining room like a stampede of caribou and she followed, snagging her purse on the way.

      “Do I need to get my car keys?” Aunt Col yelled. “I swear to God, is it too much to ask for us to have one peaceful Sunday dinner where no one gets hurt? Bloody Christ, it’s like a zoo exhibit around here. You’re nothin’ but a bunch of wild animals.”

      Skylar wiped her watering eyes, glad to get away from the smoke.

      Uncle Pat poked his head inside the kitchen and yelled, “No injuries!”

      “Yet,” Aunt Col mumbled into her mug.

      “Skylar, where’s the surprise?” Gianna asked and the rest of the kids followed suit calling for her attention and crowding her waist like a litter of puppies looking to get fed.

      “You have to be sitting to get a surprise.” Luckily, she always carried a secret stash of candy.

      The table filled with little bodies as Skylar dug through her purse. She dispensed individually wrapped pieces of dark chocolate as the aunts loudly lectured the uncles for what was yet another stupid act they’d be retelling for years. Apparently, deep fryers worked great for wild game and fries, but not apple pies.

      Gran marched through the dining room to the hall closet on a mission to find more rags. “A bunch of imbecilic jackasses, I raised.” She returned a few seconds later with a stack of dishcloths. “How they even dress themselves in the morning is beyond me. My poor holiday wreath I just bought at the church craft show is melting off the damn door, blown to bits with pie filling—” She paused and scanned the room of chewing pudgy cheeks. “Sweet, Jesus, what the hell happened to Maeve? Did she get the shits, too?”

      Skylar laughed at her little cousin, who wore a mask of melted Godiva. “It’s chocolate, Gran. Just one piece to keep them occupied while the uncles clean up the mess out back.”

      Gran tsked. “Before supper, Skylar? I don’t know why I even bother makin’ rules if no one’s going to follow them.” She bustled out of the dining room to deal with the disaster on the porch.

      Skylar used a napkin to clean Maeve’s face, but paper wasn’t cutting it. “Okay, everyone line up and don’t touch anything. We’re taking a field trip to the bathroom.”

      Skylar marched the kids to the powder room in the hall and supervised as they washed their hands and faces. Only one hand towel was injured in the making of this disaster, but she believed the stains would wash out.

      Her mother eventually returned with a box of diapers for James, who was long past the age of potty training, but that’s what happened in a family of six kids when everyone else was busy.

      “Oh, good, Katherine, you’re back.” Gran appeared. “We still don’t have the corn shucked.”

      Sometimes it seemed like Gran had some sort of maternal tracking system on all her kids. Skylar’s mom shrank a little and she took pity on her.

      Always a beautiful woman, her mom still had lustrous auburn hair with deep highlights that appeared more ruby than copper with age. She never needed makeup, and it had been years since Skylar saw her in anything other than cotton or flannel, but hidden beneath those maternal rags lived a bombshell of a woman. And on the nights when her father looked up from his work and remembered his wife, Skylar often caught him staring at her in awe, as if he still couldn’t believe how he’d landed such a babe.

      It had been months, maybe even  more than a year, since her parents went out on a date, She wished they would make some time for themselves away from family, but there was always so much going on. Lately, stress hid in the creases around her mother’s eyes, eyes which always seemed too glassy as if she was about to cry or had just finished crying.

      But no matter how overwhelmed she might seem, she still had that fiery McCullough temper all the female relatives owned. “I just walked through the goddamn door, Mum. Give me a second.”

      “Don’t get mouthy with me, Katherine. Dinner’s almost ready and I’ve already used the spoon once today. I’m sick and tired of you kids sassing back when I tell you to do something.”

      Frazzled, her mother shoved the box of diapers in Skylar’s arms. “Take these up to the nursery and put one on your brother. Then tell Vincenzo to give me a hand with the corn.” Grumbling under her breath, her mother followed Gran into the kitchen.

      Skylar never minded helping, especially lately, since her dad had been working so much.  But she hated seeing her mom so tired.

      Skylar stilled, mid-way up the staircase. She’d seen her mother act like this before—exhausted, rundown, at the end of her emotional wits.

