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    Chapter 1: The Invitation
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    There it was. Sitting between the monthly electric bill and a suspiciously thick coupon flyer was a glossy envelope sealed with a bright red sticker that read: “You’re Invited!” James stared at it like it might explode.


    He knew this day would come. Every five years, like a recurring nightmare or tax season, the McDougal family reunion loomed. James had survived two before — barely. The memories included: Aunt Patty’s talent show burp solo, Grandpa Frank’s unsolicited war stories (and even more unsolicited back hair), and Cousin Linda’s interpretive dance to ABBA’s greatest hits.


    But this time, something felt different. The envelope radiated a sort of menacing cheerfulness, the kind you see in amusement parks right before the ride breaks down. With trembling fingers, he opened it.


    “Dear James,


    We’re thrilled to invite you to the 2025 McDougal Family Reunion! Come reconnect, rekindle, and rejoice in the company of your favorite people (yes, that includes your cousin Neil).”


    James flinched. Neil.


    The letter continued, listing games, potlucks, and “family bonding activities” — three words that made James sweat more than the gym ever did. At the bottom, in what could only be described as aggressively joyful handwriting, was written:


    Mandatory attendance encouraged!


    Mandatory and encouraged — the most passive-aggressive phrase in reunion history.


    James sighed and placed the invitation gently on the table, like it was a cursed object from a horror movie. His cat, Pickles, jumped up beside it and promptly knocked it to the floor.


    “Even you know this is a trap,” James muttered.


    He glanced at the calendar. The reunion was two weeks away. That gave him exactly 13 days to fake an injury, book an impromptu soul-searching trip to Tibet, or—most realistically—mentally prepare for what was to come: the most chaotic, awkward, and hilariously painful gathering of human beings ever assembled under one roof.


    Little did James know, this year’s reunion would be the one to top them all...

    
        The following morning, James woke up to a ping from the family group chat—an abomination that should have been deleted years ago. It was titled: “McDougal Mania 💥👵🍗” and had 47 unread messages. James felt queasy.


    The first was from Aunt Carla: “SO EXCITED!! Can’t wait to bring my gluten-free buffalo ranch kale casserole again this year! 😍💚🌶️”


    James didn’t even know kale could be buffaloed. The next message was from Cousin Derek who, as always, sent a shirtless gym selfie captioned: “Getting ripped for family weekend 💪🔥.” James made a mental note to avoid him at all costs.


    Then came the text from his mother.


    “Jamesy, you ARE coming, right? You know Nana’s 80 this year. Could be her last one. 😢”


    The guilt bomb detonated instantly. James typed back: “Of course, Mom,” and immediately regretted it.


    Later that day, he called his best friend, Brian, to vent. Brian had met the McDougals once and still carried emotional scars.


    “Dude,” James said, pacing in his kitchen, “last time, I got roped into a three-hour game of charades where the only clues were ‘your most embarrassing moment.’”


    Brian laughed. “At least you weren’t the one who had to mime ‘accidental public flatulence’ in front of 30 relatives.”


    “That was me.”


    “Oh. Right.”


    “I need a plan,” James said. “An actual survival guide. A strategy. Maybe a checklist.”


    Brian snorted. “You need armor.”


    “Do you think it’s too late to join the Foreign Legion?”


    “Yes. But maybe not too late to start therapy.”


    James laughed in that way you do when you’re not sure if you’re laughing or beginning a slow mental breakdown. Then he opened his laptop and began typing a new document.


    HOW TO SURVIVE A FAMILY REUNION: A Practical Guide for the Socially Unarmed.


    Step One: Accept your fate. Resistance is futile. You’ve been invited, and you said yes. That’s legally binding in Mom Law.


    Step Two: Prepare mentally. Begin meditating, journaling, and practicing deep breathing. You’ll need all of it for when Uncle Ray corners you to debate conspiracy theories involving Elvis, Area 51, and the cafeteria lady from 5th grade.


    Step Three: Outfit planning. Choose neutral, non-threatening attire that says, “I’m approachable, but not enough for karaoke.” Avoid anything with political slogans, sports team logos, or visible wine stains.


    Step Four: Pack snacks. Do not rely on Aunt Carla’s casserole or Nana’s expired peppermint mints. Bring protein bars. Bring water. Bring antacids.


    Step Five: Practice your poker face. You’ll need it when someone brings up MLMs, miracle cures, or wants to show you a 20-minute slideshow of their trip to Branson.


    Step Six: Develop an escape plan. Know the exits. Identify hiding spots. Befriend the bartender if there is one. If not, carry emergency gummy bears to bribe small children who can create distractions.


    He smiled at the screen. This was good. He felt... prepared. Ready even. At least until the next ping from the group chat came in:


    “This year’s talent show theme: *Family Through the Decades*. Costumes required. 🕺👗👨‍🎤”


    James let out a groan that could be heard across state lines.

    The following weekend, James stood in front of his open closet, trying to choose which version of himself was least likely to be mocked by relatives. The "trying-too-hard nephew"? The "I-still-live-alone guy"? Or the classic “I-just-came-for-the-free-potato-salad look”?


    He settled on a basic polo shirt, the kind that says “casually trapped in family dysfunction,” and khakis that hadn’t seen sunlight since his cousin Clara’s ill-fated wedding brunch.


    He packed light — toiletries, a few changes of clothes, and a half-dozen emotional support snacks. His final item was the printed list titled **“The McDougal Survival Strategy.”** It had bullet points, bold subheadings, and a section titled “What to Do If Someone Brings Up Crypto.”


    James's cat, Pickles, eyed the suitcase suspiciously from the foot of the bed.


    “Don’t worry,” James told her. “I’ll be back before you can knock over my plants.”


    Pickles blinked slowly, already planning her vengeance.


    The morning of departure, James got in his car and plugged the reunion address into his GPS. As he pulled onto the highway, the car’s Bluetooth connected and automatically resumed playing the playlist he’d forgotten to delete: “Sad Indie Hits for Men in Existential Dread.”


    It felt too on-the-nose, so he switched to “Upbeat ’80s Dance Jams,” hoping to force some optimism into his soul. Halfway through “Footloose,” he caught himself tapping the steering wheel and almost believed he was ready.


    As he neared the McDougal estate — a sprawling countryside property with too many lawn gnomes and not enough cell signal — the anxiety crept back in like uninvited ants at a picnic.


    The driveway was already packed with vehicles: SUVs, minivans, one suspiciously dented pickup truck, and a neon green motorcycle James didn’t recognize. He parked cautiously at the edge, ready for a quick exit if things got weird — which, with this family, was guaranteed.


    At the front porch stood Nana, her white curls glowing like a halo of mischief. She wore a glittery pink tracksuit that said “Birthday Queen” in rhinestones and held a tray of what looked like homemade fudge. Or possibly soap. It was hard to tell with Nana.


    “Jamesy!” she shrieked, opening her arms.


    James braced himself and accepted the hug. Nana smelled like lilac lotion and peppermint authority.


    “So glad you’re here! I’ve been practicing my stand-up routine for the talent show!” she beamed. “Wanna hear a joke?”


    “Absolutely,” James lied.


    “Why did the chicken join the family reunion?”


    James shrugged.


    “Because she was egg-cited to see everyone! Get it? EGG-cited?”


    James clapped politely. Nana high-fived him. “You’re a good boy.”


    Inside, the house was a whirlwind of chaos. Balloons floated ominously from door handles. Children shrieked in delight (or terror — James couldn’t tell which). The scent of barbecued meats mingled with coconut-scented sunscreen, forming a confusing aroma that could only be described as “uncle-flavored.”


    James weaved through the crowd like a man on a mission. He greeted familiar faces with a practiced smile and a speed that suggested he had somewhere else to be — like anywhere else.


    Aunt Trish stopped him with a cheek pinch. “Still single, honey?”


    “Yep!” James replied brightly, as if that were a conscious life goal.


    “You know, my friend Linda has a daughter who just got out of a yoga cult and is looking to meet someone normal.”


    “That’s a lot to unpack, Aunt Trish.”


    “She’s very flexible.”


    James smiled and pivoted so hard his knee cracked.


    He finally reached the drink table and grabbed the largest cup available, filling it with suspiciously pink punch. One sip confirmed it was either heavily spiked or made entirely of melted gummy bears. He didn’t care. He chugged it like a gladiator before battle.


    Then he heard it.


    “JAAAAMES!”


    He froze.


    There was only one person who could yell his name with that much chaotic energy: Cousin Neil.


    Neil burst through a group of toddlers like a discount superhero, wearing a tank top that said “Team Groom” and holding two plates piled with ribs.


    “Bro! You made it! You. Are. So. Dead. Tonight. We’re doing karaoke, then midnight dodgeball, then probably backyard wrestling. WOOOO!”


    James blinked. “Are you okay?”


    “Never!” Neil shouted, then handed James a rib. “For strength!”


    James accepted the rib. It was strangely comforting.

    By dinner, James had survived a three-legged race with his second cousin’s toddler (who had zero coordination and a strong desire to run toward traffic), a family trivia game rigged by Aunt Gloria (“What color was Nana’s prom dress in 1958?!”), and a confusing conversation with someone named Ricky who insisted they were related through “spiritual energy.”


    The buffet table was a war zone. James approached it with the wary eyes of a soldier, scanning for edible allies. There was Aunt Carla’s infamous kale buffalo casserole—still steaming ominously—and Cousin Mona’s potato salad, which appeared to be 90% mayonnaise and 10% regret.


