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Prologue –
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“C’mon,” Gabbie called, the ringing from my head banging against the metal lockers nearly drowning her out, “it can’t be that bad.”

Last day of finals – my last chance to salvage my French grade. Besides studying as if my life depended on it, I’d spent the last week in a panicked daze; doing my best to relearn phrases I’d barely learned in the first place. In most cases, I’d learned just found impossible to speak. Why’d you pick French? Why not Spanish like Gabbie?

Oh right – the southern accent works real well with Spanish. 

Gabbie’s does!

My eyes darted to her, watching pensively as I choked on my jealousy. That’s Gabbie! She can speak nonsense and it’d sound like poetry. Besides she had Carlos to tutor her. 

As I let out a sigh, my head remained against the cool metal while I peered at her through my dangling hair. “Seriously?” I finally spoke, “I’m awful! I can’t get any words out!”

She shook her head as she spoke slowly, “You can do this! Try again.”

At least she was in my corner. When I began studying for the final, I first turned to my parents; both reminded me they’ve never had to speak anything other than English. Not to mention were busy with farm matters; preparing the fields and talking with business partners. After them I turned to Duke, who mocked me endlessly but not before intentionally making sure I said the wrong words for several practice sentences – sending me back even further. I thought about asking Dustin, but he was already too busy with his own finals. 

Heaving another sigh, I lifted my head and pulled away from the row of lockers. I rolled my shoulders, squaring them off, then turned to face her as I focused on each individual word. “Bonjour madame,” I stumbled, grimacing with each burning word. Smiling and nodding, she urged me to continue. “Uh...j’adore...le...fromage.”

Her head abruptly stopped, her smile fading and quickly replaced by a grimace. Sweat gathered on my palms, my breath catching as I felt every instinct demand I stop – and possibly collapse into myself. “Uhm...quells sont tes...trimestre?”

She bared her teeth, her eyes large with worry as I awaited her critique. I couldn’t help but frown as I asked, “How bad?”

“Well,” she jostled, glancing down over the practice sheet, “I could be wrong here...but I’m pretty sure ya’ told me that you love cheese...and asked what are quarters.”

“And what was I supposed to say again?”

Not that!

She raised the paper up to her face, “Ya’ were supposed to greet me – which I think ya’ did right!” I celebrated silently as she continued, “And then ask me where the bathroom is.”

I let out a groan, “I told ya’! I’m awful at this!”

Turning back to face my locker, I pulled my head back before slamming it against the smooth metal once again. Gabbie’s hands grasped my shoulders, her fingers tightening then releasing over and over as she tried to comfort me. “It’s not that bad! It’s a better start than most people,” she had tried to reassure me. 

I could barely hear her over my internal screams and rising anxieties. Although her observation wasn’t wrong, in that moment it didn’t comfort me. Especially when all I could focus on was the fact that I’d been taking the class for a year and was no better off then when I started. Not to mention worrying about my mother’s reaction if I were to come home with a D for my final grade. “Hey!” Gabbie shouted over my knocking, “Talk your girlfriend down.”

Her words stopped me mid-motion. Being too occupied with hurting myself, I hadn’t noticed the sound of footsteps approaching us or the sudden body standing beside me. Although unable to see them it hadn’t stopped me from quickly deducing who it was – especially with Gabbie’s hint. This wasn’t the first time Dustin had seen me panic, or the last, but I wasn’t thrilled all the less with him seeing me fall apart. He kept his voice low and soothing as he spoke, “Again? What’s goin’ on?”

He gently grasped my shoulder, doing his best to pull me away from my punishment. I shook my head, fighting against him as I refused to allow myself to be swayed. Gabbie let out a heavy sigh, “She’s freakin’ out about her French final.”

He groaned, “She was practicin’ all night.”

Giving up on trying to pull me away from my locker, his hands slipped further onto my shoulders – replacing Gabbie’s. His thumbs made gentle circles, slightly digging into my shoulder blades, as he attempted to relax me. When I had discussed my fears with him the night before, his takeaway from the conversation was that I needed to relax. “I know I study better when I’m not too stressed,” he had pointed out. 

I mocked the advice relentlessly in the back of my head for the rest of the night. Easy to not stress about things when you’re good at everything you do. “Really?” I could hear Gabbie shudder, “Eek.”

I nearly burst, shouting as I tried to whip around and face her, “Shut up! I’m doin’ my best!”

Dustin’s hands tightened around my shoulders, holding me in place as his voice caressed my ear and cheek, “It can’t be that bad.”

I bitterly chewed on the words, preparing to enlighten him when Gabbie began, “Well-”

“I thought I told ya’ to shut up,” I violently jerked out of Dustin’s grasp, spinning towards her as I jabbed a pointed finger into her face. 

His frantic hands returned to me, crashing me against him as he attempted to keep me out of Gabbie snatching reach. I eyed her while Dustin, inch-by-inch, turned me around to face him instead. “Baby – calm down,” he cooed at me, doing his best to keep from laughing at my attempts to murder Gabbie, “You’ll do fine. You’re just nervous.”

He obviously hadn’t heard my attempts to ask for a bathroom and instead mentioning my love of cheese. 

Doing my best to conceal how concerned I truly was, I flashed him a warm smile and gave my head a definitive nod before letting it hang. While I attempted to force myself to relax, my eyes outlined the shape of his shoes – noting how he had a different pair on this morning. With the distraction, I took a brief pause in my demise to give Dustin a quick glance over. That morning, when he had walked me to my first class, I remember he had on a pair of faded blue jeans and his favorite t-shirt – his dubbed ‘lucky shirt’. I had mocked him relentlessly for wearing it, pointing out the absurdity of thinking that wearing it would in any way affect his grades or performance today.  

It had his favorite baseball team’s logo across the chest and dyed the team’s colors. At some point, my guess the beginning of the lunch break, he had gone and changed into his baseball uniform – the dark grey and blue a starch contrast to his slightly tanned skin. His disheveled hair neatly tucked under the matching baseball cap, a few strands poking out the sides. I would’ve enjoyed the sight of him in his uniform if I hadn’t been so sick with worry about the day. “She’s not gonna listen,” Gabbie interjected.

My teeth ground together as I grunted, “I can’t help it! All I can think about his how bad I did on the last test.”

“Whatcha’ get?” Gabbie asked for the group.

I paused, unsure if I should answer. Looking back, I wasn’t doing too bad in the class – there were definitely worse off students. But something in my mind wouldn’t accept it in the moment; too consumed with worries of my future plans – that apparently depended on this grade. “Barely 75%,” I finally answered. 

“That’s not that bad,” Dustin tried to soothe me, “I got a 50% on my last Spanish test – and I aced my final.”

“Well of course you did!” I snapped, “You’re great at everything you do!”

Gabbie jumped to action, snatching me by my shoulders before yanking me away from Dustin and towards her. She shook me as she hollered, “Get ahold of yourself woman!”

As my head snapped up and down, I realized something about Gabbie’s attire that I hadn’t earlier. We had unknowingly matched for the day. Unlike majority of the people we knew, Gabbie and I wouldn’t get too dressed up for school – though Gabbie would usually put in more effort than I did. For finals we took to wearing oversized t-shirts, black leggings, and some sort of sneaker. The main differences being the images on the shirts and their colors. While mine was a random business name and a dusty blue, hers was an image of a car and bright orange. If I had to guess I would say it was one of Carlos’s that she stole. 

Beyond my head snapping, I could see Dustin move beside us. His lips pinched together, concealing his laughter of watching the spectacle. “I can’t,” I nearly sobbed, “What am I goin’ to do if I fail! Take it again next year? Go to summer school? I can’t do any of that!”

As a still quiet fell over us and our deserted hallway, the pair doing their best to think of a comforting response, a disturbing noise cut through it. A voice, nauseously melodic, called out, “Is that spiralin’ I hear?”

We collectively froze in place. Timidly, we shifted to peer down the hallway – pointless as we didn’t need to look to know whose annoying southern belle accent it was. Sauntering down the hallway, her pleated skirt swayed with each step as her low heels clicked against the tiled floors. Her long, blonde hair styled perfectly as usual – beautiful ringlets curled away from her heart shaped face. Her hazel eyes bright and peering – judging as she looked down the length of me and my messy appearance. Candace Danes, I snarled to myself, why does she always have to be perfect.

Was someone jealous? 

Jealous? Please, I scoff to myself. 