      As if conjured by her thoughts, her mother reappeared in the hall and paused at the sight of Skylar lingering on the steps. “I thought I told you to go⁠—”

      “You’re pregnant.”

      Her mother’s eyes bulged. “What?”

      “You’re pregnant, aren’t you?” Jesus, she knew McCulloughs were into big families, but at some point it began to seem a little irresponsible. “Mom, how could you let this hap⁠—”

      “Oh, give me a break, Skylar. I barely have the energy to dress myself let alone have another baby. And your father sleeps at the lab more than he sleeps at home, lately. Get real and get those diapers up to your brother.”

      “Have you taken a test?”

      “No, and I’m not going to. I know my body. I’m not pregnant.”

      “But without a test⁠—”

      “For the love of God, Skylar, I know you worship your father, but the man is, in fact, human. Unless I’m working on the second coming of Jesus, there is no way in all of God’s holy land that I’m pregnant! Are you satisfied?”

      Satisfied, and a bit chastised, she huffed. “Fine.” Maybe her mom’s foul mood was the result of needing to get laid. She marched up the steps to find James.

      With Frankie away at Penn State and her dad’s busy schedule, they were short two men. Skylar didn’t have an abundance of time, but she helped out when she could.

      However, lately, she’d been working on focusing a little more on herself. If Skylar were able to actually get ahead on her plans, she might be a greater help to her overpopulated family as a whole. But prisoners of Alcatraz had an easier time escaping than the females in her family.

      Classes at the local community college ate up a great deal of her schedule. Finals were around the corner, so she sometimes crammed at the library until it closed. With so many relatives always buzzing about, quiet places to study were extremely hard to find.

      She’d been a student at the community college for more than two years, but her time there was finally coming to an end. By the New Year, she’d be in possession of one associate’s degree and half way to her bachelor’s. Things were about to get very expensive.

      When Skylar didn’t have her nose stuffed in a book, she was racing around town delivering pizzas. With the holidays approaching, and a ton of relatives on her gift list, she’d been picking up as many hours as possible at her grandfather’s Italian restaurant.

      Money equaled freedom. The more financially stable she became, the easier it would be to finish her degree.

      Yet, somehow, the direct focus on herself with little thought of others always filled her with guilt, as if she should be thinking of her family first. Maybe she should dial it back to help out more at home.

      Her stomach pinched at the thought. How would that work when everything inside of her wanted to move forward with her dreams of becoming a teacher?

      She wanted to help her family, but she also needed to think about herself. Hopefully, her dad would get approved for the grant and things would go back to normal soon, because no matter how strong her mother was, she was never quite as happy as she seemed when her dad stuck by her side.

      When Skylar found Vinnie, he seemed put out at having to watch his brother for all of twenty minutes. “Mom wants you to give her a hand shucking the corn.”

      He scoffed as if this was an extreme hardship. Skylar was certain he had other crucially important thirteen-year-old things to do.

      “Go help her, Vinnie. And don’t complain.”

      “Why can’t you help her⁠—”

      Before he could finish the sentence, she sent him a scathing glare that said she helped plenty and he better get his butt down stairs and shuck some corn.

      “Fine,” he grumbled, closing out whatever game he played on his phone.

      She shook her head and scooped James off the floor. “Where’s Hannah?”

      Vinnie shoved his feet into his shoes and stood. “Who knows? Probably sexting Jason.”

      “Ew. Don’t say that about our sister.”

      “She drools over every random that contacts her. Her phone’s a cellular biohazard.”

      “Vinnie, stop it! You would punch anyone else for disrespecting your sister, so don’t you talk about her like that.”

      He shrugged and went down stairs. She carried James to the daybed against the wall. “Does your belly feel better?”

      “My truck!” He pointed to the toy truck on the carpet.

      Skylar retrieved the toy and handed it to him, earning a great big smile. “If only everyone’s problems could be solved so easily.”