    He found safe refuge in Nana’s meatloaf and a cornbread muffin that hadn’t yet been touched by a child’s mystery-sticky hands. Just as he sat down to eat, Uncle Carl plopped down across from him with a heavy sigh.


    “Did I tell you about the secret government bunker under Cleveland?”


    “Not recently,” James muttered.


    “Well, it’s there. That’s why the GPS always gets weird around Lake Erie. Satellites can’t penetrate the underground force fields.”


    “That explains... so much,” James said, nodding as he focused all mental energy into chewing faster.


    He thought he’d made it. He’d gotten through meal time. He was full. Nobody had tried to match him with a distant cousin. Then, as he stood to throw away his plate, Aunt Tilly grabbed the microphone.


    “IT’S TIME FOR FAMILY TALENT SHOW ROUND ONE!”


    A groan rippled through the older cousins, while the younger ones screamed in excitement. A toddler threw a plastic spoon like a javelin. James ducked instinctively.


    “Each family branch must send at least ONE representative,” Aunt Tilly announced, eyes scanning the crowd like a hawk hunting prey. “No exceptions.”


    James knew he had approximately 3.5 seconds before someone volunteered him. He turned to run. Too late.


    “James!” Nana chirped. “He used to play piano in high school!”


    “I... barely,” James whispered.


    “Perfect! You’re up first!”


    James was shoved forward like a prisoner about to be sacrificed. The crowd clapped politely. Someone whistled. James sat at the keyboard, cracked his knuckles, and whispered a short prayer to the gods of not embarrassing yourself.


    He played the only song he still remembered: a broken, halting version of "Chopsticks" that sounded like a piano trying to speak Morse code. When he finished, there was silence — then thunderous applause.


    “That was so brave,” Cousin Riley said. Which, James knew, was code for “That was terrible but we love you anyway.”


    Later that night, with the talent show behind him and at least one dignity point lost, James found a quiet spot on the porch. The stars were out. The lawn gnomes glowed eerily. He sipped a soda and breathed for the first time in hours.


    Nana joined him, her glitter tracksuit catching moonlight like disco armor. “You know,” she said, “these reunions are a circus, but they’re our circus.”


    James smiled. “A very loud, oddly dressed circus.”


    “That’s the best kind.”


    “You were right,” he said. “I’m glad I came.”


    “Of course you are. And wait until you see tomorrow’s itinerary. We’ve got sack races, a spelling bee, and your mom signed you up for morning yoga in the barn.”


    James blinked. “In the barn?”


    “With the goats. They do yoga too now. We call it Baaa-maste.”


    James stared at her. “You made that up.”


    “I wish I had.”


    He laughed until he coughed. Then he leaned back in the chair, took another sip of soda, and watched the blinking garden lights flicker on one by one. Somehow, amidst the chaos, something resembling peace had snuck in. Maybe surviving the reunion wasn’t about escape routes or mental prep or even snack reserves.


    Maybe it was just about showing up — and laughing your way through the mess.

    As James was getting ready to head to bed, he passed through the hallway lined with old McDougal family portraits. Some were stern, black-and-white ancestors with serious eyebrows. Others were more recent — a smiling cousin with braces, his mom in a 1980s perm, even a younger James caught mid-blink during a fourth-grade Thanksgiving play.


    Each picture told a story. Most of them awkward. Some of them hilarious. But all of them stitched together the fabric of a family that, for all its quirks, kept showing up. Year after year. Chaos after chaos. And now, here he was — a part of that ongoing madness.


    He entered the guest room, which still had a wallpaper border of ducks wearing bonnets. His suitcase sat in the corner, half-zipped, already looking tired. On the bedside table was a framed needlepoint that read: “Family: Like Fudge. Mostly Sweet, With a Few Nuts.”


    James grinned and flopped onto the floral comforter. He stared at the ceiling and whispered, “Okay. One day down. Two more to go.”


    Pickles wasn’t there to judge him. His phone buzzed once: a message from Brian.


    **“Still alive?”**


    James replied: **“Barely. There was a goat yoga threat.”**


    Then, with his last ounce of energy, he opened his laptop and updated his file:


    HOW TO SURVIVE A FAMILY REUNION - Update:


    
      	Bring more backup outfits.

      	Pack earplugs for talent shows.

      	Be kind to Nana. She’s the chaos coordinator and emotional glue.

      	Laugh. A lot. Even if it hurts a little.

    


    He hit save, closed the laptop, and turned off the light. From the living room came the distant sound of someone laughing too loud and a karaoke machine powering on for the third time that day. James closed his eyes and smiled.


    Whatever happened next, at least it would make a great story for his next survival chapter.

  
    Chapter 2: Aunt Bertha’s Potato Salad
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    There are a few universal truths in life. One: never trust a cat that blinks too slowly. Two: all printer ink costs more than gold. And three: no one escapes a McDougal family reunion without tasting Aunt Bertha’s potato salad — no matter how hard they try.


    Aunt Bertha, a woman shaped like a well-padded armchair and with the handshake grip of a powerlifter, had become the unofficial cook of the family by the time James was in kindergarten. Not because she was the best, but because she was the loudest and most insistent.


    Her famous (infamous?) potato salad had a legendary status at reunions. It had once been featured in a small-town newspaper under the headline: “Local Woman Dazzles Church Potluck with Secret Ingredient.” That secret ingredient, it turned out, was crushed dill pickles and pride.


    James approached the buffet table on Day Two of the reunion with extreme caution. He could see it already — the large glass bowl of yellowish, lumpy salad, topped with a decorative squiggle of mustard and a halo of hard-boiled egg slices that looked vaguely accusatory.


    “James!” Aunt Bertha bellowed, appearing behind him like a mustard-scented ghost. “You haven’t had any of my potato salad yet!”


    “Oh, I was just... uh... saving room for dessert?” he offered, voice cracking like a middle schooler caught lying about homework.


    “Nonsense! Dessert is for after you’ve eaten your vegetables. And potatoes are a vegetable.”


    She plopped a scoop onto his plate that defied the laws of gravity and portion control.


    “Eat up, sweetheart,” she said. “It’s good for your soul.”


    James stared at it. The salad jiggled slightly, like it had feelings. He carried his plate to a corner of the yard and sat with strategic shielding between himself and Bertha’s line of sight.


    “You gonna eat that?” asked Cousin Katie, flopping onto the grass beside him.


    “Eventually. If I can gather the emotional strength.”


    She leaned over and whispered, “I once pretended to sneeze and launched mine into the bushes.”


    James blinked. “Did it work?”


    “Until Uncle Jim tried to use it as compost and his tomatoes died.”


    They both burst out laughing — until they saw Bertha looking directly at them, her smile somehow both warm and terrifying.


    “Mmm... delicious!” James said loudly, for no one in particular.


    After a few more painful bites, he executed the “Fold-N-Slide” technique: fold napkin over salad, slide entire mass into disposable cup, and place it under the table like it never existed.


    “Is that your first helping or your second?” Bertha asked, appearing at his elbow again with scary speed.


    James jumped. “Oh! Uh... first. I mean second. I mean... second-first?”


    “That’s my boy!” she said, beaming. “I knew you had good taste.”


    “Oh, I’ve got something,” he muttered as she walked away.


    Later that day, James found himself partnered with Bertha for the family egg-and-spoon race — an event no one over 40 had requested but everyone under 12 had demanded. She handed him an egg like it was a sacred relic.


    “You steady?” she asked.


    “About as steady as this egg,” he replied.


    They lined up at the starting line. James held the spoon like a man about to perform surgery with a butter knife. Bertha cracked her knuckles and squared her stance like a linebacker.


    “Three... two... one!”


    They sprinted.


    James’s egg stayed in place for all of four seconds before launching into the grass like a tiny white missile. Bertha, however, powered through with a war cry and crossed the finish line without spilling a drop of yolk.


    “That’s how we do it in the kitchen!” she bellowed.


    She was awarded a plastic gold medal and did a small victory dance, somehow managing to chant “Pota-toe Powerrrr!” while high-fiving a toddler. James clapped and wheezed, partly from laughter, mostly from the sprint.

    After the race, James limped toward a shady spot under the old oak tree that had likely witnessed more McDougal chaos than anyone alive. His shirt was damp, his pride was sore, and the phantom taste of pickle-mustard-starch still lingered on his tongue.


    He sat down next to his mom, who was fanning herself with a paper plate that had once held three deviled eggs and a rogue slice of watermelon.


    “Bertha’s still using pickles?” he asked, dabbing sweat from his forehead.


    “I told her to switch to celery,” his mom replied. “She said celery is for cowards.”


    They both chuckled. Then she gave him that look — the quiet mom look that pierced ten layers of sarcasm.


    “You know,” she said, “Bertha really looks forward to feeding everyone. It's her love language.”


    James nodded. “I just wish her love language didn’t taste like regret and relish.”


    His mom smiled. “You could always help her next year. Teach her some new tricks. I bet she’d love that.”


    James paused. “Teach Bertha? She once threw a spatula at Uncle Nate for suggesting she switch to Yukon Golds.”


    “She missed on purpose.”


    “I’m not convinced.”


    Before more wisdom could be dropped on him, Aunt Tilly’s voice blared over the makeshift intercom — which was just a karaoke mic plugged into a battery-powered speaker.


    “Attention, everyone! Time for the Great McDougal Bake-Off!”


    Groans, cheers, and one dramatic gasp echoed across the lawn.


    “Please bring your baked goods to the judging table. Anonymous numbers have been assigned. Let the tasting begin!”