I’d been bitter rivals with Candace in about everything we did – not to mention close friends. From 4H, rodeos, to boys and school – whatever I did, Candace did ten-fold. No exceptions for appearances. While Candace has beautifully curled hair, perfect make-up, and dressed to the nines I had my dark circles, hair stashed away in a messy bun, and wearing the shirt I had slept in the night before. Thankfully I had the cognitive ability to change out of the shorts I had paired it with last night – but I was no where near as put together as she was. “Great,” Gabbie muttered as her eyes viciously attacked Candace. 

Her hands slipped off my shoulders, allowing me to reach over and slap the side of her arm. As she jumped, she snapped her heated eyes to peer at me – gripping where I had made contact. “Be nice,” I commanded, pointing my finger at her, “She’s our friend – remember.”

She rolled her eyes, muttering under her breath, “She’s no friend of mine.”

“Gabbie – Dexie! I was wonderin’ where ya’ two ran off,” Candace called as she reached us, spreading her arms wide. 

Without any hesitation, she pulled a reluctant Gabbie into a swift hug. While being held Gabbie kept her arms clenched to her side, her lips twitching into a snarl as her body tensed. As Candace continued to hold Gabbie around her shoulders, I gritted my teeth at her and mouthed, “Be nice.” Her hands tightened into fists before finally relaxing – lifting up to pat Candace on the back half-heartedly. “Good...to see ya’...too,” Gabbie greeted back, her tone dry. 

Finished with their hug, Candace tossed Gabbie aside before reaching her arms back out and towards me. As I began to raise my arms she grasped ahold of my wrists then yanked me towards her. Her thin arms squeezed me against her small frame. For someone so petite, she sure was strong. She let out a tiny squeal, squeezing me even tighter before she began to rock us side to side – slowly twisting us around. Staring down the deserted hallway, my head placed over her shoulder, I had no doubt in my mind she was looking back at Dustin. Bitter rivals in everything, I reminded myself. 

“I was lookin’ forward to eatin’ with y’all,” she cheered, still holding me hostage. 

Was she talking to me – or Dustin?

“Us too,” I retorted, trying to keep my tone upbeat. 

“That’s why we ran all the way over here,” I could hear Gabbie mutter under her breath. 

I clenched my jaw, doing my best to peer around Candace’s fat head to narrow my eyes at Gabbie. She’s lucky I couldn’t see her. Finished with our hug, Candace released me before pushing me aside – disorientating me. Without missing a beat, she wormed her way up to Dustin – clasping her hands in front of her body then squeezing them together. As she held them up, she gazed up at Dustin expectantly. So unoriginal. 

“Dustin,” she cheered, her eyes quickly evaluated him, “Dressed in your uniform today? Odd choice – but very handsome.”

I rolled my eyes at the comment. She loved to thread that line. I used to believe that it would’ve been better to compete with her in everything else we did, for the rest of our lives, than to compete with her when it came to boys – especially Dustin. From the day we started to date it’d been contentious; with her making off-handed comments about how I wasn’t his ‘type’ to never forgetting to mention how they’d been closer for longer. He pinched his lips together as he glanced down at himself, his hand reaching up to rub the back of his neck. “Yeah – I’ve got –uhm- practice after school,” he stumbled. 

“Oh!” she cheered as her hand sneaked up and clasped around his bicep, “I’d love to come and watch you. You guys are doin’ so good this year.”

Subtle, I noted as I remember her tight grip around my boyfriend’s arm. He nodded his head, his expression tensed as he eyed her hand, “Sure...you can -uh- sit with Dexie and Gabbie. They’ll be there to.”

Gabbie made a guttural noise beside me. I closed the distance between us before I jabbed my elbow into her side, keeping my focus on the pair. Dustin’s eyes widened as he watched me while Candace was so enthralled with him she was blissfully unaware of her surroundings. As a low groan rolled out of Gabbie she began to roll into herself, hunching over her knees as she tried to collect herself. “Oh...great,” Candace called, her head slowly moving from Dustin to glance at us, “That’ll be...so fun.”

Forcing a grin, I agreed, “Sure! It’ll be great.”

While an awkward silence had fell over our group, I had been so focused on Candace’s hand - still on Dustin’s arm - to notice much less do anything about it. Gabbie, as she normally did, came to the rescue, “Well – if you’ll excuse us. We’re in the middle of helpin’ Dexie.”

“With what?” she asked, finally dropping her hand and turning away from my boyfriend. 

“The French final,” I answered. 

“Oh – great! Y’all can help me too,” she clasped her hands together, jumping as she made her way beside me, “We can make it into a friendly competition.”

As if it wasn’t already. “Oh goodie,” Gabbie sarcastically noted as she moved to stand in front of us. 

“Sure,” I called, trying to cover Gabbie’s comment.

“Great,” Candace noted, her sweet smile slipping only for a second before she turned to face the pair in front of us. 

I glared at the side of her head, focusing on her perfect profile as she began to order them around. “Gabbie – you can give us the questions. Dustin – you can judge how we’re doin’.”

Dustin stammered, “Uh – shouldn’t that be Gabbie’s job too? I don’t know anythin’ about speakin’ French – or what you’ll be tryin’ to say.”

Candace giggled, sweetly and high pitched, I nearly choked on the vomit that threatened to come out. “So?” she pointed, flipping her hair over her shoulder, “Just tell us who sounds more...French.”

Dusting flashed an awkward smile and shrug before turning to Gabbie – awaiting her to begin. She rolled her eyes at him before examining us, her eyes softening as they landed on me. “Ready?” she asked us, glancing over the paper one more time. 

I took a deep breath as I pinched my eyes shut – attempting to focus myself. Candace’s voice called out, strong and confident as always, “Ready!”

You’ve got this, I cheered for my younger self. 

Just a friendly competition. 

As I opened my eyes, I nodded my head. Gabbie turned back to the paper and in rapid fire asked, “How would ya’ greet me if ya’ didn’t know me?”

“Bonjour madame,” we swiftly answered. 

Our eyes flashed to each other – mostly pleasant with some aggressive intentions hidden beneath. In the moment, nothing else mattered. All I wanted was to beat her – once and for all. Gabbie called out, “Both are correct.”

“1;1,” Dustin chuckled almost nervously.

She ignored him, calling out the next question, “How would you say $3.45?”

My eyes fell to the floor in front of us, scanning it’s odd design as if the words from the textbook would magically appear along their grooves. In an instant the words flooded me as I shouted them out, “Trois dollars et quarante-cinq cents!”

Just when I thought I had one up on Candace, she finished at the same moment as I had. Damn it! “Correct,” Gabbie sighed.

“2;2.”

“You’re pronunciation of ‘cents’ was a bit wrong,” Candace noted beside me. 

I chewed on the violent thoughts that came to me as Gabbie threw out the next question, “Tell me your name!”

“Mon nom est,” we shouted in unison, the walls shaking from the intensity alone. 

“Dexie Montgomery.”

“Candace Danes.”

Beat her! Gabbie sighed once again, “Correct.”

“3;3.”

“Tell me I dropped somethin’!”

Gabbie’s tone urgent, matching her eyes as she watched me eagerly. Dustin no better as he leans towards us – practically on his toes. I sucked in air, my brain raking itself for the words I needed. In an instant all the French I had ever learned evaporated. I began to panic as I pleaded for any of it to return – only one lone word coming to me. Cold sweat gathered at the base of my neck as it grew more apparent that the word “formage” would do me no good. My voice wavered as I stammered, “Uhm....”

That earned me a giggle from Candace. My jaw tightened as my inner thoughts relentlessly mocked her stupid giggle. Taking a step forward, as if she imagined a single spotlight landing on her, Candace sang, “If I may...excusez-moi – vous semblez avoir laisse tomber quelque chose.”

As my mouth fell open, my eyes lasered onto the back of her head. The words seemed to melt out of her mouth – as if she’d only spoken French her whole life. Without any hesitation my thoughts began to pick me a part – then individually compare those parts to Candace. We both have a southern accent yet hers enhances her French while mine hinders it. We’re both great students, have the same advance classes, yet she’s always a step ahead of me. We both have great horses and work them the same yet she’ll win 1st place while screwing up the pattern and I’ll get 5th. I’ve always felt 2nd best compared to her. 

Desperate, I turned to Gabbie – hoping against hope she’d say what I needed to hear. Her face morphed from a frustrated scowl to a grimace before she let out a heavy sigh, “That’s...right.”

She had practically spat the word – as if it was the foulest thing she’d ever tasted. It wasn’t that great to hear either. Dustin slowly dropped his head before he sadly noted, “4;3.”

“Yay,” Candace cheered, hopping and clapping. 

As I tried to collect myself, I flashed her a quick smile and ran my hand over my disheveled hair. “Good job...,” I bitterly congratulated. 