      James needed the most care, but he still held the rank of the easiest sibling at the moment. Her younger sister, Hannah, was at that age where the world felt like it was caving in, and the slightest inconvenience earned a massive, dramatic meltdown. It also didn’t help that Hannah had never been the sort to suffer in silence.

      Frankie was the football star, following in their dad and Uncle Luke’s footsteps, so the family nearly threw their backs out with applause every time he displayed a basic skill. Hannah was the attention seeker with terrible instincts and a nose for finding trouble. Vinnie was the quintessential middle child who spoke in a language written of resentments. James was the baby, completely dependent on others and the most innocent of all.

      And Skylar… She was the most dependable, the one who needed the least care, and was, therefore, the easiest to overlook. As the second oldest grandchild in the family, she’d been a babysitter for every child that came after her—and there were a lot of children.

      Thank God she liked kids.

      James blew raspberries into the air and sucked on his toy truck. His eyes grew heavy, but it was too late in the day for a nap.

      Skylar tried to wake him up with a silly song. “The wheels on the truck go…”

      He smiled. “It’s bus!”

      “It could be a truck. Sing with me. The wheels on the truck go…”

      “Wound and wound!”

      “Round and round. The wheels on the truck go round and round, all through the town.”

      As they sang, the sleepy glaze in his eyes faded.

      Her mom worked in the office up at the lumberyard with most of the uncles during the week. But with one parent reliant on grants and the other stuck in an office at the family business, there wasn’t a lot of extra spending money, especially with three college age kids. No wonder her mom looked so stressed out.

      In a family the size of theirs, there were always a million little things that needed to get done. And never enough time to focus on one single issue alone.

      No matter how exhausting a big family could be, Skylar couldn’t imagine it any other way. Her family was nuts, wild, always busy, and always bitching about something, but they were the absolute best of the best.

      Gran took care of all the grandkids during the day, but there were so many little ones under the age of five, even her invincible grandmother seemed overwhelmed lately. Sometimes Skylar wondered if their family’s record breaking number of offspring was the result of poor family planning or just simply life. Maybe adulting was tough no matter how many kids a person had.

      In an attempt to lighten the load, Skylar attended the community college. She’d proven she could be fiscally responsible and make sacrifices for others, but after two years and finally finishing her associate’s degree in Childhood Education, it was time to move on. She wanted her chance to attend a big college—and she planned to do it without costing her parents more money or stress.

      “Give me your foot.” Skylar slipped a sock over James’s toes and wrangled his legs into a pair of denim overalls.

      “You’re too cute for your own good.” She lifted him and kissed his cheek. “One day you’ll be just as bad as the rest of them with those irresistible McCullough eyes.”

      He squealed and laughed when she blew a kiss into the crease of his neck. Her heart burst with warm love and she hugged him tight.

      As much as she wanted to travel and have the college experience, being home with her family wasn’t a bad alternative. She loved her siblings and her little cousins. Before long, they’d all be grown. If she left Jasper Falls, she’d miss watching them grow.

      The letter in her back pocket seemed to grow in weight as she weighed her options and struggled with indecisiveness. She’d researched financial aid and built a good foundation, but what if her leaving cost others too much? Aside from the minor expenses loans wouldn’t cover, what if her family needed her here?

      As she considered this ongoing dilemma, she also wondered if her brother Frankie hesitated in the face of opportunities the way she did. Maybe that was why he got to go to the big college, because he didn’t second guess himself or feel guilty about focusing on his own future and putting everyone else’s needs second to his own.

      “I’ll just have to feel Mom and Dad out,” she confided in James. “I’ll tell them my news and see how they take it.” The trick was getting them alone in the same room for a few minutes without any chance of disruptions or distractions. “Sound good?”

      “Simba.” James lifted his stuffed lion and roared.

      Her return smile was bitter sweet. Not only would she miss her cousins if she accepted the offer to transfer to Shippensburg University—a real college with a football team, branded sweatshirts, and the whole shebang—she’d miss watching James grow.

      She grazed her fingers over the letter in her back pocket. She’d been carrying it around for a week, looking for the right opportunity to share her news. Maybe she should just tell them at dinner. She could tell the whole family. Perhaps that would be better—even more exciting.