    James stood up slowly. “She didn’t...”


    His mom nodded. “She did.”


    James wandered toward the long table of desserts. Brownies. Cookies. Cupcakes. A pie that looked more like an abstract art piece than food. And there it was — Bertha’s new invention: **Potato Salad Muffins.**


    They sat in neat rows, topped with a sprinkle of crumbled bacon and a glistening dollop of mustard glaze. A sign read: “Savory Surprise #4.”


    “No,” James whispered. “No, no, no...”


    “Yes,” said Bertha, who had somehow appeared beside him again like a condiment-wielding ninja. “I’ve evolved.”


    He stared at the muffin. It stared back.


    “Are you... proud of this?” he asked.


    “I am,” she said, wiping a nonexistent tear. “I call it ‘comfort in a cup.’”


    The judging began. Volunteer taste-testers were summoned. James tried to slip away, but was called back like a witness in a courtroom.


    “Test Subject #6 — James McDougal!” Aunt Tilly announced. “Please step up!”


    He walked to the table like a man marching to his culinary doom. One bite. Just one. For the family.


    He lifted the muffin to his mouth. It was warm. Too warm. He bit in.


    There were textures. So many textures. Creamy, crunchy, tangy... wet?


    He chewed slowly. Nodded. Then gave a big thumbs up.


    “What do you think?” Bertha beamed.


    “I think... I may never trust baked goods again,” he said. “But... it's strangely not terrible?”


    She gasped with joy. “You get me.”


    “Or my taste buds are in shock.”


    The judges conferred. In a twist no one saw coming — especially James — Bertha’s muffins won second place, narrowly beaten by Nana’s bourbon-infused pecan tart. Bertha accepted her ribbon with the pride of a general returning from battle.


    James collapsed into a lawn chair, emotionally and gastronomically drained.


    “You survived,” Katie said, passing him a bottle of water. “Barely.”


    “I’ve eaten many strange things in my life,” he replied. “But nothing quite prepares you for hot mustard cake.”


    “Will you tell your therapist?”


    “First thing Monday.”

    As the sun began to set, painting the sky with cotton-candy clouds and golden light, the McDougal clan gathered for a group photo. The photographer — an annoyed teenager with a camera borrowed from her dad — tried to wrangle three generations into a coherent pose.


    James stood near the back row, holding a wiggly toddler that may or may not have been a cousin. Bertha stood front and center, still clutching her second-place ribbon like it was a Nobel Prize. Nana flashed peace signs. Uncle Carl wore sunglasses and kept muttering about lens surveillance.


    “Okay!” the teen yelled. “On three! One… two… three—”


    FLASH. Half the group blinked. One kid cried. A bird pooped on the picnic table. It was perfect.


    After the chaos settled, James wandered back toward the porch. He was full, sunburnt, and possibly emotionally scarred by potato salad muffins — but as he looked around at the laughter, the awkward hugs, the random outbursts of dance battles and ukulele solos — he felt something… warm. And not just from the humidity.


    Bertha approached, carrying a Tupperware container. “I packed some salad for you to take home.”


    James accepted it like someone being handed a live grenade. “Thanks… I’ll cherish it always.”


    “Maybe you’ll crave it someday.”


    “If I do, I promise to seek immediate medical help.”


    She laughed and patted his shoulder. “You’re a good sport, James. You know that?”


    “That’s what they’ll write on my gravestone.”


    That night, back in his duck-wallpapered guest room, James opened his laptop and updated his guide once again.


    HOW TO SURVIVE A FAMILY REUNION – Chapter 2: The Side Dish Trials


    
      	Never trust a muffin that’s warm and smells like vinegar.

      	Smile when offered food. Nod. Place it gently in a napkin. Dispose discreetly.

      	If asked for your opinion, compliment the texture. It's always safe.

      	Remember: Aunt Bertha isn’t trying to poison you — just nourish your soul in confusing ways.

      	And finally… sometimes the worst bite turns into the best memory.

    


    He shut the lid, turned off the lamp, and closed his eyes. Somewhere in the dark, he could hear Nana snoring through the wall, Uncle Derek doing pushups on the porch, and Cousin Katie laughing in the distance.


    It was chaotic. It was weird. It was slightly terrifying. And it was, somehow, home.


    Tomorrow was a new day, and with it came new challenges — like the slip-n-slide obstacle course and the dreaded midnight bonfire confession circle.


    James sighed. “Bring it on.”

  
    Chapter 3: The Talent Show Trap
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    There’s something deeply unsettling about being tricked into public performance. It starts with a compliment, usually from an elderly relative — “Didn’t you used to play the piano?” — and ends with you center stage, holding a microphone, sweating through your shirt while a dozen cousins cheer you on like you’re the next American Idol... or a public sacrifice.


    James had hoped to escape this year’s talent show unnoticed. His plan was simple: hide in the shed behind the lawnmower and wait it out with a bag of Cheetos. But Nana had other plans. Apparently, she'd submitted his name days in advance.


    “I told them you could sing!” she chirped, handing him a printed schedule with his name in bold: James McDougal – 7:30 PM.


    “Sing? I haven’t sung in public since that one school assembly,” he protested.


    “Exactly,” Nana replied, missing the trauma in his voice. “You’re overdue!”


    Now it was 7:25 PM. The backyard stage — a hastily assembled platform made of plywood and patio furniture — was buzzing. Aunt Tilly, once again serving as host, wore a top hat and carried a plastic wand like a deranged magician. Children with recorders warmed up off-key. A guy in a glitter vest juggled fruit near the grill.


    “Next up,” Tilly bellowed, “a soulful serenade by our very own Jamesy!”


    James walked toward the stage like a man marching to jury duty. Someone patted his back. Another handed him a mic. He stood beneath a banner that read **TALENT SHOW** in suspiciously sticky bubble letters and stared at the crowd.


    There they were — the entire family, watching. Some eager. Some holding up phones. One toddler gnawing a glow stick. James took a breath. The music started — a familiar piano backing track from his childhood.


    He opened his mouth and sang.


    It wasn’t great. It wasn’t terrible either. It was... earnest. And off-key. His voice cracked once. Someone clapped off-beat. A dog barked in the distance. But he kept going.


    When it ended, there was silence. Then: applause. Real, honest-to-goodness clapping. Even Cousin Neil, who once booed James for folding laundry “too cautiously,” gave a standing ovation.


    “That was beautiful,” Nana said, dabbing her eyes. “Like a muppet with emotion.”


    “High praise,” James muttered, handing back the mic.


    He returned to his seat, ears hot, heart pounding, and thoroughly confused. Had he actually enjoyed that?


    “You killed it,” Cousin Katie whispered. “The voice of a man who’s suffered deeply and owned it.”


    “That or the mic was broken.”


    “Either way — brave.”


    One act later, Aunt Trish performed an interpretive dance titled *Storm at Sea*, which involved two umbrellas, one wind machine, and a confusing monologue about emotional baggage. A 6-year-old followed with a joke routine entirely made of knock-knock jokes involving cheese.


    Then came Uncle Ray, who performed “Bohemian Rhapsody” on kazoo. James had questions. So many questions. None would be answered tonight.


    As the night wore on, something magical happened. People stopped trying to be impressive and started just having fun. Neil did cartwheels with a headlamp. Nana led a singalong with a tambourine. Even Brian, watching via video call, texted “I’m terrified and delighted.”


    By the time the finale came — a group rendition of “Don’t Stop Believin’” led by Tilly in a sequined bathrobe — James was laughing so hard he nearly fell off his chair.


    He clapped, cheered, and even caught himself mouthing the lyrics. For once, he wasn’t the reluctant outsider. He was part of the show.


    Later that night, back in his room, James updated his file:


    HOW TO SURVIVE A FAMILY REUNION – Chapter 3: Embrace the Ridiculous


    
      	You can’t out-weird your family — stop trying.

      	If Nana signs you up, resistance is futile.

      	Perform badly, but proudly.

      	Laughter is louder than embarrassment.

      	Also: kazoo solos are a weapon of mass confusion.

    


    He smiled as he closed the laptop. Somehow, the trap had become the highlight. He didn’t just survive. He sang his way through it.

        The next morning, James awoke to find a laminated certificate under his door that read: **“Most Surprisingly Emotional Performance – James McDougal.”** It was signed in glitter pen by Aunt Tilly and featured a clip-art microphone with wings.


    He laughed and taped it to the inside of his suitcase. Part of him hoped airport security would see it and ask questions. Another part prayed they wouldn't.


    At breakfast, the talent show was the only topic of conversation. People compared acts like they were Olympic judges. Nana was still humming “Don’t Stop Believin’” while spreading grape jelly on toast. Someone passed James a coffee and said, “You’ve got stage presence, man.”


    James blinked. “I was shaking so hard the mic almost became a maraca.”


    “That’s what made it art.”


    Midway through his cereal, Neil plopped down beside him, a bowl of bacon and a ridiculous grin on his face.


    “Bro. You ever think about joining my cover band?”


    James stared. “You have a cover band?”


    “Kind of. We rehearse in Darren’s garage. Mostly do karaoke tracks with air guitar. We’re called ‘The Spork Lords.’”


    “Tempting,” James said. “Very tempting.”


    Neil nodded solemnly. “I’ll save you a spork.”


    Later that day, Aunt Bertha cornered James by the garden to tell him his song reminded her of a Hallmark movie where the dog dies at the end but everyone learns a valuable lesson.


    “You mean... heartfelt?”


    “No, just slightly uncomfortable, but in a good way.”


