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    To anyone who's still trying to meet an impossible standard

The people who matter don't need you to prove your worth; they see it in you already. 

Thanks to everyone who's continued to read and love these stories and let me know it. When I'm stuck in a rut and wondering if I still have anything fresh to share, your encouragement means more than you know!
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“You know that paper’s going to fall apart if you fold and unfold it much more.” Harper’s giggle grated uncomfortably in Brady’s ears as he lay on the couch, but he didn’t have to open his eyes to know what she was referring to.

“I know.” Rachelle sighed, and the paper crackled as she probably smoothed it against her skirt. “It’s just been so long since I planned a real party, and I don’t want to forget anything.”

“A real party—as in one with guests that count more than we do?” The sarcasm in Dash’s tone ran deep, and Brady searched for the words to muster a defense, but Rachelle batted the question aside with a huff.

“Of course not. Just one with guests who have no concept of flare days and brain fog and rationing energy. And one where I can’t just run to DeAndre in a panic because I somehow forgot the cupcakes.”

“You could put Car on call for last-minute stuff, couldn’t you?” Marcus asked, and Brady could hear the two tiny pops in Rachelle’s neck as she must have shaken her head emphatically.

“I’m not putting Car on the doctor’s dime when it’s my personal responsibility. She’ll have to drive us there and back, but I can’t really afford to send her on a hundred extra errands. Did I ask Shavonne about the balloons?”

“Yes!” The word came in chorus from three different directions, and Brady winced at the volume but couldn’t help a hint of a smile.

“Chelle?” he whispered into the beat of silence, and her recliner creaked as she bent closer.

“Hey, Brady. You doing okay? Need anything?”

“Nope. But you’re overthinking. Party’ll be fine. If you miss something small, skip it, and the kids won’t even notice.”

“Sorry.” Rachelle drew a tight breath and let it out heavily, but before Brady could assure her he hadn’t meant it as a reprimand, she was speaking again. “I know you’re right; it’s just—it’s taken so long to even make this happen at all. We’re months from her birthday and she’s sharing the party and I had to figure out the whole super-zoo animal theme from scratch―”

“And at the end of the day, she’ll have fun with her friends, and that’s all that matters,” Marcus interjected, and Brady’s smile deepened.

“Can confirm. I remember Eden’s tenth birthday—store was somehow out of everything but black balloons. Mom found some glow-in-the-dark markers in the discount bin—and you would not believe the squealing.”

Rachelle chuckled a little, and her breath came out on a quieter sigh.

“I am in so far over my head, you guys. I haven’t even been to a real kid’s party in years. And I’m so, so thankful for Shavonne’s help, but―”

Dash’s snort interrupted anything she might have added, and the sound was so eloquent it almost didn’t need his further comment.

“But she’s not nearly as Type A as you are, and it’s driving you more than a little nuts.”

Rachelle gave a soft, pained groan, and Harper laughed outright.

“Is it that obvious? I don’t want her to think―”

“You’re not, Midge, I promise.” Harper yawned, and her couch creaked as she repositioned herself. “It’s super obvious, yeah, but just when you’re not talking to her. And probably more because we live with you, and we totally know when you’re trying extra hard not to be annoyed.”

“I don’t want it to be that way, though. I need her help—it literally wouldn’t happen without her. I can’t start thinking I could do it better on my own when I definitely couldn’t.”

“Yeah, but you can appreciate somebody and they still drive you nuts sometimes,” Marcus pointed out so matter-of-factly that Brady let out a breath of a chuckle.

“Have personal experience with that one, bud?”

“Umm...” From his sheepish tone alone, Brady could picture the deep mahogany that was probably flushing the teen’s face. “Let’s just say, Janelle has a serious thing about shoes on the carpet, and I can’t seem to get it through my head to take them off before I get to the closet.”

“You drive her nuts, or is she driving you?” Dash asked dryly, and Marcus huffed a laugh.