      “Let’s go find Mommy.”

      Forgetting his stuffed lion and truck, he ran off to find their mom. Fearless and undaunted by any future challenges that might crop up in his way. She needed to be more like her brothers, both big and small.

      She made up her mind. As soon as everyone was seated and settled for supper, she’d announce her good news. And it was good news.

      So why did she feel like she would somehow be letting everyone down?
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen smelled amazing when Skylar returned downstairs. The deep fryer drama on the porch seemed to conclude, and now the men loitered around their wives like hungry hounds begging for scraps. The women chased them off with instructions to set the table as they transferred steaming side dishes from metal pots to serving bowls while the kids once again washed-up at the sink.

      “We have no dessert now, thanks to all of you,” Aunt Sheilagh griped at her brothers.

      Uncle Luke threw a dishtowel at her face. “Like Mum ever has just one pie.”

      He was right. Gran always kept an arsenal of desserts hidden away for emergencies.

      Skylar was so anxious to share her big news, the words wanted to burst out of her. She waited for the perfect opportunity, a moment—just a split second really—when everyone shut up so she could steal the spotlight. It didn’t come.

      Halfway through the meal—no hint of the usual chaos quieting—an argument started over who would win the games next Thursday and who was ahead in the fantasy football pools.

      “I got five to seven odds on the spread next week,” Uncle Kelly announced.

      Uncle Luke perked up. “What’s Vincenzo paying?”

      “He said it was up to five hundred when I talked to him on Friday.”

      “Five hundred dollars?” Gran’s brows lifted. “That’s an awful lot of money to bet on one game.”

      Vincenzo, Skylar’s Italian grandfather on the Marcelli side, grew up in Philadelphia and liked to pretend he had mafia connections, which he did not. But he wore the gaudy gold jewelry and the mob style tracksuits as if he were a method actor preparing for the role of a lifetime.

      Deeply committed to his self-fabricated delusions of power, he even tried to run for mayor once. But he didn’t quite have the pull of Hoffa and he lost by a pretty extreme landslide. Suffice it to say, no one was allowed to speak the current mayor’s name in her grandfather’s presence if they wanted to eat at his restaurant. And no one in Jasper Falls cooked like her grandfather—including Gran—so everyone wanted a seat at his table.

      If Skylar ever broke the news about Shippensburg to her McCullough relatives, she had to do it all over again on the Marcelli side. She dreaded breaking the news to her grandpa Marcelli, as he had a few misogynistic tendencies in regard to the females of their family. All three of her dad’s sisters still worked and lived at home and he always told Skylar she had her priorities right whenever she showed up for a shift at the restaurant.

      Skylar liked working there, but it wasn’t what she wanted for a career. And her decision to stay in Jasper Falls had more to do with finance than any sort of loyalty to her family’s business.

      Once, her mom told her how desperately she’d wanted to leave town after high school. That hadn’t worked out for her, and she claimed she had no regrets, but deep down Skylar thought she might harbor a few.

      Skylar loved her town and was in no rush to leave, but some part of her believed she needed distance from her family in order to find her independence. She just hoped they would understand.

      “Bray, how come you’re not in the football pool?” Luke asked, glancing over the spread that passed around the table.

      Skylar’s dad chuckled. “He owes my dad from the last game.”

      Gran gasped. “Is that true, Braydon? Are you in the hole with Vincenzo like some degenerate?”

      “Shut up, Ant.” Uncle Braydon shot her father a look. “No, Mum. I just haven’t had the chance to get it over to him.”

      Skylar wondered if other families openly discussed illegal gambling as if it were nothing to be ashamed of.

      Uncle Kelly chuckled. “You’re afraid of Vincenzo. Just admit it.”

      “No,” Braydon argued, only there was a slight tremble to his tone. “What’s he going to do, ban me from the restaurant?”

      “Careful, Uncle Bray,” Skylar teased. “My grandpa thinks he has a special connection to The Man Upstairs. He might put the maloik on you.”

      Her uncle shot her a scowl. “Kate, control your smartass daughter.”