    He took that as a win.


    That afternoon, while organizing the leftover folding chairs, James found himself humming the tune he sang onstage. Not because it was stuck in his head — but because, for the first time in forever, he actually wanted to.


    “Hey,” Katie said, coming over with a clipboard. “You were a hit. We’ve got signups already for next year’s show. You’re listed for a duet with Nana.”


    “What?!”


    “She says you harmonize well. Also, she wants to do ABBA.”


    James stood silently, imagining himself dressed in sequins, side by side with his grandmother, singing “Dancing Queen” in front of fifty relatives and a goat that occasionally wandered into the yard.


    “…I’m gonna need more coffee.”


    “I already wrote your name in pen,” Katie added cheerfully.


    By sunset, the chairs were folded, the lights packed up, and the stage disassembled (sort of — one patio table went missing in the process). But the energy still lingered. Laughter echoed from the kitchen. A few cousins were running a victory lap with plastic trophies. Someone had started a debate over whether kazoo-playing should be a recognized sport.


    James sat on the porch with his notebook open. A breeze rustled the trees, and a moth danced near the porch light.


    He jotted down a few extra thoughts:


    TALENT SHOW TRAP – Addendum:


    
      	If it feels like a trap, it probably is.

      	If it turns out to be fun, you’ve been tricked by joy. Let it happen.

      	Surviving embarrassment is the real talent.

      	Do not agree to ABBA unless bribed with brownies.

    


    He closed the book and smiled to himself.


    So far, this reunion had delivered emotional whiplash, culinary confusion, goat yoga threats, and now — his unexpected debut as a warbly-voiced icon. What next?


    He didn't know. But the idea of Nana in sequins was starting to grow on him.

    That evening, the air was cooler. Fireflies flickered near the bushes, and the soft hum of sleepy conversation drifted from the porch swing. James stood by the firepit with a stick of marshmallow that had fallen in once and been revived with great ceremony — now dubbed the “Second Chance S’more.”


    Cousin Riley passed him a mug of cocoa. “You know, I used to think reunions were just a form of gentle torture,” she said. “But it’s weird — the more you lean in, the more fun it gets.”


    James nodded. “I’m starting to understand that. It's like a cult, but with casseroles.”


    “Exactly.”


    Someone pulled out a ukulele. Someone else lit citronella candles that smelled vaguely like lemon-flavored floor cleaner. Neil was attempting shadow puppets that made no anatomical sense. Nana was arguing with Tilly about the lyrics to “Total Eclipse of the Heart.”


    James watched it all — the chaos, the laughter, the strange beauty of a family that had no filter and too much energy. And somewhere in that blur of weirdness, he felt — not just okay — but good. Whole, even.


    He wandered off to the edge of the yard where the light barely reached and took a deep breath of night air. Then, almost on instinct, he pulled out his notebook one last time and scribbled down a final line beneath his talent show notes:


    “It’s not about being good. It’s about showing up. And if you can sing through the cringe, you’re stronger than you think.”



    He closed the book, tucked it under his arm, and headed back toward the porch. Bertha waved him over. Neil called out, “Encore!” Someone had found a tambourine. James raised his hands and grinned.


    “Not tonight,” he said. “Let the kazoo have its moment.”


    The crowd cheered anyway. Someone shouted “James for President!” Another yelled “James for karaoke captain!”


    He laughed, raised his imaginary microphone, and declared with dramatic flair: “You’ve all been a wonderful audience. Don’t forget to tip your casserole makers!”


    And as the porch lights twinkled and laughter bounced like fireflies through the trees, James realized something he hadn’t expected —


    This was the most fun he’d had in years.


    Not in spite of the awkwardness, but because of it.


    And next year? He might just bring backup dancers.

  
    Chapter 4: The Kiddie Pool Fiasco

    [image: Cartoon-style chaos at a kiddie pool]

    It began with a hose, an inflatable pool, and a wildly misplaced sense of optimism.


    The weather forecast had promised “a mild summer breeze.” What they got instead was “steam room with mosquitoes.” The kind of heat where every family member develops a unique form of sweat, and the grass crunches underfoot like cornflakes.


    “Let’s set up the kiddie pool!” Aunt Tilly announced, her face already glistening like a honey-glazed ham.


    No one objected. In theory, the kiddie pool would be a cool, calm oasis where toddlers could splash gently while adults relaxed under shade with lemonade. In practice? It became a war zone of soggy towels, screaming children, and increasingly irrational behavior.


    James had volunteered to help “inflate the thing,” not realizing the air pump was the size of a hamster. Twenty minutes of wheezing and swearing later, the pool stood semi-upright and already looked defeated by life.


    “Looks... sturdy,” Neil offered helpfully, sipping from a Gatorade like a spectator at a gladiator match.


    James turned the hose on and aimed it into the pool. Water gurgled. A breeze picked up — just long enough to redirect the spray into his face.


    “Refreshing,” he muttered, wiping his eyes.


    Children gathered like sharks sensing blood. The pool wasn’t even half full before the first cannonball happened — courtesy of a six-year-old with no spatial awareness and a love for chaos.


    Water splashed out in an arc of doom, drenching Aunt Patty’s crocheted tablecloth and knocking over a tray of finger sandwiches. The sandwiches were later found three feet away and oddly warm.


    “OUT! NO JUMPING!” Tilly shouted, though it was like yelling at lightning.


    The next hour became a blur. The dog leapt into the pool after a rubber duck, splashing three more kids. A toddler slipped on a wet flip-flop and cried until given a Popsicle. Two teenagers used the hose as a water cannon and soaked the snack table.


    Then came the inflatable whale floatie. It was meant to be cute. It was not. It was terrifying — its eyes too wide, its mouth permanently open like it had seen things. It deflated slowly and ominously throughout the afternoon, like it was judging everyone’s choices.


    “Is the whale... okay?” James asked.


    “It’s not okay,” Neil replied. “It’s seen the fall of Rome.”


    By 2 PM, half the adults had retreated into the house. James remained by the pool like a weary lifeguard with zero authority and even less dry clothing. His shirt clung to him like a disappointed ghost. His legs were sunburned. His patience, drowned.


    Then it got worse.


    A sprinkler was hooked up. Not a nice, regulated one. No. A rogue oscillating sprinkler from the garage that sprayed in random directions like a malfunctioning robot. Children screamed with delight. Adults screamed for towels. Neil attempted to surf across the grass and slipped directly into a lemonade pitcher.


    James closed his eyes. Breathed. Tried to remember a time before water balloons and soggy napkins. A quieter time. A drier time.


    And then Aunt Carla’s voice cut through the madness:


    “James! You’re in charge of pool duty while I make more deviled eggs!”


    He blinked. “I don’t think I consented to that.”


    “Consider it character-building!” she called, already halfway to the kitchen.


    So James stood there, hose in one hand, soggy towel in the other, watching as the kiddie pool evolved from innocent splash zone to comedic Greek tragedy. A beach ball was thrown directly at his head. The dog peed in the pool. Someone screamed “WATER WRESTLING!” and tackled their cousin.


    It was, without question, the most ridiculous thirty minutes of his life.


    When Aunt Carla returned, carrying eggs that would never recover from the humidity, James stepped away. Quietly. Slowly. Into the shade. He found a folding chair, sank into it, and stared into the distance like a man who’d just seen war.


    Neil handed him a soda.


    “You did good, soldier.”


    “Never again,” James whispered. “Never again.”

    After the pool chaos, James tried to stay out of sight — which was almost impossible at a McDougal event. He hid behind a decorative bush shaped vaguely like Elvis (courtesy of Aunt Trish’s topiary phase), hoping for ten minutes of peace.


    He got four.


    “Hey James!” Cousin Derek shouted. “Wanna help us build the world’s longest slip-n-slide?”


    “No.”


    “Great! Bring the duct tape!”


    Fifteen minutes later, James found himself duct-taping four dollar-store tarps together down a hill in the backyard. Someone had added dish soap “for speed.” Someone else added soda “for science.” Someone added a cone of nachos because... no one stopped them.


    “This is a lawsuit waiting to happen,” James muttered.


    Neil saluted him. “That’s the spirit.”


    They tested the slide with a watermelon. It launched off the end, hit a lawn chair, and exploded with a dramatic *splort*. Everyone cheered. Except James, who wondered if he should be wearing a helmet and some form of legal disclaimer.


    “You go next,” Neil grinned, holding a bucket of soapy water like an Olympic coach.


    James shook his head. “I’m not emotionally stable enough for this.”


    “Too late!”


    And just like that, he was shoved onto the slide. His feet hit the soap, the soap hit gravity, and James flew. Wind roared in his ears. He screamed. The cousins screamed louder. A bird may have screamed. He skidded, spun, flipped, and landed squarely in a kiddie pool filled with lukewarm hose water and one confused inflatable flamingo.


    Silence.


    Then: thunderous applause.


    “Ten out of ten form!” someone shouted.


    “You hit the flamingo!”


    “WE HAVE A CHAMPION!”


    James lay in the water, blinking at the sky. A cloud shaped like a bagel floated by.


    “I regret everything,” he said aloud.


    The flamingo squeaked in sympathy.


    Eventually he climbed out, soaked, grass-covered, and mysteriously smelling like orange soda. Aunt Bertha handed him a towel and a congratulatory sticker that read: “Pool Boss.”


    “You’ve made us proud,” she said. “No one’s cleared the tarp-flip like that since Uncle Tony’s bachelor party.”


    “That feels like a trauma legacy.”


    “Exactly.”