“Both, probably. Still love her and need her, though. And I hope she still loves me.”

“I’m positive she does, Marcus.” Rachelle’s voice gentled, and the tension fully left it for the first time since the party topic had started. “I know she’s got a lot to juggle and it’s easy to feel like a burden, but she wouldn’t bother calling as often as she does if she didn’t want to. You’re more than just a package deal she puts up with because of Quentin. Trust me on that.”

If Marcus responded, it was only silently, and Brady considered opening his eyes a crack to gauge the teen’s reaction but quickly decided it wasn’t worth the almost certain escalation of what was still only a half-bad migraine.

“Yeah, I think I’m with Midge on this one.” Harper’s tone was more thoughtful than her usual, and Brady’s curiosity kicked up a notch as he listened. “I mean, not that I’ve got the Mom-figure gene or anything, but I’ve been around plenty of people who only pretended to like me or want me, and I don’t get that vibe from her. I’d say you somehow ended up with the unicorns.”

Pain and hope swirled together in Brady’s heart at the knowledge that she still saw real love as such a rare commodity and yet had somehow managed to recognize it in Marcus’s family, but he didn’t have long to ponder it before Marcus’s startled laugh set his brain swirling.

“Sorry!” The boy’s voice dropped to a whisper immediately, although Brady wasn’t sure if he’d noticed on his own or if someone else had signaled him. “Didn’t mean to get that loud; I just—got a picture of Quentin in a unicorn suit and―” He broke off with a strangled burst of laughter that he must have tried to muffle in the cushions of his chair, and from the helpless smothered giggles that came from Harper’s couch, she was likely doing the same.

“Do you need to get out of here?” Rachelle’s voice was so low and close to his ear that Brady wasn’t sure anyone else could hear it, but he took a deep breath and considered shaking his head before deciding against it.

“Still okay. For now. Just need to—get away from the unicorns.”

Marcus moaned and coughed as he attempted to choke back his laughs, and Dash growled something Brady couldn’t make out before returning to intelligible speech again.

“Go back to worst case scenarios for your party, Midget. Got to bring the mood down again.”

Rachelle hummed a chuckle, and her chair creaked as she settled back into it and started rocking gently.

“Not worst case scenarios, please. If we get into atomic bomb territory, I’m not even going to leave the house tomorrow.”

A beat of relative silence followed, and Brady let out a slow, fortifying breath before attempting to speak again.

“’Kay. Bad case scenarios you’re most scared of, then.”

“Wow, hit with the hard questions, why don’t you?” Harper sounded oddly impressed, and Rachelle let out a sigh that was almost a whistle.

“Honestly? I don’t actually know. It’s not like—like one defined fear. Just—something.”

“Afraid a sinkhole’s going to swallow the party place?” Marcus volunteered after a few seconds, and Rachelle chuckled.

“Not quite.”

“Tsunami comes up the river and floods the streets, and you all have to survive for a week on leftover pizza and stale birthday cake?” Harper suggested mischievously, and Rachelle snorted.

“I’ll take my chances.”

“Kid escapes from the party room and runs into traffic?” Dash offered in his usual flat tone, and Rachelle sucked in a startled gasp.

“That’s—pretty dark. But—not really something I was worrying about. Should I be?”

“Means you do have ideas of what you’re worried about, though,” Marcus pointed out, and Brady’s mouth relaxed into a smile as other hands picked up the thread of his idea.

“I guess so.” Rachelle spoke slowly, but her words were thoughtful. “Nothing anywhere that dramatic. I just—I don’t want Grace to be―” She paused a moment, as though searching for the right word. “Disappointed, I guess. I know she has to learn to live with disappointment. But she already lives with it so often. I just want this one party to be as perfect as I can make it—even if Shavonne has to run it.”

No one answered for a moment, and Brady was searching his aching brain for an appropriate response when Harper spoke quietly.

“I mean, I’m totally not the one to say it, but—you know it’s not up to you, right?”

