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    To anyone who feels they never get what they want...your time is coming.
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“I REALLY DON’T CARE what y’all say. I’m not coming to any of your houses for Christmas and that’s that.”

Gladys, my oldest sister and self-appointed mother figure, huffed an exasperated breath. “Charis, will you stop being stubborn? What else are you gonna do for the holidays?”

“I’ll be in my own space minding my own business. Try that last one sometime.”

“Charis.”

I just folded my arms and glared at my three older sisters Gladys, Pamela, and Hazel on the video call on my tablet. I’d been dodging their calls for weeks because I knew they’d be hounding me about joining them and their families for Christmas, and that wasn’t happening. 

“Why would I want to be there with y’all and your husbands and kids and all your ugly sweaters and corny music when I can spend my time off right here in the peace and quiet? And you’re not fooling me; y’all just want me there so you can gang up on me for more of your unsolicited advice about how I should be living my life. No thanks.”

“Must you always be so negative?” Hazel asked, exasperated. “I don’t know where you got that from.”

“That’s only because you don’t listen. Because I’ve surely told you.”

“So this is the rebellion of being the youngest? Aren’t you a little old for that? You’re thirty-seven, Charis.”

“Exactly, I’m thirty-seven. Which means I’m grown and can decide what I want to do for Christmas without any of your damn permission. So you might as well quit bothering me with this.”

They shook their heads at me like I was a child throwing an unnecessary tantrum, which was nothing new. They’d been treating me like a baby long since I’d grown past the age of one. 

“And anyway, you all clearly forgot that I need to be here to oversee the construction of my she-shed,” I continued, swirling my spoon around my hot chocolate. “That’s my Christmas gift to myself so it needs to be done right.”

“Honestly, Charis, I still think it’s silly that you feel the need for one of those when you have a whole house to yourself,” Pamela scoffed. “Brooklyn went off to college so you don’t even have your daughter there anymore. Why are you wasting money like that?”

“I could answer that but it would be too much like explaining myself to you so...no. I’m not asking you for any money so don’t worry about it. Look, I need to go...merry Christmas in advance ‘cause we certainly don’t need to do this again before then. Bye.”

I ended the video call and slapped the cover over my tablet before pushing it away. I loved my sisters but damn if they didn’t get on my nerves with their constant hovering and nagging. Just because I was the youngest and didn’t marry the first man to sniff my fruitcake like they did, I was deemed the wild child. Getting knocked up at seventeen certainly didn’t help any. 

Whatever. One benefit of them being in different cities was that I didn’t have to endure them regularly. They all got hitched and moved on and away while I, the single one, got guilted into staying in the family home, since no one wanted to sell it or rent it out after our parents passed. It was up to me to ‘keep it in the family,’ despite everyone knowing my dream of moving to a big city. It was partially why I named my daughter Brooklyn; I wanted to be amongst the bright city lights, not stuck in quiet-ass Brina Falls living in a house I couldn’t even redecorate like I wanted to.

It was why I was gifting myself a she-shed. A space I could customize exactly the way I wanted with no input from anyone else. My sisters were generous enough to agree to that, though I’ll admit I had to show my ass for them to do it. So clearly, tantrums work. 

I sipped my hot chocolate as I drummed my fingers on the worn wooden kitchen table, my eyes cutting across the outdated kitchen. The heavy wood cabinetry, ugly tile countertops that were a bitch to keep clean, not to mention the hideous yellowed patterned tile on the walls. Fucking farm animals. I wanted to renovate, but the sisters-in-charge weren’t having it. They felt major renovations would be disrespectful to our parents, as they’d worked for years to buy the house and were extremely proud of it. Nice sentiment, but it was bullshit. My sisters just didn’t want to risk me making the house look better than theirs. 

But with my she-shed, I’d finally have something that was brand new and just for me, and after a lifetime of hand-me-downs, that was extremely important to me. I was used to not getting what I wanted but dammit, I was at least gonna have that.
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, YOU fired him??”

“Exactly what I said. He wasn’t getting the job done so he had to go.”

“Mama,” Brooklyn sighed, shaking her head as her heavy-lidded dark eyes that matched mine bored into me through the video screen. 

“Don’t look at me like that.”

“So you got rid of your contractor right in the middle of the job? You know there’s only two weeks until Christmas, right?”

“I have a calendar.”

“What did he even do? Dare to tell you ‘no’? Forget to dust off his work boots before he came into the house?”

“Come into the house for what? I let it be known up front that wasn’t happening. That rickety outhouse my folks insisted on keeping finally came in handy.”

“I’m surprised that thing isn’t condemned.”