    Later that evening, after the hose was turned off and the pool drained (after a thorough post-dog pee sanitizing), James sat by the empty floaties and opened his survival notebook. He scribbled the new entry beneath a wrinkled spot where soda had exploded earlier.


    HOW TO SURVIVE A FAMILY REUNION – Chapter 4: The Kiddie Pool Fiasco


    
      	Never trust an inflatable whale. It’s seen things.

      	Water is not your friend — it’s your comedic enemy.

      	If you smell like soda, you’ve gone too far.

      	Slip-n-slides are 10% fun and 90% soap in the eye.

      	Sometimes, chaos makes the best stories. Even if you can’t sit down properly afterward.

    


    As the last rays of sun dipped behind the hills and a tired calm settled across the yard, James looked at the wreckage — the deflated pool, the soggy towels, the limp flamingo floating like a war survivor — and smiled.


    He’d survived the storm. And lived to laugh about it.

    That night, James limped into the living room with damp socks and a bandage on his elbow from “the watermelon incident.” The air conditioning was on full blast, and someone had put on an old VHS tape labeled *McDougal Memories Vol. 3*.


    On screen: grainy footage of a past reunion where a much younger James was seen running from a bee with the speed of an Olympic sprinter, followed by Aunt Patty’s unfortunate fall into a cooler of lemonade. Laughter erupted around the room.


    “That cooler one gets me every time,” Neil said, wiping a tear.


    “That bee was the size of a toaster,” James replied defensively.


    As the video continued, James watched the images flicker — uncles doing bad magic tricks, cousins misfiring water balloons, toddlers screaming joyfully with Popsicle-stained faces. It was chaos. All of it. And yet... it was beautiful, too.


    Nana passed by and gently ruffled his damp hair. “You did good today, Jamesy.”


    “I got tackled by a seven-year-old and hit in the face with a frisbee.”


    “That’s what we call ‘earning your stripes.’”


    James leaned back into the couch. The cushions smelled faintly of barbecue sauce and fabric softener. Neil sat beside him, still wearing a pool float like a crown.


    “You know,” Neil said, “we may be loud, dysfunctional, and deeply unqualified to supervise children, but this? This is the life.”


    James raised an eyebrow. “Your crown is upside down.”


    “Fashion is subjective.”


    Outside, the yard was quiet. The pool was empty, the hose neatly coiled, the inflatable whale now deflated and folded on a chair like a retired veteran.


    James thought about all the things he could’ve been doing instead of being dunked, drenched, or dive-bombed — and not a single one sounded more memorable.


    He turned back to the group, smiled at the image of his younger self fleeing a bee, and said aloud:


    “Same time next year?”


    Cheers erupted. A chant started. “Jamesy! Jamesy!”


    He laughed and buried his face in a pillow. “I regret asking already.”


    Later, just before bed, he wrote the last line in his notebook for the day:


    “There is no safe distance from the splash zone. But sometimes, the splash is exactly where the fun begins.”



    He closed the book, clicked off the light, and listened to the distant sounds of snoring, laughter, and someone — probably Neil — attempting one last slip-n-slide run in the dark.


    “Godspeed,” he whispered into the night.

        In the dark, the hose dripped one final drop onto the grass. Somewhere nearby, a single water balloon remained, ominously forgotten — waiting for next year.


  
    Chapter 5: Uncle Carl’s Conspiracy Theories
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    Every family has That Uncle.


    The one who thinks sunscreen is a government tracking device. The one who casually uses the phrase “Big Pickle” to describe the cucumber lobby. The one whose Christmas gifts include flash drives full of “forbidden documentaries” and blurry photos of sky dots labeled “CONFIRMED.”


    In the McDougal family, That Uncle was Carl.


    James had grown up listening to Uncle Carl’s tales of secret underground lizard cities, moon landing stage sets in New Mexico, and how pigeons were “clearly government drones because they don’t blink enough.”


    Now, as a grown adult trying to maintain some semblance of sanity, James found himself sitting next to Carl on a plastic lawn chair, sipping lukewarm iced tea while Carl leaned in like they were about to exchange nuclear launch codes.


    “Listen, James,” Carl said, “you ever wonder why your toaster makes that weird noise?”


    “Nope.”


    “Because it’s listening.”


    “That tracks.”


    “And you know how bananas all curve the same way?”


    “Gravity?”


    “Genetic programming from the Fruit Illuminati.”


    James took a long sip and nodded slowly. “Sure, Carl.”


    It was Day Three of the reunion, and Uncle Carl had set up what he called his **Truth Tent** — a pop-up canopy with several lawn chairs, stacks of laminated articles, and a flip chart labeled “What They Don’t Want You to Know.”


    James had wandered in purely out of curiosity, but by the end of the first minute he was 80% convinced that Carl had either lost his mind or found it in a bunker somewhere in Idaho.


    “Aliens,” Carl continued, “are allergic to cilantro. That’s why salsa is Earth’s greatest defense.”


    “Noted,” James said, scribbling pretend notes on his napkin.


    “And don’t get me started on squirrels. Those little guys are spies. Ask yourself this — have you ever seen a baby squirrel?”


    James paused. “...Actually, no.”


    “Exactly.”


    The worst part? Carl was charismatic. He spoke with the confidence of a TED Talker and the volume of a rock concert. Soon, several cousins gathered to listen, popcorn in hand, nodding solemnly like he was unveiling ancient truths instead of rambling about chemtrails and yogurt-based mind control.


    “How do you know all this?” James finally asked.


    “I read,” Carl said. “And I listen to the signs.”


    “What signs?”


    “Cracked sidewalks. Coincidences. Price drops in aluminum foil. You know — the usual.”


    James looked around. Tilly was sneaking photos. Neil was wearing tinfoil like a crown. Nana had wandered in and was trying to use Carl’s chart as a grocery list.


    “You should give a talk at the talent show next year,” James said. “Call it ‘Aliens, Bananas, and Beyond.’”


    Carl gasped. “You get it.”


    He handed James a pamphlet. It was titled *“Global Fences and Their Hidden Meanings.”*


    James accepted it with reverence. “I’ll treasure this.”


    “You’ll survive because of this.”


    That afternoon, the Truth Tent grew. A handmade sign appeared. Some kids created a conspiracy-themed scavenger hunt (“Find 3 government drones, 1 triangle symbol, and a squirrel wearing sunglasses”). Aunt Patty brought lemonade “infused with positive frequencies.”


    By sunset, the tent was lit by string lights and Carl was holding a Q
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    Every family has one. You know the one.


    The cousin you dread sharing a meal with. The one who hugs too long, talks too loud, and has somehow made “overly confident life choices” into a personal brand. The one who calls you “bro” even though you’re clearly not. The one who sends voice messages instead of texts and thinks karaoke is an Olympic sport.


    In the McDougal clan, that cousin was Dennis.


    Dennis had the energy of a caffeinated golden retriever and the volume of a malfunctioning fire alarm. He worked in “something crypto-adjacent” and greeted everyone with “Hey, legend!” whether he remembered your name or not.


    James spotted him before Dennis saw him — which meant he had 0.8 seconds to duck behind a decorative ficus or fake a phone call.


    Too late.


    “JAMESY, MY MAN!”


    The bellow echoed across the yard like a foghorn. Heads turned. Birds scattered. Somewhere, a lawn chair trembled.


    Dennis appeared in his usual reunion attire: mirrored sunglasses, a tank top that read “GRILLIN’ 
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    Chapter 7: Grilled Meat and Grilled Egos
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    The grill-off was supposed to be a friendly competition. Emphasis on “supposed to.”


    Every McDougal reunion eventually devolved into some form of rivalry — croquet championships, pie-baking duels, synchronized interpretive dance-offs. But nothing stirred the family’s competitive spirit quite like The Annual Backyard BBQ Showdown.


    This year, the title was up for grabs. And the flames of war had been lit — literally.


    James had no intention of competing. He liked grilled food. He respected grilled food. But he also respected not getting third-degree burns while trying to flip a bratwurst during a monsoon of ego.


    Unfortunately, he had been volunteered. By Nana.


    “You’re on the roster, Jamesy!” she declared, handing him a pair of novelty tongs shaped like eagles. “Represent the future of this family!”


    “I can barely boil pasta.”


    “That’s just water BBQ,” she replied, and walked off.


    The grill area was cordoned off with caution tape that read: “EXTREME FLAVOR ZONE.” Three blackened grills stood like metallic gladiators in the center of the lawn. Beside them: spatulas, secret sauces, and an audience that smelled heavily of sunscreen and overconfidence.


    The reigning champ, Uncle Barry, arrived wearing a “KING OF THE GRILL” apron and a smug grin that could curdle ranch dressing. He nodded to James. “Here to lose spectacularly, kid?”


    James smiled. “Only emotionally.”


    Neil, who had somehow become James’s unofficial hype man, handed him a bottle of barbecue sauce and shouted, “GRILL OR BE GRILLED!”


    “That makes no sense,” James said.


    “Neither does this family,” Neil replied.


    Contestants were given one hour, one grill, and a mystery meat basket. James opened his and found chicken thighs, sausages, and something unidentifiable that might’ve been either brisket or a very confused mushroom.


    The cook-off began.


    Barry flipped his meat with military precision. Aunt Rhonda used tongs like a fencing sword. James stared at the grill like it owed him money.


    His first mistake: turning all the burners on high. His second: adding sauce before the meat. His third: trusting Neil’s advice, “Just follow your heart, bro.”