She smiled and giggled, celebrating her win a bit longer than I would’ve preferred. As I pictured knocking her back on her perfect little butt, she finished hopping around and turned to me. Flashing an empathetic smile she reached out and began rubbing my arm as she cooed, “Don’t worry Dexie! Not everyone has an ear for languages – like I do.”

Almost a nice sentiment. My face tightened as I nodded at her, my hands itching to reach out and throttle her. As if the moment wasn’t bad enough on it’s own, the bell rang out sending a shiver of dread down my spine. Not only had I lost our “friendly” competition but I’d run out of time to study – and would have to face my fate sooner than I would’ve liked. “Oh – looks like we better get goin’,” Candace gloated as she reached over and snatched my hand from it’s hanging spot. 

Lucky little – 

“Ya’ have class together?” Dustin asked, watching as she began to pull me to her side. 

She giggled, waving him off as she responded, “Of course Silly!” Reaching her other hand out that isn’t clasped around mine, she tapped the tip of her finger to the tip of his nose, “I’m surprised ya’ didn’t notice me sittin’ next to her when you’re waitin’ for her after class.”

Crinkling up his nose, he shrugged, “I’m oblivious sometimes – I guess.”

“I can tell.”

My eyes bounced between the two, her heated gaze pointed at him while he squirmed beneath it. “Okay! Let’s get goin’,” I tried to cut into her stare. 

“Good luck,” Gabbie cheered as she reached out to hug me. 

Candace tightened her grip on my arm, leaving me little room to hug Gabbie. Settling for an awkward side hug, I smiled at Gabbie before she rolls her eyes at Candace and assures me, “Just remember – ya’ got this.”

As Gabbie took a step back, allowing Dustin to step forward, I reached my arm out to find Candace beginning to yank me away from him. He reached his hand out, prepared to either give me a quick hug or pull me free from her grasp, before letting it fall back to his side. “I’ll see ya’ after class!” he called after us as Candace pulled me further down the hallway, “You’re gonna do great!”

I flashed him a quick smile before turning back to Candace and her pulling. As the hallways began to fill with students and teachers, rushing to their appointed buildings or classes, we filtered through them. She didn’t hesitate to pull me around or through groups of people, never slowing down as we marched along the mis-matched tiled floors. The whole time I stared at the back of her head as my thoughts returned to their dismantling and comparing. Her beautiful long, blonde hair versus my somewhat shorter brown hair. Her perfect outfits versus the clothes I’d thrown on at the crack of dawn to do chores before heading off to the bus – or to be picked up by Jace. 

Her perfect glowing skin versus my acne riddled one. And now – her perfect ear for languages. The comparison came to a head when the question that haunts me to this day formed – why can’t I be as good as her?

As she dragged me through the breezeway and down the last hallway, the French classroom came into view – our teacher stood inside and preparing for the final. A few students ahead of us marched in, taking their seats along with the other students already inside. Within reach, Candace released my arm and stopped us in our tracks. She spun around to face me with a condescending smirk on her face. “Don’t worry too much about it,” she hissed, “I’m sure you’ll do better next year – or the year after that.”

So caught off guard by her comment I froze. She flashed one final smile before spinning on her heels – her hair flicking against my cheek. As she marched inside, her non-existent hips swaying, I found myself at a loss. I couldn’t believe what she had said – but there was no denying that she’d said it. Unable to move from my spot I watched as she sauntered up to one of the senior’s desks and leaned onto it. She flashed him a coy smile, her mouth moving rapidly as she talked before she arched her back – lifting her chest. I rolled my eyes at the memory. She could never help herself when it came to male attention. 

In the few seconds I stood there, watching her be obvious with the senior boy, I regathered myself. She may have an ear for languages and be better than me in everything we do, but I’m a Montgomery – and we Montgomery’s don’t give up that easily. With a nod I set my course for my seat, ignoring Candace as I repeated the practice sessions over and over in my head. 

She may have bested me when we were kids – but times have changed. And so have I. 
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Chapter One – 
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My fists bang against the bathroom door, the thumps echoing down the dark hallway. “C’mon Squirt,” I call out, “hurry up!”

“Don’t rush me,” she hollers back.

Could never do that, I roll my eyes. Crossing my arms, I spin on the balls of my feet before strolling away from the door to the opposing wall. The clatter of tiny items being moved and falling over echoing each of my steps. As I press my back against the wall, I settle into my watch of the door – listening to the sounds of running water being shut off followed by drawers opening and closing. Heaving a sigh, I try my best to ignore my rising needs. She’ll be done soon – I’m sure, I try to reassure my anxious thoughts.

You’re sure? What about two weeks ago when she held the bathroom hostage for over an hour?

I squirm at the memory, she wouldn’t do that again...right?

She better not! We don’t have the time for that.

My legs begin to bounce, vibrating as my fingers twist around a patch of fabric. Taking a deep breath, I cross my legs and try to convince myself otherwise. I can wait, I feign confidence, I’ve held it longer before. 

That was before two cups of coffee.

I let out a groan, unable to ignore the building pressure thanks to my imposing thoughts. Pushing myself away from the wall, I practically toss myself against the bathroom door. Raising my balled-up hands, I beat them against the stained white wood rapidly. “Hurry up!” I holler, “Kind of have an emergency out here!”

“So? Use mom and dad’s bathroom,” she retorted. 

I ground my teeth, nearly jumping in place, “Can’t! Uncle Will is takin’ a shower!”

Hearing no response, I return my fists to their pounding – hitting with enough force the door begins to shake. “D! Chill,” she calls, “Some of us like to look good.”

Rude! “I’m sure ya’ look fine,” I shout, pausing for a response before continuing, “Not like it matters! Your boyfriend’s gonna make out with ya’ no matter what. You could be missing all your teeth and he’d still down your tonsils.”

“Gross!”

“Now ya’ know how we feel watching it!”

Seeing no signs of her opening the door any time soon, I take a generous step back before narrowing my eyes at the only thing standing between me and relief. My mind began racing, imagining all the ways I could break inside and haul her out. With each new thought, I can’t help but enviously look back on my squandered morning. I had secured the bathroom to do my normal morning routine before Aunt April had commandeered it. While waiting for her to release it, Ashley, Duke, and Jace had arrived to begin planning our day. Wasn’t long before it began a cycle among the three – leaving me to painfully wait. Just as I thought it was safe, Taylor slipped pass me – stealing it out from under me. 

My legs recross themselves, my body shaking as my needs intensify. Sharing a bathroom is getting old. 

Have to deal – don’t really have another option.

We could get our own place. 

Right – with what money? What I have left from the loan payment has to last till I can find a job. 

It might be worth blowing it on a new place. 

I audibly scoffed at the thought, and how will I afford that! I can’t buy anything outright – and to rent you need stable income.

We could get a fixer upper – it would be cheaper.

Not in the long run! Besides there’s no rush. 

Say that to your bladder. 

Preparing to kick the door down in desperation, it finally creaks open; light beaming out as steam rolls with it. Stepping through the mist and into the hallway, Taylor appears – fully dressed and made-up. She flips her hair, her dress twisting as she steps to the side of the door – clearing my path into the bathroom. Flashing me a cheeky smile, she mockingly sings, “All yours.”

Her light brown hair is curled around her shoulders, highlighting her round face and large doe eyes – packed with a peach sparkling eyeshadow and smoked out by light brown and olive-green shadows. Despite everyone else’s love for her eyes, Taylor had done her best to attempt to make them appear slender and sharp – a thick black line of eyeliner showcasing it. As I began to step around her, her long dress sways to the side – a large patch of skin catching my eye. Down the length of her leg is a slit, reaching up to her mid-thigh. Stopping in my tracks, I let out a harsh chuckle as I eye it’s widening hem. Eyeing me wearily, she begins to step away till I reach out and grasp her arm – holding her in place. Shaking my head, I firmly state, “Nope. No way you’re wearin’ that.”

“What,” she scoffed, unsure if I’m joking, “Why not?”

“Because I said so.”

She rolls her eyes, “I don’t have to do what you say – you’re not ma’.”

“C’mon Taylor,” I urge, near begging, “You can’t seriously think you can wear that.”

“Why not? It’s just a dress!”

I shook my head, pinching the bridge of my nose as I let my head hang. With a sigh, I offer her her options, “Squirt – we can either do this the easy way or the hard way.”

She scoffs, “Oh I’m so scared!”

“Easy way – you go change,” I ignore her, rolling my head back up.

Trying to pull her arm free, she yanks her arm - her shoulders and body moving with it. I tighten my grip, jerking her slightly towards me and out of her attempts to escape. Exasperated with the whole ordeal, she finally lets out a sigh. “Okay...? What’s the hard way?”