      Her mother shrugged. “She’s right. Hope he doesn’t put the evil eye on you.”

      “That’s enough of that talk, Katherine,” Gran said. “We’ve got enough problems. We don’t need to invite pagan superstitions into the mix. Besides, for a man so connected to God, I’ve never seen him step foot in church.”

      Skylar’s dad laughed. “Vincenzo worships The Big Guy in his own way when he washes his car on Sunday.”

      No further explanation was needed, as everyone who knew her grandfather, knew that the ritual of the Sunday car wash might as well be a religious compulsion. And because Grandpa Marcelli often claimed cleanliness was next to godliness, he said it excused him from mass.

      That was just the tip of the iceberg in terms of her grandpa Marcelli’s backwards thinking. The man was a lovable menace who believed respect was deeply rooted in fear.

      He yelled at and threatened anyone who set foot on his pristine front lawn, which was one of his most prized possessions after growing up in the city. He deeply believed a man could never eat enough processed meat, struggled to understand why any woman would want to work outside of the home or family business, and only prayed for three things—health, winning lotto tickets, and that the Philadelphia Eagles made it to the Superbowl.

      “Well,” Gran continued, “I think it’s inappropriate to bet on Thanksgiving. It’s a holiday. Holidays are meant for family and church.”

      Braydon cocked his head, his brow furrowing in confusion under his golden curls. “Ah, yes, Thanksgiving, the holiest day of all the holidays mentioned in the bible.”

      Aunt Sheilagh snorted. “I believe it’s also the birth of Jesus’s turkey.”

      “Jesus had a turkey?” Gianna asked from the kiddie table.

      Maeve’s eyes widened in awe. “Like Augustus?”

      “Great,” Uncle Finn grumbled. “Now, look what you started.”

      Aunt Sheilagh shrugged. “You’re the one who wants to slaughter a holy bird on Jesus’s turkey’s birthday.”

      Gran scowled. “Don’t joke about Jesus. It’s Sunday.”

      “Yeah,” Uncle Kelly laughed. “Jesus jokes are specifically limited to Mondays.”

      Before he could get the full sentence out, Gran reached over and swatted him in the back of the head. “You, stuff it.” She pointed her fork at the rest of her kids. “And the rest of you, I want no more talk about gambling at the dinner table. There are young, impressionable children listening.”

      Kelly heaped more potatoes onto his plate. “It’s the second biggest game of the year, Mum. Everyone’s betting on it.”

      Gran buttered a roll and shrugged. “I like the parade.”

      Luke chuckled. “You can bet on which float makes it to Macy’s first.”

      “Don’t be a smartass, Luke.” She bit into the dinner roll. “Maybe I’ll place my own bet with Vincenzo, then I’ll take all your money and go to Macy’s myself. We’ll see who’s smart then.”

      “You don’t even know who’s playin’, Mum.”

      She scoffed. “Like that matters. Vincenzo will tell me.”

      “God help us all if we add degenerate to her resume,” Skylar’s mom muttered. “Ant, tell your father not to accept any money from my mother.”

      “Katherine, I don’t need you micromanaging the way I spend my money,” Gran snapped.

      “Can I be excused?” several children fidgeted with boredom, and the aunts did a quick inspection of plates before letting them go play.

      “You’re not going to gamble with my father-in-law, Mum. If you lose, he’ll expect to get paid and you’ll make a thing out of it.”

      “She’s right Maureen,” Pop chimed in. “This isn’t like playing cards for quarters with your sisters.”

      “Oh, as if we still play for quarters, Frank. Where the hell do you think I got the money for that new riding mower you love.”

      Uncle Paulie and Uncle Liam both stilled and scowled at the great-aunts who appeared riveted on cutting their food.

      “What the hell’s she talkin’ about Colleen?” Uncle Paulie snapped. “How much money are you three bettin’ on cards?”

      Without flinching, Aunt Colleen angled her knife at Uncle Paulie and popped a Brussel sprout in her mouth. “I don’t know who you think you’re questioning in that tone. Don’t you go concerning yourself with our wagers. I don’t bother myself with the paycheck pools you hold every week at the lumberyard. Besides, it was Rosemarie that lost the week Maureen bought the mower.”