    Soon, smoke billowed. The chicken was burning. The sausages were rolling. The brisket-mushroom thing hissed and then disappeared entirely, as if choosing exile over judgment.


    James coughed, squinted, and flipped something that didn’t need flipping. The crowd watched in silence. Someone gasped. A small child whispered, “Mommy, is that how dragons are made?”


    Across the yard, Barry was already plating perfectly seared steak medallions with roasted garlic butter. James, meanwhile, had created a dish best described as “Apocalyptic Forest Fire.”


    “Time’s up!” Tilly announced, ringing the ceremonial spatula bell.


    Judges — comprised of Nana, Cousin Becca, and a man named Carl who wasn’t actually related but always showed up for food — took bites in solemn silence.


    Barry’s dish received nods and impressed murmurs.


    James braced himself as Nana bit into his burnt offering. She paused. She chewed. Then she raised an eyebrow.


    “It’s... bold,” she said.


    “It’s blackened,” Becca added.


    “It’s spicy,” Carl said, sweating profusely. “And I think my tongue just quit.”


    James sighed. “I’ll go pack up my shame.”


    But then something strange happened. More family members began tasting it. Aunts. Uncles. Teenagers. Even the dog sniffed it and wagged his tail in approval.


    “This is... actually kind of amazing,” said Neil, going in for seconds. “It’s like meat with a plot twist.”


    By the end of the hour, James’s platter was empty. Barry’s still had leftovers.


    “Winner,” Nana said dramatically, “by unexpected popularity and creative combustion — James McDougal!”


    The crowd erupted. Barry dropped his spatula. James blinked.


    “I don’t... what?”


    “You served the people what they didn’t know they wanted,” said Nana. “Which is either culinary genius or a complete accident.”


    “Definitely the second one,” James said.


    Later, James stood in the yard, holding a flimsy paper crown labeled “GRILL DUDE” and wondering if this counted as character development.


    Neil clapped him on the back. “We grilled egos today, bro. And yours came out medium-rare perfection.”


    “Next year, I’m ordering pizza,” James muttered.


    That night, he updated his notebook:


    HOW TO SURVIVE A FAMILY REUNION – Chapter 7: Grilled Meat and Grilled Egos


    
      	If you don’t know what you’re doing, lean in and make it look intentional.

      	Overcooked can become “bold” with the right confidence (and side dish).

      	Family will eat almost anything if it’s made with a story.

      	The grill is hot. The egos are hotter. Stay cool anyway.

    


    Then, underneath it all:


    “You don’t have to be the best cook to bring people together. You just have to light the flame.”


    The next day, James woke up to a printed sign taped to his door:  
    “MASTER OF FLAME 🔥 BBQ CHAMP 2025”  
    courtesy of Dennis, of course.


    When he entered the kitchen, a group of relatives burst into applause. Neil tried to start a slow chant — “GRILL DUDE! GRILL DUDE!” — which only caught on with two toddlers and a parakeet in a cage near the window.


    James smiled awkwardly and poured himself coffee. “One lucky accident and suddenly I’m Guy Fieri?”


    “More like Guy Hilarious,” Katie said. “You torched a chicken and still won a trophy. That’s legacy stuff.”


    James looked down at the glittery plastic trophy someone had hot-glued a spatula to. It read:  
    “King of Char-Flavors – Most Explosive Dish.”


    He’d never felt more absurdly honored.


    Later that morning, he was ambushed by Uncle Barry, who shook his hand with a forced smile that said “congrats” and also “I will reclaim my title next year.”


    “Good game,” Barry muttered. “Unexpected spice profile.”


    “Thanks. I call it Panic and Hope.”


    “I call it ‘probably illegal in four states.’”


    They laughed, and just like that, the smoke between them cleared.


    That afternoon, James found himself grilling again — this time by choice. Not for competition. Just to help out. And oddly enough… it was fun. Relaxing even. The grill hissed, the smoke curled lazily into the trees, and a few cousins stood nearby, watching him with mild awe like he was teaching ancient fire skills.


    “How long do you sear it for?” someone asked.


    James blinked. “Until I get distracted and yell ‘OH NO.’”


    They laughed. Someone handed him a soda. He flipped the chicken confidently and realized something unexpected — he didn’t feel like a fraud anymore. He felt like family.


    Neil strolled by, balancing a hot dog on a paper plate like a waiter who’d never waited tables. “Still riding that grill high, champ?”


    “I think I accidentally started a new chapter in my life,” James replied.


    “Burnt beginnings?”


    “Exactly.”


    Later that evening, James found himself giving Dennis grilling tips. Dennis listened, nodded, and then immediately slathered everything in honey mustard and dropped three sausages into the charcoal.


    “This is called freestyle cooking,” he announced proudly.


    “This is called a fire hazard,” James replied.


    Back inside, Nana pulled James aside and pressed a small recipe card into his hand. “This was your grandpa’s,” she whispered. “His marinade. I think he’d want you to have it now.”


    James stared at the worn edges, the careful handwriting, the ingredient list that included both brown sugar and “a good joke while cooking.”


    He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Thanks, Nana.”


    “Keep the flame going, sweetheart.”


    That night, sitting alone under the twinkling backyard lights, James updated his notebook for real this time:


    
      	I didn’t mean to win. But I showed up. I tried. And it turned into something beautiful.

      	This family doesn’t need perfection. It needs participation.

      	Sometimes, the biggest wins come after you mess up completely and just keep flipping until something feels right.

      	And sometimes… that’s enough to feed a village.

    

    The final dinner of the reunion was served buffet-style, with folding tables lined up like a feast for mildly dysfunctional royalty. James’s grilled chicken — this time not burned — was front and center.


    “Who made this?” someone asked.


    “The Grill Dude,” a cousin replied.


    James smiled sheepishly from his folding chair. Across the table, Uncle Barry gave him a nod of reluctant approval. Nana raised her lemonade glass in a silent toast. Even Carl offered a tinfoil hat as a “heat deflector badge of honor.”


    As the sun set, James helped carry plates, fold chairs, and box up leftovers. He didn’t do it for thanks or tradition — he just did it. Because something inside him had shifted.


    He felt like he belonged.


    When the final plate was stacked and the grill finally cooled, he sat down near the firepit with Neil, Dennis, Katie, and Carl. The stars winked overhead. Laughter bubbled from the porch swing. Someone played off-key ukulele from the bushes — probably not on purpose.


    James passed the time with a contented smile, thinking about how something as simple as cooking over open flame had turned into something deeper — connection. Confidence. Charcoal-flavored growth.


    “You coming back next year?” Katie asked.


    “Only if I get upgraded to ‘Sizzle Commander,’” James replied.


    “Done,” Dennis said, already designing a badge out of duct tape.


    James pulled out his notebook and wrote the last few lines of the chapter:


    “I didn’t master the grill. I mastered the moment.”



    He shut the notebook, leaned back in his chair, and let the warm breeze wash over him.


    Somewhere in the dark, a sparkler went off. Someone cheered. Someone else tripped on a cooler.


    It was loud. It was messy. And it was his family.


    And in that moment, James knew he wouldn’t trade it for anything.
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    There are three things that should never be discussed at a family reunion: politics, religion, and the official rules of Uno. Unfortunately, the McDougals ignored that third one every single year.


    Game night started innocently. Folding tables were set up, snacks were poured into bowls shaped like footballs for no reason, and someone brought out the board games with the gentle reverence of presenting sacred scrolls.


    “We’ll start with something easy,” Aunt Trish said, holding up a deck of Uno cards like she was unveiling a weapon.


    James backed away slowly. “I’ve seen this go sideways too many times.”


    “Come on,” Neil said, already shuffling aggressively. “We’ll play house rules.”


    “Which house?”


    “Whichever one lets me stack draw twos.”


    James sighed. It was too late. The trap had already closed around them.


    Within five minutes, the game had devolved into a shouting match over skips, reverses, and whether or not stacking +4s was legally binding or morally bankrupt. Aunt Carla called it “cheating,” Neil called it “strategy,” and Dennis called it “vibrational escalation.”


    “You can’t skip someone who’s already skipped!” Katie shouted.


    “Tell that to society!” Neil roared.


    James sat with a hand of nine cards and the emotional stability of a houseplant during a windstorm.


    Then came Monopoly. A mistake of historic proportions.


    “Let’s play teams this time,” Dennis suggested. “Me and Carl versus the rest of you.”


    “Carl thinks the thimble is a listening device,” James muttered.


    “That’s why he’s perfect,” Dennis replied.


    As expected, Carl spent the game buying up railroads and insisting they formed a pentagram. Neil kept shouting, “STOCK SPLIT!” every time someone landed on Free Parking. Nana tried to pay rent in Werther’s Originals.


    James just wanted to go home.


    Three hours in, someone flipped the board. Accusations flew. Spoons were thrown. James crawled under the table and considered becoming a monk.


    “Let’s play charades,” someone suggested. “Less chance of violence.”


    They were wrong.


    Charades began peacefully, but descended into chaos after Uncle Barry insisted that “abstract jazz feelings” was a valid answer. When Dennis mimed “emotional constipation,” three people left the room and one child cried.


    James stood in the kitchen, holding a warm soda and wondering what it would take to fake a power outage.


    Then Katie appeared beside him. “You okay?”


    “Do I look okay?”


    “You look like a man trying to escape a hostage situation using nothing but sarcasm.”


    “That’s accurate.”


    She handed him a slice of cake. “Refuel. You’ll need it for Pictionary.”


    “No,” James said. “I refuse. I will not draw again. Not after last year’s fiasco.”