I click my tongue, “I wouldn’t suggest that one.”

Taking my challenge, she narrows her eyes as she straightens up and closes the small distance between us. Although still shorter than me, I can no longer say I tower over her – thus can’t intimidate her. In such close proximity I can see underneath her eyebrows and along the outskirts of her eyes are tiny rhinestones – not noticeable at a distance, but become noticeable when close. “I’ll get mom,” I spoke after a long pause. 

She gasped, “You wouldn’t dare!”

“Try me,” I couldn’t help but laugh, nearly manic.

Her thin brows crease together, doing their best to form a wrinkle against her young tight skin. I can’t believe she’s fighting me over this.

How does she think she’ll wear that and not have mom notice?

Good question. Awaiting her next move, I glance over her one last time. Tie-dyed, the tank top dress clings slightly to Taylor’s figureless body; baggy around where her waist should be and draping down her nonexistent hips. With it being so loose and ill fitted, the slit is easily concealed; if she hadn’t moved as I was passing I never would’ve seen it. It is a lovely dress, I note as I admire the familiar swirling colors. 

I would’ve worn it when I was her age. 

Dawning on me, I let out a loud gasp, “Is that mine?”

“You haven’t worn it in years,” she justified. 

I scoff, “I can’t believe you stole my dress!”

“Borrowed!”

“Without permission!”

She shouts, repeating her justification, “You haven’t worn it since high school.”

I groan as I reach a hand up to rub my forehead, “Doesn’t matter!” I exhaled aggressively, dropping my hand before refocusing on the problem at hand. “How do ya’ wanna play this? Are you gonna go change – or do I need to get mom?”

Stoic, she met my steely gaze. Her large brown eyes twitching as she refused to blink – her lips pinching together. After a long minute of our stare off, she throws her arms down.  In a huff, she calls out, “Fine!” Spinning on her heels, she stomps off towards her room, mumbling, “I don’t see the big deal – not like I’m goin’ to school or anythin’.”

“No, but we’ll be walkin’ around town,” I pointed.

“So?” she shot back over her shoulder, “I’m comfortable with my body.”

“I’m glad – but the whole community doesn’t need to see your 12-year-old body.”

“I’m 14!”

“I know,” I muttered making my way into the bathroom. 

As Taylor began to shout angerly after me, I slam the door shut – locking it before stepping further in. She bangs against the door, shouting incoherently for a bit before her cries finally die out – leaving me to peacefully handle my business. 

––––––––
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As I finish washing my hands, I grab the folded hand towel placed beside the sink and rub my hands against it. Let’s not do that again.

As if I wanted Taylor to hog the bathroom, I note as I turn towards the door. 

No, but we could’ve gone sooner.

Ignoring my excellent point, I reach for the door’s handle, twisting it before pulling. Stepping into the hallway, I flick the light off then pull the door shut behind me. The clatter of conversation and cooking echoed down the hallway, leading me towards the stairs. Light from the first floor barely illuminated my path, making me scurry till I reach the railing and the top of the stairs. I grasp the hand carved railing as I peer down at the first floor. My father and Uncle Will are sitting in the living room, deep in conversation – a renovation show playing on the TV beyond them. Although my view of the kitchen is for the most part blocked, I can easily guess what I’d see; mom and Aunt April cooking away - prepping several decadent treats for Ashley and Duke’s wedding. 

Just a mere foot away, Duke, Ashley, Taylor and Jace are sat at the dining table. Ashley and Duke nuzzled together at one end, their arms intertwined around each other as they smile towards the kitchen. Beside them, Taylor has her face glued to her phone, her fingers dancing across the screen. With a sigh of relief, I scan over her more appropriate outfit – a pair of cropped denim jeans and a floral-patterned shirt with puffy shoulders. At the opposite end of the table, Jace sits beside Taylor – his arms cross and legs stretched out. He smiles and laughs at the pair before turning to look towards the kitchen. 

As if sensing my eyes on him, his head swivels up to peer at the second floor, his eyes widening as they land on me. For the first time in – I’m not sure how long – he isn’t wearing his usual stained get-up. He looks to be wearing a new pair of Wrangler jeans, the denim a deep blue, with an oversized green t-shirt tucked into them – showcasing a nice belt and shiny buckle. A logo of some business, along with its name, is printed across his chest. Only one thing hadn’t changed – his ratty baseball cap, sitting backwards and covering his messy blonde hair. 

His large smile softening as he shifts his body; sitting up, he pulls his limbs in and twists off to the side – facing towards me. Feeling my face flush, I begin to make my way down the stairs – his smile growing with each step I take. Feeling my stomach flutter, I take a steadying breath and focus on my path down. I grip the railing, keeping myself steady as I hobble down the last set. As I step off the staircase, my eyes dart up to take a sneak peek at the man still watching me. His gaze never wavering, his large boyish smile still bright and charming. I drop my eyes as I feel my face burn even hotter. I can’t believe how well we’ve gotten along these last few weeks.

Apparently we just needed a wedding to bring us together.

Not to mention beating up an ex. 

It could also be because we hadn’t spent too much time together as well. The farm work has increased – not to mention business picking up for Molly’s. Whatever the reason was, I’m not going to question it. I turn towards the dining room before skipping towards the table. As I approach, he pulls out the seat next to him – offering it to me. Flames engulfing my face, I focus on the happy couple as I distract myself by asking, “Did I miss anythin’?”

Ashley turns to look at me, smiling brightly as she answers, “Nope! Just discussin’ which store we should hit first.”

Prepped for our day, she has her flaming curls caught up in a bun on top of her head, her face clear of any make-up and dewy. Staying focused on her, I take the seat Jace had offered; clearing my throat as I try to disguise my rising nerves. “Well – when’s our appointment with the -uhm- bridal shop?”

“10,” mom answers from the kitchen. 

Peering around Jace, I watch her as she drops a pan of dough into the oven; slamming it shut before twirling back towards the fridge. Aunt April steps around her, like a perfectly choreographed dance, and plops a hot cake pan over a cooling rack. She thumps her gloved hands on it’s bottom, before carefully lifting it away – revealing an intact cake. Slipping the oversized gloves off, she tosses them aside before wiping her hands on mom’s favorite apron – tightly wrapped around her waist. “You’re comin’ right – Aunt April?” I called out to her.

Her eyes bounce up to me, almost in shock I’d addressed her. Smiling, she shakes her head, “Oh – not this time dear. I’m afraid I’ve gotta get these cakes done.”

“Aw,” I groan, “Are you sure? Don’t we have weeks before they need to be ready?”

She nods her head, “Yes, but it takes me a while to decorate them. Besides – the sooner they’re done the sooner we can move onto the next task.”

“Thank you so much – again,” Ashley interjected, “I don’t know what we would’ve done if ya’ hadn’t offered.”

April waves her off, “Please! You’re family now – this is what family does.”

Duke chimed in, “How long do ya’ girls think you’ll be?”

Thinking over our plans, I tried to tally up a decent guess. As I do, I can hear Ashley ask, “Not sure – why?”

“We were thinkin’ of takin’ y’all out to lunch,” Jace answered. 

Registering his words, I snap my head up to look at him – catching his sly smirk. “That’s...so sweet,” I spoke for the group. 

“Eh – no big deal,” he shrugs, his cocky smirk pulling at the corner of his lips as he leans into me, “I know a place.”

My smile grew bigger as my heart began to race – neither of us pulling from our close position. His eyes washed over my face; outlining it’s general shape before moving to my features then my lips. My mind raced with thoughts – several I’d be ashamed to admit even to myself. The sound of throat clearing snapped us apart, pulling our focus to Duke. Watching us with a stern expression, he spoke firmly, “Anyways – does that work for y’all?”

Ashley flashed me a coy smile before turning to her soon-to-be husband, “That would be great! We’re gonna need a pick-me-up after all the shoppin’ we’re about to do.”

“Which reminds me,” mom rejoined, crossing from the kitchen to the table, “where do ya’ wanna start?”

Ashley murmurs to herself, bobbing her head side to side. Letting out a sigh, she processes her answer, “I guess...we should start with the thrift store. That’ll probably take a couple of minutes – maybe an hour.”

Mom nods her head before adding, “The shoe store’s gonna take the longest.”

Ashley murmurs in agreement, her head nodding dramatically. With a groan, Duke lamented, “How many shoes do ya’ need?” 

So swiftly I nearly missed it, she elbowed him. As a small groan escapes him, Ashley explains, “I need a pair for the wedding – a special pair for our special day.”

“Make sure the heel isn’t too big,” April called from the kitchen.