      Uncle Liam scowled at his wife. “You lost enough money to buy a riding mower, woman?”

      “Hush, Liam. Your supper’s getting cold.”

      Gran smirked. “I think I’ll swing by Vincenzo’s tomorrow when I’m in town.”

      Before anyone could object, one of the kids knocked over a full glass of milk and everyone scrambled to contain the mess. Two other cups tipped over in the clean-up process and several pieces of silverware dropped onto the floor.

      As dinner carried on, voices grew louder, and soon, everyone not shoving food into their mouths, was shouting. The hairsplitting decibel was typical, though no one was actually angry. That was just how they communicated. Her family could break the sound barrier at a family meal.

      She glanced at her sister, hoping to find an ally. Just a glimpse of eye contact was all she needed and she could mouth the word, I have big news…

      Hannah’s head angled toward her lap, her eyes focused on the phone in her hands. She’d passed the entire meal hardly touching her food, her fingers glued to the device as she rapidly texted someone.

      Skylar loved her family. She adored how obscenely obsessive they could be about each other. But sometimes she wished everything could freeze and she could dip her toe into the glow of the spotlight and steal everyone’s attention for a few seconds.

      A baby started to cry and her Aunt Mallory jumped to her feet, cursing that the squeals made her milk come in. The men used the distracting chaos to slip out of the dining room into the den only to be ordered back by their angry wives to clear the tables.

      The next thing Skylar knew, dinner was over and she missed her opportunity to make her announcement. The words, I got a grant, dissolved on her tongue, before ever finding a chance to escape.

      Her fingers once again traced over the folded envelope in her back pocket and she smiled. Regardless of others ignoring or acknowledging her success, the small grant was a big deal. Maybe that was all that mattered.

      She cleared her plate, rinsed a few dishes in the sink to do her part, and slipped outside. Remnants of apple pie dripped off the porch railing and Gran’s autumn wreath was scorched, the gold synthetic leaves melted and deformed. She moved downwind from the scent of melted plastic.

      Lowering to the porch steps, she removed the acceptance letter from her pocket, affectionately running her thumbs over the university’s return address.

      Two hours was a long drive from Jasper Falls. It was doable, but not very realistic if she also wanted to continue working at the pizzeria.

      Ultimately, she wanted to take more than one class, but the grant only covered one three credit course during the upcoming winter session. It didn’t cover meals or housing or any of the other expenses like books.

      Maybe she was making a bigger deal out of it than she should. A winter session was a far cry from a regular semester. She folded the envelope in half, wondering if this was just some recruitment scheme to get new students enrolled.

      “Hey.” Her gloomy expression split with a smile as Uncle Colin appeared, car keys in his hand as if he was hoping to sneak in unnoticed.

      “You missed dinner.”

      “I know.” He glanced over his shoulder to the house. With the windows open, all the brash voices carried in a familiar but not very tempting show of pandemonium. “Any fights break out?”

      She shrugged. “Nothing out of the norm.”

      He lowered to the step beside her. “What do you have there?”

      Of all her uncles, Colin was probably her favorite. He was the youth minister at their church and very active at the high school. He’d helped her make the decision about going into early childhood education.

      She closed her hand around the envelope, covering the university branding. “It’s nothing.”

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.”

      She fumbled with the letter, unfolding the envelope, and exposing the return address for him to read.

      “Shippensburg?”

      “Yeah. They offered me a grant to take a class during their winter session.” Pride rippled deep inside of her as she said the words out loud.

      “That’s great, Skylar. Are you gonna accept it?”

      She shrugged. Everyone had been so busy lately, she doubted half of them realized she was finishing her associate’s from the community college in less than ten days. Typically, students graduated the program in the spring, but she needed an extra semester to make up for the time she lost working at the family restaurant. She didn’t want to make a fuss.