    “You drew a potato that looked like a screaming baby.”


    “It was supposed to be ‘Mr. Potato Head having a midlife crisis.’”


    “And yet, no one guessed it.”


    “I’m not a visual artist, okay?”


    Despite his protests, he was dragged back into the fray. The next game involved Taboo, where James had to describe “flamingo” without saying “pink,” “bird,” or “Florida.” He failed. Miserably.


    “It’s tall! It stands on one leg! It’s not a yoga teacher!”


    “Stork!”


    “Crane!”


    “Neil during a power nap!”


    “Forget it!”


    By midnight, the house was filled with laughter, crumbs, and at least one overturned bowl of trail mix. The scoreboard was meaningless. Alliances had formed and dissolved. Someone was still bitter about Yahtzee.


    James sat on the porch, exhausted and somehow energized at the same time.


    Neil joined him, carrying a marker-stained Scrabble tile. “We invented a new word tonight: ‘Gloobst.’”


    “What does it mean?”


    “A noun. Describes the exact feeling when you realize your family is nuts and you’re okay with it.”


    James laughed. “Yeah. I felt a lot of gloobst tonight.”


    He pulled out his notebook and wrote:


    HOW TO SURVIVE A FAMILY REUNION – Chapter 8: The Family Game Night Meltdown


    
      	Never agree to “house rules” unless the house has insurance.

      	Monopoly ends relationships. Or starts new ones based on revenge.

      	Don’t take it seriously. Especially when someone’s miming ‘existential dread.’

      	The scoreboard isn’t real. The memories are.

    


    Then, a final note:


    “Game night isn’t about who wins. It’s about who yells loudest while pretending not to care.”


    The morning after game night was eerily quiet.


    James wandered into the kitchen expecting the usual McDougal chaos — but found only half-drunk coffee mugs, a leaning tower of Solo cups, and Neil asleep on the floor wrapped in a Twister mat like a human burrito.


    “Morning,” Katie mumbled, sliding into a chair with a Pop-Tart and a thousand-yard stare. “I think someone yelled ‘Yahtzee’ in their sleep.”


    James poured himself coffee. “I dreamed I was chased by a dictionary wearing a cape. It was trying to make me spell ‘phlegm’ under pressure.”


    “That’s fair. You did try to challenge Uncle Carl’s triple-word score last night.”


    James groaned. “He spelled ‘ALIENNET’ and called it a government term.”


    “And everyone just... let it happen.”


    Later that morning, the “Game Night Debrief” took place — an informal council around the fire pit to discuss what went wrong, what went right, and who owed who an apology for knocking over the Jenga tower with their emotional energy.


    Dennis brought doughnuts and distributed them like peace offerings. Nana made a blanket statement about “the spirit of competition” and “forgiving those who scream during Boggle.”


    James sat beside Neil, who still had remnants of Sharpie on his forehead from the Pictionary Scoreboard Scandal.


    “Do you think this happens in other families?” James asked.


    “Absolutely,” Neil said. “Just not with as much dramatic flair.”


    Cousin Becca passed around a new deck of cards. “Anyone up for round two tonight?”


    A collective groan rippled through the group. A single squirrel chattered in warning from the fence post.


    “I think we need to cool it for a bit,” James said. “We almost lost Carl to a rogue Scattergories challenge.”


    “And Dennis tried to invent his own version of chess called ‘Chest,’” Katie added. “It involved protein shakes and shirtless posturing.”


    Dennis gave two thumbs up. “Beta test was a success.”


    By lunchtime, things had returned to semi-normal. Games were packed away. Scorecards were recycled. Alliances were forgiven, or at least paused. James took a walk around the yard and noticed something different — everyone seemed... lighter.


    As if the yelling, the laughing, the accidental betrayal via Skip-Bo — had released some kind of collective tension.


    He stopped at the old oak tree where the family photo was usually taken and stared at the ground where the Monopoly board had crash-landed the night before.


    “We are a mess,” he whispered to himself.


    Then he smiled. “But we’re our mess.”


    Later that night, the final bonfire of the reunion began. Blankets were laid out, s’mores supplies passed around, and someone brought out a ukulele tuned in a way only Carl could appreciate.


    James sat with the usual crew — Dennis, Katie, Neil, and Carl, who was still convinced the Ouija board used during charades had opened a portal to a dimension where vowels ruled the land.


    “Next year,” Dennis said, “we build a full tournament bracket.”


    “Only if we hire a referee,” Katie replied.


    “And install emotional airbags,” James added.


    The fire crackled. Marshmallows were dropped. Someone sang off-key. It was perfect.


    James pulled out his notebook one last time and wrote beneath the final bullet:


    “Sometimes chaos is just a different kind of connection.”



    He closed the book, leaned back against the bench, and let the laughter fill the sky like sparks from the fire.

    As the fire died down and people drifted back inside, James lingered under the stars a little longer. He listened to the last echoes of laughter, the soft rustle of trees, and the occasional clink of marshmallow sticks being packed away.


    He felt full — not just from s’mores, but from something deeper. From a connection he hadn’t expected to feel. From the realization that even when things got loud, ridiculous, and slightly unhinged, they always found their way back to each other.


    Katie came over, arms wrapped in a blanket like a snack burrito. “You survived game night,” she said. “You’ve officially earned your McDougal badge of honor.”


    “Do I get a medal?”


    “Nope. But you get to pick the first board game next year.”


    James narrowed his eyes. “I choose... Connect Four. Quiet. Civilized. No emotional casualties.”


    “A bold strategy.”


    He stood and stretched. “I still can’t believe Carl tried to challenge a Scrabble word using Morse code.”


    “I still can’t believe Dennis used interpretive dance to explain his turn in Taboo.”


    They both laughed again — that breathless, exhausted kind of laughter that only happens after you’ve been through something wild and wonderful and absolutely absurd.


    As James walked back inside, he glanced over his shoulder at the firepit — now just glowing embers in the dark. Like everything else about the reunion, it had burned bright, burned fast, and left behind warmth that would last a lot longer than expected.


    Back in his room, he opened his notebook one last time for the night and wrote:


    “Let the games be loud. Let the rules be bent. Let the snacks be endless. Let the laughter always win.”



    He smiled, turned off the light, and whispered to the quiet:


    “Goodnight, family madness. See you at the rematch.”

  

  
    Chapter 9 - Last Day Shenanigans
    
  
  
    Chapter 9: Last Day Shenanigans
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    The final day of the reunion always came with a strange mixture of chaos, nostalgia, and passive-aggressive clinginess.


    There were goodbyes to be said, leftovers to be packed, and approximately fourteen phone chargers to be found and returned to their rightful owners (or claimed by the fastest liar).


    James woke up to the sound of duffel bags zipping and someone yelling “Who stole my flip-flops again!?” from down the hall.


    He sat up, stretched, and smiled. Somehow, he’d made it. Through the games, the grilling, the meltdowns, the emotional hugs, and Dennis’s 6 A.M. motivational yoga. He was still alive. Arguably better than ever.


    Downstairs, Nana was already making French toast for an army. “Eat up, kids! Today we clean, hug, and vanish like ghosts in the wind!”


    “I plan to vanish like a guy dodging child support,” Neil muttered, pouring syrup with dramatic flair.


    The kitchen buzzed with energy. Kids chased each other with half-packed backpacks. Adults compared gas mileage and plotted traffic-dodging routes. Tilly coordinated departure logistics using a whistle and an actual clipboard labeled “EXIT STRATEGY.”


    “All cars should be rolling by 2:00 p.m.!” she barked. “Anyone still here after that joins the dishwashing detail!”


    “Mutiny,” Carl whispered, clutching his tinfoil duffel.


    James helped fold chairs, collect rogue playing cards, and sweep up enough popcorn kernels to fill a sandbox. He wasn’t asked — he just did it. Somewhere along the line, helping out had stopped feeling like a chore and started feeling like belonging.


    “You okay?” Katie asked, watching him organize folding tables.


    “Weirdly, yeah,” James said. “I think I’m gonna miss this.”


    “That’s how they get you.”


    James found Dennis in the backyard trying to start a farewell chant with no one in particular. “One more toast! One more fist bump! One more totally unnecessary cartwheel!”


    “Let it go, Dennis,” James said. “We peaked at glowstick limbo.”


    “You say that now,” Dennis replied, “but next year I’m bringing smoke machines.”


    Eventually, everyone gathered for the final group photo. It took twenty minutes, three photographers, and two tantrums (one adult, one child) to get everyone in place. James stood in the middle, wearing a T-shirt that read *I Survived the McDougal Madness* and smiling so wide it surprised even him.


    “On three!” the photographer yelled. “One... two... three!”


    FLASH.


    In that moment, James didn’t think about the arguments, the chaos, or the smoke alarm incident. He thought about the laughter. The shared meals. The surprise wins. The warm, strange, beautiful feeling of family.


    Then someone dropped a meatball onto the photographer’s shoe and the moment passed.


    The rest of the afternoon was a whirlwind of goodbyes — the kind filled with too many arms, too many reminders to “text when you get there,” and too many attempts to sneak leftovers into people’s bags.


    James got at least six different handshakes from Dennis and one extremely long hug from Aunt Trish that may have cracked a rib.


    Nana kissed his forehead. “You did great, sweetheart. And next year, you’re running the grill again.”


    “I knew that French toast was a trap.”


    By the time James got to his car, he realized he hadn’t even checked his phone all morning. He hadn’t needed to. For once, he’d been exactly where he wanted to be.