“Don’t be dramatic. I wasn’t going to be having strange men parading through this house at will so I told them to be mindful of how much they ate and drank if they had weak bladders. And they were more than welcome to use the hose out there if they needed to wash their hands or something. I didn’t even make them ask first.”

“You’re an angel.”

“In answer to your question, he kept giving me pushback on every damn thing, saying stuff couldn’t be done in the timeframe I wanted or giving me excuses on delays simply because I changed my mind about some of the materials once or twice-”

“Or knowing you, ten times...”

“Well excuse me for wanting to get this right. Anyway, I got sick of him giving me a hard time so I told him to get his ass on.”

“So now what are you gonna do?” Brooklyn asked, her long microbraids draped over her shoulder. Her smooth toffee brown skin glowed in the ring light she was using and her round, thick lips were painted a deep purple. I was so glad she was practically the spitting image of me because I certainly didn’t need any reminders of her trifling-ass excuse for a daddy. “Do you have another contractor in mind to finish the job?”

“Not at the moment,” I admitted, blowing out a breath as I mindlessly scratched between my intricate cornrows , the extensions that were added taking them all the way to my waist. “But I’m sure I’ll find somebody else.”

I tried to look more confident than I felt on that. It wasn’t lost on me that finding a contractor willing to pick up a half-finished job with a two week deadline right before Christmas was a tall order. It was admittedly something I didn’t consider when I fired my first contractor half-cocked. Folks always said my quick temper got me in trouble. 

But I made myself appear unbothered, not wanting to give even my daughter the satisfaction of me realizing I might have made a mess for myself. 

“I might have someone you can call.”

My eyes snapped to the screen. “How do you know any contractors?”

“I know people who know contractors, Mama. A couple of my old high school friends’ parents raved about this guy on social media...Montgomery something. I’ll get his information and send it to you. Maybe he’ll be able to help you out.”

“How do you know he’s even available?”

“I don’t. But you can find all that out when you reach out to him.”

“If he’s any good, I’m sure he’s booked already. But if he’s available to just step in, I wonder how capable he really is-”

“Mama,” Brooklyn huffed. “Do you want the man’s information or not?”

“Yeah, fine.”

I might’ve been skeptical but I was more grateful for the referral, because I was not looking forward to calling all over the place trying to get a replacement contractor. 

Brooklyn and I chatted for a little longer about things going on with her at college before we ended the call. I hated that she’d be going on a ski trip with her friends instead of coming home for Christmas, but I kept it to myself. Didn’t want to shame her or make her feel guilty for trying to live her life like my family did me. I had plenty of time to sulk because I’d be spending Christmas alone, but I was fine with that. Alone was better than being nagged. 

Brooklyn wasted no time sending me the contractor’s information. Montgomery Cole. I poked around online to check him out and he did have a bunch of good reviews, not to mention the pictures of his work were admirable. Some were even along the lines of what I had in mind for my she-shed, so that boosted my confidence that he could execute what I wanted. 

That’s if he was available and willing, though.

Figuring I didn’t have time to waste, I went ahead and called. I tapped my foot impatiently as the phone rang, my free hand jamming into the pocket of my hoodie as I shifted my weight side to side. 

I hope this man doesn’t waste my time, I thought to myself as I waited. What if he ends up giving me the same headaches the last guy did? What if he tries to over-charge me because it’s right before Christmas? I hope he doesn’t try to swindle me just because I’m a woman. ‘Cause if he thinks for one second-

“Greetings. Montgomery Cole.”

I immediately rolled my eyes. ‘Greetings’, really?

Hearing my daughter’s voice in my head reminding me to be nice, I tamped down the snarky comment on the tip of my tongue and said, “Um, good afternoon. My name is Charis Sanford and I was given your information because I’m in need of some contracting services. You come pretty highly recommended.”

“I’m flattered, thank you.” His voice was warm and smooth like the homemade syrup my mama used to make. My tapping foot stilled all on its own. “I’m certainly open to hearing the details of what you need.”

“In a nutshell, I have a half-finished she-shed in my backyard that I need completed before Christmas. I realize there’s only a couple of weeks left but this is a gift to myself that I fought hard for so it’s very important to me that it be completed by then, and I’m not willing to negotiate or compromise on that.”

There was a brief pause. “I see.”

“So if that means you and whatever team you have working overtime to get it done in time, that’s what I’ll expect,” I continued. “And I’ll need you to get started ASAP, of course. Outside of bringing your own snacks and being willing to use the outhouse because I won’t be having y’all traipsing in and out of my house, that’s pretty much it. Are you available?”
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