      Besides, it wasn’t as if she were getting her bachelor’s. She could hold off on all the pomp and circumstance until she finished her full degree. Hopefully, things would be a little less chaotic at home by then. If not, she might have to wait until she earned her master’s to squeeze her way into the spotlight. But that’s how it was with big families.

      “I want to, but I don’t know if I can afford it. Shippensburg’s a hike—too far to commute and I don’t have housing.” The more she thought over the barebones offer the more she accepted it was likely a recruitment gimmick.

      “Did they say you have to attend in person? I know a lot of students who attend college virtually.”

      She shrugged again. Virtual wasn’t necessarily the college experience she was hoping for. “I guess that’s an option. It’s only one class. Anything more, and I’d have to pay out of pocket and get student loans, so I’d have to keep working.”

      It wasn’t like she was making a killing delivering pizzas and waiting tables at Vincenzo’s, but it helped. And being that the restaurant was family owned, she had flexible hours and plenty of time to study in the back when things got slow.

      “Have you asked your parents for help?”

      She shot him a doubtful glance. “Dad’s been so stressed out with his research. Mom keeps saying he’ll make the deadline, but I don’t know. If he doesn’t get this grant, another epidemiologist will, and he’ll be out all the time and money he’s spent. Plus, they’re already paying for Frankie’s school and Hannah wants to go out of state.”

      Colin frowned. “Not a single part of that answer had to do with my question, Sky.”

      She sighed. “I don’t want to be a burden.”

      He bumped her shoulder with his. “Hey, you’re their daughter—not a burden. You should tell them. Families are great at coming up with solutions when they put their heads together.”

      “Yeah, when they’re together. Everyone has so much going on lately. I don’t want to add more stress to their plate.”

      She didn’t know what her parents had in terms of savings, but she sensed it was running low. Voices traveled in a house with a family the size of theirs and only four bedrooms.

      “What about financial aid?” he asked, seeming to follow her thoughts.

      “That would be a must, whether they help me or not. I can’t expect them to support me.” She was twenty-one and perfectly capable of taking care of herself. College debt was normal.

      “How much time do you have to decide?”

      She needed to give them an answer by the end of the week. “Classes start in December.”

      “Well, if it’s any consolation, I think you should do it. Keep going after that dream and eventually you’ll get there.”

      Her dream was to one day own and operate her own preschool, since Jasper Falls didn’t have one. Technically, once she earned her associate’s, she’d have the necessary credentials, but she wanted a more comprehensive background in education—she wanted the state recognized certification and bachelor’s degree.

      “It’s just one class,” she reminded him.

      “Credits don’t expire. It all adds up. And eventually, you’ll run out of excuses, Skylar. Don’t take too long to make up your mind, or you might also run out of time.” He stood and placed an affectionate hand on her shoulder. “This is a step in the correct direction.”

      “You’re right. I don’t know why I play things down like this. It’s like I’m afraid to do something if it’s just for me.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with doing something solely for yourself.”

      He had a point. She knew it was a good point. But that didn’t relieve the guilt she felt, as if taking her focus off everyone else long enough to focus a little on herself might somehow disrupt the balance of the entire family.

      But, God, she wanted to do this for herself. She wanted to feel the selfish indulgence of going after exactly what she wanted with no consideration for how her choice might affect others. Just once.

      Drawing in a deep breath, her hands tightened around the letter. “I think I’ll take the offer. I can take the winter class online, like you said.”

      “Good. I think that’s the right choice. And you can always look at schools closer to home in the future if it’s the distance that scares you.”

      She wasn’t afraid of leaving Jasper Falls. She was afraid of letting down her family. Her parents depended on her help. It wasn’t a hardship for her to stick around, especially since she pitched in and mostly supported herself, but it might be a hardship for them if she left.

      “I think I’m better off commuting to college anyway—wherever I end up going.”

      “You’ve got plenty of time to make and change your mind. Trust me. If anyone knows about changing paths, it’s me.” Colin stepped fully onto the porch and pocketed his keys, but paused to look her in the eye. “And tell your parents, Sky. They’ll be proud of you.”

      “I will. Thanks, Uncle Colin.”

      “Any time.”
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