    He sat in the driver’s seat, looked in the rearview mirror at the now-empty yard, and whispered to himself, “I made it.”


    And then, because he couldn’t help himself, he pulled out his notebook for one last mid-reunion note:


    HOW TO SURVIVE A FAMILY REUNION – Chapter 9: Last Day Shenanigans


    
      	The end comes fast. Pack snacks, not emotions.

      	Group photos are war. Accept casualties.

      	You will leave with at least one item that isn’t yours. That’s tradition.

      	Hug weirdly. Say goodbye awkwardly. Love it all anyway.

    


    He closed the notebook, started the engine, and rolled down the window as Neil jogged up with a fistful of paper towels and a half-eaten granola bar.


    “For the road,” Neil said. “Also, you left your sanity somewhere near the grill.”


    “I’ll pick it up next year.”

    James took the long way home. Not on purpose — he just missed two turns while trying to unwrap Neil’s melted granola bar without sticking it to the steering wheel.


    But he didn’t mind. The roads were quiet, the air was still, and for the first time in a long while, he felt like the inside of his head wasn’t buzzing with work emails and calendar invites. Just echoes of laughter and the smell of grilled pineapple.


    At a gas station just past the county line, he got out to stretch and found a sticky note in his jacket pocket. In Dennis’s handwriting, it read:  
    “Legends don’t say goodbye. They say see you at the next level.”


    James laughed. Loudly. A confused man at Pump #3 gave him a look. James waved back with a half-curtsey. He was still in reunion mode — and it showed.


    That night, back in his apartment, the quiet felt almost too quiet. The kind of silence that made the fridge hum sound like a concert. James wandered from room to room with a leftover brownie in one hand and the grill trophy in the other.


    He eventually sat on the couch and opened his notebook — not to write, but just to flip through it.


    Each chapter held something different. A story. A struggle. A memory. Evidence that he'd lived through the madness. That he'd participated, not just survived. That somewhere between Dennis's karaoke entrance and Carl's Uno outrage, he’d gone from family outsider to full participant in the lunacy.


    He smiled and finally scribbled:


    “I didn’t just survive the family reunion. I actually... enjoyed it?”



    Then he leaned back, held up the trophy, and whispered, “To bold flavors and bolder personalities.”


    He wasn’t sure when he’d turned into someone who loved family chaos. But somehow, it had happened.


    And that scared him more than Uno ever could.


    Two days later, he got a group text titled **McDougal Madness 2026 Planning Chat 🔥🎤🥧**.


    The first message was from Dennis:  
    “Theme idea: SPACE COWBOY CIRCUS. Thoughts?”


    James didn’t even hesitate. He replied:  
    “Only if we get matching capes.”


    The flood of emojis that followed could only be described as digital confetti.


    He grinned, closed the chat, and pulled out his notebook again. One last note — short and sweet:


    “I’ll be back.”


    Later that evening, James sat on his balcony with a mug of tea and a blanket around his shoulders like a cape — partly because of the reunion theme text, and partly because the night air had that early-autumn chill that whispered, “Change is coming.”


    He watched the lights flicker across his neighborhood — porch lamps, windows glowing, a dog barking in the distance — and thought about how ordinary life looked compared to the circus he'd just come from.


    But somehow, that circus had reminded him of everything that mattered. The joy of absurdity. The safety in belonging. The wild comfort of people who’d seen you fail at charades and still saved you a seat by the fire.


    He pulled out his notebook one last time for the chapter — not to make a list or write a warning, but just to say what he really meant all along:


    “Sometimes, coming home isn’t about the place. It’s about the people who make you feel like yourself again — even if yourself is covered in mustard and holding a flaming marshmallow.”



    He closed the book gently. Not with a slam. Not with finality. Just with a smile.


    The next chapter could wait until next year.


    But he already knew he’d be there — mismatched socks, weird casserole, awkward jokes and all.


    Because no matter how messy, how noisy, how hilariously dysfunctional it got… it was family.


    And honestly?


    It wasn’t so bad surviving them after all.
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    Returning home after a family reunion is like stepping off a rollercoaster and immediately trying to solve a math equation. Your body’s still vibrating, your ears are still ringing, and your brain is like, “Where did all the shouting go?”


    James stared at his apartment. It was clean. Quiet. Suspiciously well-organized. No ketchup stains on the ceiling. No one doing jazzercise in the kitchen. No screaming about Uno rules. Just… stillness.


    He dropped his bag, collapsed onto the couch, and let out a breath that sounded like it had been held for a week.


    “I survived,” he said aloud.


    The refrigerator, in its cold silence, offered no response.


    He turned on the TV but muted it immediately. The noise felt wrong without five cousins talking over it. He wandered into the kitchen and instinctively checked for potato salad — which, thankfully, was not there. Just a bottle of mustard and an expired yogurt from the Pre-Reunion Era.


    For the first time, James felt what he could only describe as reverse culture shock. Re-entry to normal life felt too… normal. Where was the over-the-top breakfast commentary? The fight over who got to control the playlist? The person who kept moving his phone charger “for energy flow”?


    Where was Dennis?


    James laughed to himself. Had he actually… missed the chaos?


    The answer was both immediate and terrifying: yes.


    On Monday, he went back to work. His coworkers asked how the reunion went. He paused. Smiled. And said, “Imagine being trapped in a sitcom written by ten different writers on sugar, and somehow it made you a better person.”


    They nodded slowly and changed the subject.


    By Wednesday, James had settled back into his usual rhythms: morning emails, lunch with quiet podcast episodes, dinner alone with a frozen pizza and a streaming show he didn’t even finish.


    But something had shifted.


    He found himself texting cousins. Checking the group chat. Laughing out loud when Dennis posted a video titled “Post-Reunion Gains” featuring him doing push-ups while eating coleslaw.


    One night, James opened his notebook. He hadn’t planned to write anything else — Chapter 9 had been the end. But his hand moved anyway.


    HOW TO SURVIVE RETURNING TO NORMAL – Chapter 10


    
      	Normal feels weird after so much noise. That’s okay.

      	Silence is peaceful. But sometimes, chaos is comforting too.

      	It’s not just about surviving the family. It’s about carrying them with you when you go.

      	Text back. Share a dumb meme. Keep the weird alive.

    


    He closed the notebook and smiled. Maybe it wasn’t over. Maybe the reunion wasn’t just a thing that happened — maybe it was a thing that continued, quietly, in messages and memories and the occasional “Did you know squirrels are spies?” voicemail from Carl.


    Maybe this version of normal could include a little McDougal Madness, too.


    He picked up his phone and sent a single text to the group chat:


    “So who’s hosting next year?”


    And within five seconds, the chaos resumed — in emoji form.

    The next weekend, James visited the local grocery store — not out of necessity, but curiosity. He strolled through the aisles like a man newly awakened. Cereal? Reminded him of Carl’s “alphabet surveillance theory.” Pickles? Aunt Bertha’s infamous brine salad. Potatoes? He shivered. The scars ran deep.


    He paused by the barbecue section and found himself smiling at a bottle of “Sweet Smoke Texas Gold.” He picked it up. Held it like a trophy. Whispered to it, “We’ve been through things, you and I.”


    The woman next to him quietly walked away.


    Back at home, James rearranged his kitchen cabinets. Not because they needed organizing, but because the reunion had somehow inspired him to make space. Not just literal shelf space — mental space. Emotional space. Space for weirdness, for spontaneity, for family.


    He even set up a little “Reunion Shrine” on his kitchen counter: the glittery Grill Dude trophy, a plastic flamingo from the kiddie pool, and a printout of the group photo where someone (probably Neil) had clearly photobombed as Bigfoot.


    Later that night, he called Nana.


    “You survived,” she said, answering on the first ring.


    “Barely. I’m still detoxing from Dennis’s kale and mustard smoothies.”


    “That boy means well.”


    “Does he?”


    They laughed, and James told her everything he hadn’t written in the notebook. The awkwardness that turned into joy. The exhaustion that became gratitude. The hesitation that melted into heartwarming absurdity.


    “I think this year... I actually felt like part of it all,” he admitted.


    “You’ve always been part of it,” she said gently. “You just needed to get messy with the rest of us.”


    “Well,” James said, “mission accomplished.”


    The next few weeks were surprisingly reunion-themed. James found himself telling more stories than usual. At work, he referenced game night meltdowns during meetings. At a coffee shop, he explained to a barista why “draw four” jokes made him twitch. At trivia night, he crushed a category on barbecue techniques, to the awe of strangers.


    He even found himself Googling “How to host a family reunion and survive.” The first result was an ad for anxiety medication. The second was a blog post titled *“Let the Potato Salad Speak for Itself.”*


    He bookmarked both.


    Eventually, he opened his notebook again. Just a blank page and a pen in hand. And this time, not even a list. Just this:


    “The reunion ended. But somehow, I’m still laughing.”



    And that, he decided, was the real win.

    Weeks later, James was watering the one houseplant he hadn’t accidentally killed when a knock came at the door. It was a delivery — a small, mysterious box with no return label, covered in glitter stickers and sealed with duct tape.


    He opened it cautiously. Inside was a T-shirt that read:  
    “I Survived Dennis (And All I Got Was This T-Shirt and Deep Personal Growth)”


    There was no note, just a business card that read:  
    Dennis McDougal, Vibe Architect | Professional Encourager | Fitness Prophet


    James laughed so hard he nearly dropped the plant.


    That night, he wore the shirt to bed. Not because it was comfortable (it wasn’t — it was weirdly st