Glancing over my shoulder at her, I caught as she grips a large mixing bowl, pressing it to her side. Whisk in hand, she turns over whatever ingredients lay inside as she continues, “You’ll be in them the whole day.”

“She’s right,” mom agreed, “I know I regret the shoes I wore.”

Is there such a thing as comfortable heels, I note to myself.

Doubt it. 

“Actually – I’m not gonna be wearing heels for the big day,” Ashley noted, pulling me from my funny thoughts. As the older women began to debate over the new information, Ashley stretches underneath the table before pulling a large binder from under it. She slams it onto the table, its thud reverberating – filling the entirety of the house. Taylor gasps, her head snapping up from her phone, “Jeez! What’s that?”

Ashley giggles, “It’s our wedding binder – it’s how I keep track of everythin’ that needs to be done.”

“Where are we at,” I ask, leaning onto the table.

“Well,” Ashley sang, wiggling in her seat as she flips it open, “flowers have been picked – and booked! I found some more tulle...”

“Awesome,” I swiftly interject. 

“I think we’ve got everythin’ for the decorations.” She pauses, flipping through her papers and sections, scanning them over before she murmurs, “We’re gettin’ the dresses and shoes today...so that leaves plannin’ the bachelorette, rehersal dinner...and the wedding.”

“Good news there,” I swooped in, “the bachelorette is planned thanks to your awesome maid of honor.” Jace cleared his throat beside me. “And best man,” I noted with a sigh before continuing, “And the rehearsal dinner is basically planned. All we need is the RSVP list.”

“Got that,” Ashley calls, swiping a pen from inside its holder and marking one of the sheets. 

“Great,” mom rejoined the conversation as she turns back toward the kitchen, “What’s the final count?”

“There’s my dad and mom...my cousins and their kids,” Ashley counted on her fingers. 

“You guys,” Duke joins in, “cousins, uncles and aunts...some friends....”

I watch as Ashley’s eyes slowly roll to the top of their sockets, bouncing back and forth as she tallies up the number. “About...55,” she finally answered. 

“That’s it,” mom gasps.

Grimacing, I peek over my shoulder into the kitchen. Our mother, stood by the kitchen island, has her hands firmly placed on her hips with her eyes narrowed at the couple, “I thought you said there’d be at least 150!”

Duke grimaced, reaching a hand up to scratch the back of his neck, “Sorry ma’. I overestimated how many people would be able to drop everythin’ for this.”

“I did send the invites last minute...,” Ashley timidly noted. 

C’mon maid of honor – do something! “Just means the number of guests stays on the smaller side,” I quickly add.

Smooth. We share a collective desperate look before turning back to mom. Her tense scowl holding its ground, only giving in once she sighed. “I’m not sayin’ havin’ it stay small isn’t nice,” she noted, “we’ve cooked enough to feed twice that.”

“Uhm,” I can hear Ashley stammer. 

Jace jumped to the rescue, “Leftovers!”

Keeping my eyes locked onto our pacing mother, I point at him. She bobs her head side to side, pondering it over before eventually nodding and turning to a pan laid out on the counter space. I’ve never seen my mother calm down so quickly – or so easily. In complete shock, I slowly turn to stare at the magical man able to tame my mother. Large smile in place, he’s nodding at the couple as they give him a thumbs-up. As they turn back towards each other – returning to their previous conversation – I lean into Jace and whisper, “Impressive.”

Dropping his head to look at me, his large smile dropped to a smirk as he notes, “I know.”

A giggle slips out, “Better keep at it. Still got a lot of stuff that needs to get done.”

He leans even closer, lowering his voice, “Do ya’ wanna hear some more?”

My breathing caught. The low rumble of his voice vibrated my chest, my stomach flipping as I cautiously glance around the room – ensuring no one is watching. “You remembered to count Aunt Trish and Uncle Glenn in that number – right?” mom called from the kitchen, focused on what she’s whipping up, “And their kids – Ethan and Tate? Oh – and Ethan’s new wife, Hannah?”

Peering round Jace at Taylor, still consumed by her phone, I can hear Duke answer, “Yes ma’am. When are they flyin’ in anyways?”

Confident in our privacy, I leaned back into Jace – my heart pounding as I nod my head. I’m not sure what exactly I expect him to say – I just know I want him to continue speaking. “Glenn and Trish will be here tomorrow,” I can hear my father answer from the living room, “Dexie and I are gonna pick’em up.”

“Ethan, Tate, and Hannah are drivin’ – so they’ll be here in a few days,” mom noted. 

Jace’s eyes met mine, his gaze hungry as his green eyes darkened. Swallowing hard, his lips part before pinching shut once again. Suddenly, he drops his head for a second before looking back at me. “Maybe...later,” he sighs, sounding almost disappointed. 

My body tensed, lurching towards him – pleading for him to continue. Mom’s loud gasp cut through the room, “I forgot! Are the other bridesmaids gonna make it today?”

My body jerks as I pull away from Jace, stretching to look at her. Abandoning her stirring duties, she’s staring blankly at Ashley. “Sadly no,” Ashley sighed, “But I’ve got their measurements! So at least we’ve got that.”

“Is Karen gonna make it?” Duke asks, turning to Ashley.

She nods her head enthusiastically, “Of course! She wouldn’t miss this for the world. She’s gonna meet us there.”

“Who’s Karen,” Taylor asks, still focused on her phone as her fingers numbly pounded the screen, “Is that one of the bridesmaids?”

“No,” Ashley laughs, shaking her head, “not a bridesmaid. She’s my mom.”

“We should probably get goin’. We’ve got a lot of shoppin’ to do before 10,” mom called

Leaning across the table, I watch as mom dusts her hands off on her apron before untying it and setting it aside. Agreeing, I push up from the table then ease myself out of my chair. As I take several steps aside, I can hear the chair beside me rub against the floor. Rolling my head up, I catch as Jace moves closer to me – stepping out of his own chair. “You’re right – we should get goin’,” I can hear Ashley say from the other end of the room. 

Stepping around me, Jace pauses behind me – waiting for me to move or something else. Several other chairs squeak against the hard wood floors, shuffling steps following after. Before I knew it, Ashley and Duke walk in front of me, leading the charge towards the door. My mother follows next with Taylor in close tow. Taking a step, Jace’s hand firmly presses against my back – leading me after them. My skin immediately responded to the touch, heating and coming to life. Pulling me away from my spot, he gently pushes me towards the front door along with the rest of the group. My stomach flutters as I try not to focus on the hands placement – nestled in the small of my back. 

“Just let us know when y’all are done,” Duke reminds Ashley as they step up to the opened door. 

Mom squeezes around the couple and makes her way out of the house and onto the porch. Taylor following swiftly after, stepping up to the door and halting. “Of course,” Ashley giggles, “I love you...future husband.”

Duke smiles, leaning in as he whispers, “Love you to – future wife.”

So disgustingly sweet, I note as I watch their display. Leaning in the rest of the way, Ashley plants a sweet kiss on Duke’s lips before reaching down and grabbing Taylor’s hand. Stepping off to the side, Duke watches as Ashley drags Taylor off the porch and towards the car – allowing Jace to push me towards the opening. I stumble a bit, gathering myself before stepping out onto the porch. I pause for a brief second; finding myself desperate to look back at his face. Berating myself, I scurry across the wooden boards and leap down the stairs – putting as much distance between us as I can. 

I raced to the car, not bothering to stop till I reached the yellow door. As the group climbs inside Ashley’s car, I can’t ignore the desperate thoughts any longer. I peer over my shoulder at the house, Duke no where to be seen, while Jace stands in the same spot – smiling as he watches. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two – 
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Leaning back into the plush, white armchair, I cross my leg over the other and continue watching the thick white curtains closely. So far the day hasn’t panned out as expected. We didn’t find anything useful at the thrift store, bought our shoes for the wedding – and a few unnecessary pairs – and were late to our appointment at the bridal shop. Thankfully, the ladies didn’t mind and eagerly helped us settle in – offering us complementary champaign and sweets while we perused dresses. Before we even arrived, Ashley had her two dresses set aside and prepared for her fitting and decision, leaving the beginning of our trip to look at the bridesmaid dresses she had pulled in the color she wanted.

In the midst of deciding, my mother took it upon herself to surprise Ashley – whipping her and Taylor to the dressing room for a fitting. “C’mon,” I called, “how long does it take to put on a dress!”

After a brief pause, a huffing and slightly breathless Taylor calls back, “I can’t figure out how to get it on!”

“Well ask mom for help,” I shouted. Receiving silence as a response, I beckon, “Hurry up – we wanna see!”