“I know.” The words were a whisper, but Brady could hear the pain in them. He opened his mouth to say whatever came first, but Marcus was there ahead of him.

“You’re gonna be fine, Rachelle. You’ve got the plan as worked out as you can get it, and if things aren’t perfect, that’s just how it goes with kids. You’ll roll with it, and they’ll have fun and never know the difference. As long as you’re not edgy about it, Grace won’t be either.”

“Can definitely confirm the uptight party moms are the absolute worst.” Harper groaned. “You become that, I’ll yank you back here and sit on you, if it means the munchkins set the place on fire.”

“Can confirm the absolute worst parties are the ones the perfect party moms have timed to the second,” Dash added, his tone clearly signaling the eyeroll he’d probably attempted.

No one seemed to have any additional comments, and after a long moment of silence, Rachelle finally spoke.

“Brady? Anything to add before I give in and let the rest of the chips fall where they may?”

“I feel like that’s on the floor,” Harper whispered, and Dash snorted while Marcus attempted to swallow a laugh.

“Just wish I could be there with you both—whatever happens.”

“Mmm, so not happening.” Rachelle’s voice softened, the understanding in it taking any sting out of her words. “Wouldn’t put you in the middle of that noise if you woke up feeling like a million bucks. Let alone if tomorrow’s anything close to this. Don’t worry about us, Brady. I won’t be the next ‘randomly snapped’ news story. If I can trust God with my mission days, I guess I can trust Him with Grace’s party too. I’ve given it my best, and that’s all I can do. And Shavonne’s kept her kids alive a lot longer than I have, scattered or not. We’ll be okay.”
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Brady woke with a jolt in the dark of his room to the sudden consciousness that he was not, in fact, driving a minivan-turned-school-bus where Grace’s entire first grade class and the dogs from her favorite cartoon were staging a full-on drum concert, but the wave of relief retreated in an instant when the dizzying pain in his skull continued to pulse to the same beat.

Oh, Father, today? As if Rachelle doesn’t have enough on her plate...

Bile and dread churned in his stomach, and Brady closed his eyes and tried to breathe as slowly as he could, hoping against hope that he might have hit the rare occurrence that would let itself be coaxed away with rest. He knew it was no use long before he stopped trying, but only after his stomach had launched a full-scale rebellion against DeAndre’s thoughtfully bland chicken and rice from the night before did he surrender to the inevitable and fumble for the button on his nightstand.

He didn’t count the seconds—and had never counted them before to compare—but they seemed to stretch endlessly before an unfamiliar set of footsteps squeaked in the hall. A flutter of worry and a tug of disappointment drifted through the misery, but Brady pushed them away with a determined satisfaction that Rachelle had made the wise choice to give herself as much sleep as she could.

It had been a while since he’d had to work with an actual nurse, and this one must have been completely unfamiliar with his file, judging from the way she casually flipped on the light the minute she stepped into the room. Brady groaned and buried his face in the pillow as the glare seared into his brain, doubling the already fierce agony, but the nurse didn’t seem to get the message.

“What can I do for you?”

At least she kept her voice relatively quiet, although she didn’t make any real attempt at whispering. Brady swallowed hard and tried to breathe, praying for the strength to explain.

“Light—p-please. Migraine.”

The nurse hummed a note that Brady couldn’t interpret and adjusted the intensity of the bulb enough to bring the clamor in his head down to four alarms instead of five. He could hear her shuffling around in the room but couldn’t open his eyes to follow her and hadn’t worked up the confidence to open his mouth again when she huffed.

“Your chart is ridiculously incomplete. How am I supposed to know what to give you for it and when?”

Had he told Rachelle lately just how much he appreciated her? As soon as he could actually think again, he was going to find a way to show her, at least in some small measure. But waiting for her to swoop in and fix things wouldn’t help anything now, and Brady gritted his teeth and forced his lips to move.
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