Savannah and Karen giggle beside me, shouting their agreements shortly after. “Ugh! Wait till you’re back here – I’m gonna annoy ya’ just as much as you’re annoyin’ me!”

I roll my eyes, “Great – so in a few years then.”

As my foot aggressively taps the hard wood flooring, my eyes make their way along the catwalk attached – leading to a podium that stands between us and the dressing room. It’s centered on the back wall with three large mirrors strategically placed around it. Strings of LED lights line the stairs leading up to the podium as well along the outskirts of the stage. The brick back wall magnifies the bleak whiteness of the shop – the only other splash of color being two rows of bridesmaid dresses stashed at the other side of the store. In front of the podium is our row of seats, centered around the black coffee table housing our complementary treats. 

Hearing the flutter of curtains moving, we perk up in our seats. Taylor steps out from behind the fabric, her shoulders hunched as she reveals mom’s choice of dress. A beautiful shade of emerald green, it hangs around her body like an oversized parchment bag. Cuffing at her wrists, the sleeves bellow out before rejoining at her shoulders and high neckline – conjuring images of modesty gowns. Dragging herself further out onto the catwalk, the hem of the dress hangs down and catches her feet. As she trips, we collectively gasp; reaching out to her in concern while she grumbles and wrenches the sides of the dress up. In a fit, she stomps the remaining length of the catwalk - kicking her legs out dramatically as she mutters incoherently under her breath. Once she reaches the center of the podium, she sluggishly turns in place, her expression blank as she stops to face us. “Well,” she huffs. 

Releasing the sides of the dress, she drops her hands to her side. As the dress resettles, we can see how large and baggy it truly is. Although Taylor is too young to have any sort of figure, what she does have is swallowed up by the monstrous piece of fabric. I stammer, unsure of what exactly to say or think, “uhm...it’s goin’ to be taken in...right?”

The curtains flutter apart, ushering mom out. She wasted no time – scurrying along the platform as she evaluates Taylor in the massive dress. Her hands reach up, clasping over her parted lips before she chokes out, “It looks lovely on you!”

Taylor rolls her eyes as she let out an exasperated sigh, obviously not in agreement. Taking a few extra seconds, Mom appraises every angle she can. Satisfied, she turns to us and gestures down the length of the frumpy dress. “Isn’t it perfect?”

Racking my brain on the best way to respond, Karen spoke first, “Absolutely! I think it’s perfect for the flower girls.”

Her statement caught me off guard; as I lean forward in my seat, I peer around Savannah to her and ask, “Girls?”

She nods her head, “Yes. Taylor and Ashley’s youngest sister – Noel.”

News to me. Not bothering to question when that decision was made, I settle back into my chair and focus on Taylor. Despite it being awhile since I’ve seen Noel, I can confidently say she would look no better than Taylor does. “Well,” mom pushed, “What do ya’ think?”

I grimace before turning to Savannah - hoping we share the same opinion. Her eyes are wide and smile tight, seemingly stuck in the same predicament as I am. “It’s...somethin’,” she finally spoke after a long pause. 

“Good ‘somethin’?” Mom tries to clarify. 

I shrug, “It’s...a very beautiful color.”

Savannah jumped, pointing at me as she quickly agrees, “Gorgeous color!”

Mom lets out a long sigh, exasperated with our attempts to sidestep her question. “What about the style?” she pushes, refusing to give in so easily, “Don’t ya’ think it’s perfect?”

Chewing on my tongue, I contemplate my best-case scenario. I can either be honest and face my mother’s wrath – or lie and listen to Taylor’s never-ending complaints about the horrid thing. The curtains shuffle behind them, cutting through the rising tension of our mother waiting for us to agree with her; not enough to spare us from her expectant glare. Ashley peeks her head between them, concealing her body the best she can. “Annabeth are you sure about – woah!” Her eyes widened at the sight of Taylor. 

She twists around to face Ashley, earning her another shocked gasp before her mouth hit the floor. Vindicated, Taylor points to Ashley before flipping back to our mother. “See!” she shouts, “I told ya’ this dress was ugly!”

Ignoring her youngest daughter, mom turns to our bride and asks, “You don’t like?”

Meeting mom’s gaze, Ashley looks lost as to how to respond. She glances back over Taylor, her eyes tracing the baggy outline and long length before landing on the awkward high neckline. It doesn’t take a mind reader to tell she isn’t impressed. Baring her teeth, she nervously turns back to mom and begins shaking her head. “I’m sorry Annabeth,” she apologizes, seeming fearful of finishing the thought, “I don’t. It makes her look...out of place.”

Nice way to say ugly. “I’m sure they can take it in a bit,” Karen tries to justify, “Can’t you see Noel and Taylor walkin’ down the aisle in this?”

Hearing her baby sister’s name in relation to wearing such an ugly dress made her head shake violently. “I’m sorry mama – I can’t. It’s just so,” she paused, searching for the right word, “big! And the color doesn’t match the bridesmaid dresses.”

There was no denying that. Although the bridesmaid dresses vary in style, they’re the same copper orange and made out of the same shiny, satin fabric. A starch contrast to the flowing monstrosity stood before us. “They were supposed to?” Mom gasps, her hands returning to cover her mouth, “I thought ya’ said you wanted them to be different.”

“Different styles,” Ashley timidly admitted, “but same color.” 

“I’m so sorry,” mom frantically called, her hands jumping from her mouth to her cheeks then crossing on top of her chest, “I misunderstood!”

“So we’re not gettin’ it?” Taylor clarified, her eyes shimmering with hope. 

Mom gestured wildly for Taylor to head back as she confirms, “We’re not gettin’ it.”

No one had to tell her twice. In a flash she yanks the dress up, freeing her feet, and jogs off the podium and down the catwalk to the pinch shut curtains. Reaching her, Ashley slips back behind them before opening the curtains just enough for Taylor to slip beyond them. As she disappears, we hear a small gasp followed by muffled conversation. Our eyes anxiously glance to one another before turning to the white strips of fabric. As if hearing her cue, mom hurries back towards the curtains. Sticking her head through their opening, we listen to what seems to be muttered instructions; her hand thrusting through before slinking back out. In one swift motion she yanks her head out and slams the curtains shut. 

Gracefully, she twists back around to face us; her expression stoic as she moves off to the side of the curtain. Settled into her spot, she clasps her hands in front of her body and smiles – almost mocking us for not knowing what awaits. Savannah calls out, “We’re ready!”

A small sniffle rose above our excited clatter. Karen, on the edge of her chair, sat with her ankles crossed and Kleenex gripped in one hand - already dabbing at preemptive tears. A soft sob escapes her as her whole body begins to shake. Someone’s excited, I noted. In a flutter the curtains pull apart, revealing  the dark room beyond them. Ashley, bathed in shadow, takes a small step forward – shocked gasps filling the entire room. “Oh...my,” I can hear Karen whisper. 

A ball gown, the white dress flows around Ashley – consuming the ground beneath her. As she moves it flutters side to side, the light catching the intricate pearls scattered along the top layer while revealing the several layers of tulle beneath. The neckline follows the curvature of her chest as bits of the intricate fabric reach out and dot her upper chest. Its long sleeves cling to her slender arms, woven with the same intricate design matching the bottom half of the dress. Reaching the center of the platform, she drops the chunk of dress she’d been holding and twisted in place – the fabric barely moving beneath her. The train covers the entire catwalk and platform – so massive I ponder how she’s able to walk under its weight. 

“Beautiful,” Savannah spoke softly. 

My eyes trace the intricate curves of the pattern adorning it; dotting each spec of pearl I spot. The dress is gorgeous - no denying that - but there’s something about it that doesn’t fit. It’s too traditional, not to mention extravagant, for Ashley’s taste. It’s delicate design competes with her chaotic curls, not to mention would be a hinder when it comes to walking down the aisle. “What do ya’ think?” Ashley asks, cutting through my deep thoughts. 

“It’s wonderful,” Savannah answers without hesitation. 

Bringing a hand up, she clasps it over her heart as she admires Ashley. Her golden hair neatly tucked into a low bun at the base of her skull while her sunglasses perched at the tip of her forehead. Hearing footsteps, I turn back to the platform and catch as my mother moves from her stashed spot – making her way along the stage. Her eyes are transfixed on Ashley as she moves, examining every angle just as she did to Taylor. “I love it,” she spoke, her words almost an afterthought. 

Laughing, Ashley tilts her head regarding my mother, “Of course ya’ do – ya’ picked it out!”

A sniffle comes from beyond Savannah, followed by a quiet sob. Leaning out of my chair, I examine Karen as she pointlessly dabs at the waterfall streaming from her eyes. “Ya’ look – ya’ look gorgeous,” she fought to get out. 

“Aw mom,” Ashley cooed. She wipes an escaped tear from her eye before fanning her face frantically. Rolling her eyes to the tops of their sockets she calls out, “Don’t make me cry!”

“I’m sorry,” Karen hollers, “Ya’ just – just look...like a bride!”

As I settle into the back of my seat, I reevaluate the dress. There has to be something I’m missing. It would make more sense for Ashley to wear it if she were more conservative or traditional – or if the wedding were taking place at a cathedral. The thought of her making her way down a makeshift aisle in the middle of a park, surrounded by homemade decorations, in that dress is inconceivable. If those thoughts weren’t enough reason to say no to it, the thought of her being forced to tame her flaming hair to match it was. “D – what do you think?”

I froze. Nervously glancing around the room, each woman eagerly awaits for me to agree with them. Karen dabbing her eyes while Savannah nods her head as she urges me. My mother holds a more confident stance – as if me disagreeing with them was impossible. As my eyes land on Ashley, staring down at me, I can’t help but note her expression. While everyone else looks more hopeful and eager, Ashley appears trapped – uncomfortable and posed. “It’s...lovely,” I stammer. Just as her expression grows more tense, I quickly add, “But it’s too fancy and traditional.”

As her lips begin to twitch, hinting of a smile, my mother hollers, “Dexie Lane Montgomery!”

I jump, my arms pulling against my body in self-defense, “What?”

In a surprise attack, Savannah reaches out and smacks the side of my arm as she argues, “Ashley looks amazin’!”

Twisting her body to face me, she pinches her brows together and crosses her arms tightly over her chest. “I know,” I stumble over my words, fearful of another smack, “It’s just a bit – a bit – too fancy! Not something I saw Ash wearin’! Maybe Taylor.”

“I heard my name,” Taylor’s voice beckons from the dressing room. 

“It’s nothin’,” mom shouts, frantic to change her focus, “Stay back there – try on that other dress.”

My lips twitch, threatening to crack into a smile. Short lived as my mother’s eyes snapped to me; heated and contemptuous. As she twists around to face me, her head lowers and eyes grow piercing. “She’s too young,” she hissed at me, keeping her voice low to ensure Taylor can’t hear. 

I couldn’t help but scoff at her, rolling my eyes as I retort, “I know! I’m not insane! I just meant – it’s not Ashley’s style.”

She rolled her eyes, her head swiftly following. Crossing her arms, she let out a huff as she mumbles nearly inaudibly, “Wouldn’t be Taylor’s dress...be your dress.”

My interest piqued – my body straightening up as I perch on the edge of my seat. “What?”

Her arms tightened, her lips creasing into a pout, “I said – it wouldn’t be Taylor’s dress. If anythin’ – it’d be yours.”

The giggle escaped me before I knew it, my brow cocking at her. “What makes you think that,” I chuckle in disbelief. 

“Well I’d like to believe when ya’ get married – you’ll want me to help pick out your dress. That’s the dress I see ya’ wearin’.”

“So...you gave it to Ashley?”

“Well you’re not gettin’ married anytime soon,” she pointed before turning back to face Ashley.

True. Although not a hurtful statement, a boulder settled over my chest all the same. As I try to catch my breath, her words began to play on a cycle inside my head. Taunting and mocking me, pointing as they shout, you’re not gettin’ married anytime soon. 

My heart stings, the boulder growing heavier by the second. I was close, I try to argue back. 

Close doesn’t count.

The mocking continues, not swayed by my argument. You have to start over – you’re falling behind!

I nearly choke on the thought. Giving my head a decisive shake, I blink my eyes and push the thoughts aside; focusing on Ashley as she smiles down at my mother. With the sweetest of tones, she assures her, “As beautiful as it is...I have to agree with D on this. I never pictured wearin’ somethin’ like this.”

In an instant, mom scurries up the platform steps – nearly tripping over the dresses massive train. “Are you sure?” she nearly pleads as she grabs her hands. 

With a light chuckle, Ashley nods her head and squeezes my mother’s hands. “Sorry...but yes,” she pauses before noting, “I feel a bit ridiculous wearin’ somethin’ this...fancy.”

Sighing, mom nods her head, her eyes tracing back over the gown, “That’s okay sweetheart. I thought you’d love it – but it’s okay you don’t.”

Slipping her hands free from my mother’s, Ashley wraps her toned arms around her shoulders then pulls her in tightly. “It’s lovely,” she notes, resting her head over mom’s shoulder, “I just don’t see myself marrying the love of my life in it.”

A sniffle escapes my mother, her shoulders beginning to bounce. In a panic Ashley pulls her back to examine her, a throaty noise escaping my mother swiftly after. Before Ashley can ask what was wrong, my mother nearly sobs, “The love of your life!” 

Ashley giggles as she watches my mother try to collect herself. With a deep breath, she stifles her silent cries and slips out of Ashley’s grasp – easing herself down the platform and beyond the curtains. Flashing one last cheeky smile, Ashley hikes up the massive dress and begins making her way down the catwalk. The train slowly turning after her – spilling over the edge and onto the hard wood flooring. As she disappears beyond the white curtains, the train followed slowly after till being yanked completely under. As we settle back into our chairs and wait, my mind drifts back to what my mother had said. Would I wear that kind of dress when I get married? 

Maybe?

Placing myself in the dress, I can feel my skin itch underneath the fabric. Despite what my mother thinks, I’d be as out of place as Ashley inside the massive thing. Thinking of my own wedding, I see just as small of an affair as Duke and Ashley are doing – held in one of the farm’s barns and decorated by the family. I don’t see myself wearing anything too fancy – although I wouldn’t mind a nicer dress. I can see the same arch my father had made for their wedding nestled at the end of one of the barns, scattered petals making up the aisle to it. I can see my family gathered around and watching as I make my way to my future husband. Although his face is distorted, I can see his tall stature covered in a mismatched suit – blue jeans, button down shirt underneath a nice blazer.

Tuffs of blonde hair stick out from underneath his tan cowboy hat. At the sight of his hair, his face became clearer – features filtering in. In a panic, I shake my head free of the images before turning to Savannah and Karen – desperate for a distraction. The pairs eyes are glued to the curtains; Savannah’s patience wavering as she strums her fingers on her arm rests while Karen wipes at her tear-stained cheeks. Just as the other two women, Karen had gone practical for our day of shopping. Her dirty blonde hair is split, half hanging around her shoulders while the rest is clipped to the back of her head. A pair of turquoise earrings dangle from her ears, matching the striped sweater hanging on the back of her chair. 

Her under eyes, red and swollen from crying, are spotted with smudged mascara. Luckily she’d thought ahead and chose to do minimal makeup. Suddenly, her eyes glance to me; flashing me a smile as she asks, “When are ya’ gonna try on some dresses, Dexie?” 

Waiting for my answer, she reaches her Kleenex up to swipe her nose. With a grimace, I shrug, “Don’t know. Guess whenever Ashley tells me to – or my mother.”

“Gives us a chance to talk,” she sniffled before wiping her last tear away. 

Karen apparently said the magic word. Savannah’s head snapped to attention, a devilish smile growing as she slowly turns to join us. “Couldn’t agree more,” she nearly cackled. 

That doesn’t look good. Hearing shuffling from the curtains, I glance out the corner of my eyes and spot my mother creeping towards me. She glances at Savannah, sharing the same twisted grin. Like an injured deer being stalked by a pack of wild beasts, I found myself frozen in fear. Searching for a distraction, I survey the antique floors up to the brick wall then follow it to the left; spotting the colorful rows of dresses. The beige wall background highlights their bright colors, a cursory glance revealing their colors growing duller down the line - till intersected by several more white gowns. A dress! Offer to look for another dress!

They don’t need anymore – Ashley’s picking between her top two. 

Disappointed, I continue my panic search – pausing to take a peek back at my mother. Beyond her stalking towards me, I see the curtains over her shoulder.  Go back and help Taylor!

By their looks, they wouldn’t let you go help her even if she was on fire. 

There’s nothing else, I hopelessly admitted.

Accepting my fate, I let my eyes meander back down the platform – roaming over the golden trim of the three large mirrors. They glisten under the bright overhead lighting, the metal twisting and looping back around itself. How bad could it be, I try to reassure myself. 

Last time they got that look they talked endlessly about your crush on Jace. 

The memories quickly flooded me before I instinctively shook them away. So?

A lot has happened since then – do you really think they don’t have any ammo?

My heart began to pound as my eyes inevitably returned to our group. Savannah licks her lips as she watches me, eager to pounce. I don’t know how Ryder isn’t intimidated by that look. Catching movement from the corner of my eyes, I glance over and spot Karen shifting in her seat, blissfully unaware of the lions den encircling us. “Karen,” I shout, jerking in my seat. She jolts, caught off guard by my outburst. “Sorry,” I rush, fidgeting in my seat as I search for a topic, “I -uh- just realized! We don’t know anything about you!”

Karen giggled, shaking her head as she says, “Well – there’s not much to tell.”

Shaking my head, I glance back over their hungry eyes, “No! Uh – you can’t get away that easily. There has to be somethin’.”

She awkwardly laughs before her eyes roll up to search the recesses of her brain. Intrigued by my offering, their hungry eyes settle on Karen – their path adjusting. As I let out a relieved sigh, I sunk into my chair and enjoyed the peace while I can. I’d feel guiltier of sacrificing the sweet woman if I didn’t know they’d be gentle with her – at least gentler than they are with me. After a long silence, she finally answers, “Well...I’m a stay-at-home mom – but I used to be a paralegal.”

“A paralegal? Interestin’! Why did you quit?” I urge her to continue. 

Bobbing her head side to side, she explained, “Well after Ben and I got married, we decided it would be best for the children if I stayed home and took care of the house.”

Savannah joins in, “That’s what Jerry and I did.”

“Your husband?” Karen asks, twisting in her seat to face Savannah. 

“Ex.”

Karen pinched her lips, “I’m so sorry.”

Savannah chuckles as she lazily swats the air at her, “Don’t worry about it! Man wasn’t worth a hill of beans.”

Mom swoops in, “Bruce and I did the same thing.”

“You were also helpin’ with the farm though,” Savannah pointed. 

“That’s right!” Karen interjected, jumping in her seat as she faces my mother, “Ashley mentioned y’all owned a farm.”

Reaching the side of my chair, mom nodded her head as she settles onto my arm rest - nudging my arm into my lap. “Been in Bruce’s family for generations,” she proudly noted. 

“Wow – what a legacy! How’re y’all doin’?”

“We hit a bit of a rough patch,” mom explained, smiling at me as she continues, “but we made it out.”

Reaching down, she grasps my shoulder and squeezes it. If only me saving the farm would get me out of her and Savannah pestering me about Jace. Smiling up at her, I can hear Karen say, “I’m glad to hear it. Too many farms are goin’ under these days.”

Dropping her hand off my shoulder, she leans toward Karen as she calls, “Tell me about it! We’ve had several neighborin’ farms get bought out.”

“By who?” Savannah interjected. 

Mom shrugs, “No idea. We’re assumin’ it’s one of those corporations.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Karen noted. 

The heavy white curtains fluttered, ending the conversation and turning our attention to it. Stepping out from behind them, one of the dress shop employees scurries off the catwalk and to its side. Gripping it, she eyes the small opening – awaiting her cue to pull them fully open. With bated breath, eager to see what laid beyond, we collectively hinged forward. In one swift motion, the employee pulls the curtain aside, the opposite curtain moving with it. Ashley pauses in the entry way, cloaked in darkness, before stepping out and onto the stage. The women beside me in awe, their mouths hanging open with their compliments caught in their throats. 

The cream-colored dress hugs her every curve, spilling out around her knees and draping around her. Twisting around, she poses, revealing the open back and clip pinching the fabric together. As she continues to make her way down the length of the catwalk, she begins to hobble -  the much shorter train following after her. The light beams through the thin fabric, outlining her legs, as an odd pattern adorns it - one that seems to accentuate her figure. It’s interrupted at her waist, by a strap of a belt – mimicking rope. Swaying, she lifts her legs, constricted by the gown’s tight grip. With a hop, she climbs to the center of the podium – swaying the fabric to settle around her. 

Placing her hands on top of her hips, she huffs, “How do we feel about this one?”

Silence fell over us – all seeming to chew on our initial reactions. Just as the last one, it’s a gorgeous dress, but its form fitting and open back makes it feel out of place. At least this one enhances her natural hair – now cascading around her shoulders. My mother spoke first, humming on her words, “It’s lovely...but simple.”

“I agree,” Savannah noted, pausing before gesturing towards the dress, “And that neckline!”

Reaching her hand up, Ashley followed along the rope like straps till it connected with the fragments of fabric covering her chest – dipping towards her waist. She dropped her head, peering down the length of her body before returning to us. “Yeah...it’s a bit...much,” she admitted. 

I shrugged, my thoughts escaping me before I realize what I’m saying, “I like it.”

A hand slaps against the back of my head, a thump jerking my body forward. “You look beautiful,” Karen noted, ignoring my yelp. “But it might be...too much.”

While I rub where my mother had smacked me, Ashley reevaluated the dress; her head slowly rolling back down to peer at herself, her hips twisting to swing the small train around. With a sigh she look back at the group, “I think...I agree? I love the simple style-”

“Really?” Mom’s words flew out of her without any thought. 

At least I come by it honestly. Rolling my eyes at her, I spot her thigh still resting on my arm rest – the idea of elbowing her coming to mind. “But I’m a bit concerned about the front – and back,” Ashley chuckles, ignoring my mother, “It feels like one wrong move – and I’ll slip right out the darn thing!”

“Or right move – in Duke’s eyes,” I joke. 

Another thump against the back of my head, followed by my mother shouting, “Don’t be distasteful!”

“Ma’!” I holler, my hand gripping the spot, “I was just joking!”

“I don’t care,” she argues.

I groan, shaking my head in an attempt to free myself of its sting. To no avail, I turn back to Ashley; watching me with an amused smile. Ignoring my abuse, and changing the subject, Savannah asks, “So – is that a no to this one?”

Ashley tilts her head to look at Savannah, her mouth pulling to one side as she chews on her thoughts. After a brief pause, she nods her head, as if she’d been holding it back, “I think so – I want it to be a bit more...modest.”

“We can alter that,” the employee called as she steps away from the curtain and towards our group, “we can either add fabric to this one – or find you one with a similar style but more geared towards your desires.”

Smiling down at the helpful woman, she nods her head, “Thank you – but I’m just pickin’ between the ones we have out. Don’t really have time to have this one altered – or to look at any others.”

Except for the one mom decided to pick out today. “Oh?” she looks taken back before shaking her head, “No problem! If I may – when’s the wedding?”

Karen let out a soft sob, she’d held it back for as long as she could, answering, “This month.”

“Wow! So soon!”

Ashley laughs, “Not soon enough! We’ve been waitin’ for years to finally do it – we just wanna be married.”

The employee nodded her head before stepping back towards the curtain. Ashley flashed us a large grin before making her way back town the catwalk. She pulls the fabric forward, kicking the train off to either side – allowing her easier mobility as she moves. Scurrying towards the curtains, she slips back behind them. With the bride-to-be safely tucked away, the employee makes her way onto the catwalk and behind the curtain – shutting them completely behind her. Above the soft pop music playing overhead, another muffled sob escapes Karen. I lean forward in my seat, catching as she dabs several more tears away. “I just can’t believe this is finally happenin’,” she called breathlessly. 

Mom pushes herself off my arm rest, crossing behind the other chairs as she makes her way to the emotional woman. Within reach, she leans over and rests her head against Karen’s, squeezing her shoulders as she sighed. “I know...I can hardly believe it myself.”

My heart warms as I watch the two mother’s bond. “Wait till Dexie gets married,” Savannah jokes. 

Mom scoffs, lifting her head away from Karen as she stands up straight, “We’re years from that.”

Before my thoughts could begin to spiral, Savannah came to my rescue. “Believe me – I know how surreal it can be,” she noted, reaching over to grip Karen’s free hand, “Watchin’ your daughter get married. When my little Evelynn did – I was a wreck! I cried nearly every day up to the wedding.”

Making her way back to my chair, mom mutters under her breath, “Because she was nineteen.”

“Doesn’t matter now,” she retorted, trying to cover the comment, “she’s happy – that’s all that matters.”

Karen nods her head, gripping Savannah’s hand as she says, “It’s very surreal - part of me believes this is all just a dream.”

“I feel the same way,” mom notes as she settles back onto my arm rest, “You give birth to these adorable little things – and in a blink of an eye their grown and makin’ their own families.”

“I remember holdin’ Evelynn in the hospital,” Savannah sighs, lost in her memories, “imaginin’ what life she could have.”

Mom giddily agreed, “I did too! How about you, Karen? Did ya’ imagine Ashley’s life turnin’ out like this?”

Karen made a noise before chuckling, “Well – I didn’t really know her then. I did start picturin’ her future once our family became official.”
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