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      The ragged edge of the cliffside thrilled her. Marilyn left her shoes at the rock just behind her and curved her toes just at the brink of the bluff— where, if she teetered just the slightest bit forward, she would be cast forth to the wild seas below. It was September, and Marilyn had been married to James Peterson for only two months. The “I do” had felt far more like a death threat than this cliff’s edge. But when one was born poor, one did what one could to survive. In her case, her arranged marriage to James lent more than survival— it allowed her parents and her three younger siblings to thrive back home in the upper New York countryside. She was a slave to her circumstances. But most women were. It was the nature of things— as natural as the mighty ocean beneath and the ragged rocks at her feet. 

      “Marilyn. What on earth has gotten into you?” 

      When Marilyn had first met James— only one week before their marriage, she’d thought his harsh tone covered an insecure interior. She still thought this, yet now, she felt no pity for him. His cruelty didn’t allow for it. 

      Marilyn lifted her chin so that her eyes could meet her husband’s. His were cerulean and bright, like a painting she’d once seen of the Mediterranean Sea. This late in the year, the Nantucket Sound was a gray-blue, violent. 

      “Your hair. It’s a mess,” James said. 

      And indeed, it was. She’d stepped out from the Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel and rushed through the rampant winds to stand here. How could she possibly tell James why she’d needed to stand at the edge? How could she explain that sometimes, she just needed to see the end of the world in order to return to her own?

      “I told you. The hotel owner plans to meet with us for dinner.” 

      “Yes, of course.”

      James' eyes curved toward her stocking feet. The color drained from his cheeks. “Don’t tell me you’ve muddied yourself too much.”

      Marilyn marched back toward her shoes and slipped them back on. Her stockings had the slightest give of sludge to them since the rain had started across the island of Martha’s Vineyard on their car ride from the ferry. She would never tell him and simply live in the slight misery of it. The view had been worth it. 

      When she’d married James, her mother had suggested that finally, Marilyn would lose sight of her goals and desires. With nearly everything she did, she tried to ensure she didn’t. She owed it to herself to cling to some of those just in case. 

      “Let’s meet him then,” Marilyn suggested, her voice resolute. “Roger?”

      “Robert,” James practically growled it. “Robert Sheridan. How many times do I have to tell you?”

      In her youth, Marilyn had been known for her memory. She had aced every test and remembered every birthday. It was only since her marriage to James that she’d felt the clouds descend over her mind. She felt drugged, as though a fog enveloped her. She knew this haziness wasn’t anything but her own sorrows, however. Sometimes, she opted for a second cocktail after dinner, something she had to hide from James, as he felt that women shouldn’t drink as much as men— but it couldn’t have been enough to craft such fog day-to-day.

      According to her few female friends who gossiped back in New York City, women could only bear men if they’d had a bit to drink. “It’s a blessing,” a friend had told her once as she’d slipped her a flask. She didn’t know how much truth there was to that, though.

      The Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel stood like a force of power and life at the top of the Aquinnah Cliffs, perched on the southwest corner of Martha’s Vineyard.

      Long ago, in the early 1800s, the hotel had been built as a mansion, right at the end of the island’s whaling boom, which had brought along a time of great prosperity, as the island had flourished with tourists and whatever income they wanted to spend on the island. This was Marilyn’s first time on Martha’s Vineyard, but it was already clear why tourists rushed there from miles around. There was a magic to the air, a rush of life and vitality, even this far into the season. According to James, this was hurricane season— a time of simmering fear of potential destruction. As Marilyn no longer felt she had anything to lose in this life, destruction seemed a beautiful thing. The antithesis of that destruction meant a lifetime with James. It meant delivering his babies. It meant dying by his side. 

      “Good evening, Mr. Sheridan.” James greeted the hotel owner warmly and lifted his hand. 

      The hotel owner, Robert Sheridan, was six foot three with broad shoulders that looked hard as stone. He was extremely fit. His eyes were a surprising shade of green, and he wore a beard, which matched his thick head of dark hair, a bit longer than what most men wore in the city. It gave him a rugged appeal. Marilyn stopped breathing for a full five seconds. 

      “Good evening to you, Mr. Peterson,” Robert Sheridan returned. “Please, call me Robert.”

      “Call me James, then. Please, let me introduce my wife, Marilyn.”

      Marilyn had met countless of James’ business associates at this point. But as Robert Sheridan switched his gaze toward her, she felt overcome suddenly, as though his eyes had struck her with a bolt of lightning. 

      “Marilyn. I trust your journey was a comfortable one?” 

      Marilyn’s voice was lost in her throat. Finally, she whispered, “Yes, and thank you for welcoming us to your beautiful hotel.”

      Robert leaned back the slightest bit as if taken aback by her pure yet simple words. “I’ve set aside the presidential suite for the two of you. I trust you’ll be comfortable and that you’ll let my staff or I know if you require anything. Anything at all.”

      “My parents informed me that you have the highest quality hotel on all of Martha’s Vineyard,” James stated. His eyes looked fierce, as though he planned to pounce. He reminded Marilyn of a hunter. 

      In truth, James had come to this hotel with a single purpose. He was tired of piggybacking off the success of his father. James yearned to make something of himself elsewhere. He wanted to own a number of hotels on Martha’s Vineyard, and this, the Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel, was going to be his first conquest. It didn’t matter if Robert Sheridan wanted to sell or not. Once James Peterson had an idea about something, it was difficult to talk him down or convince him otherwise. He was addicted to his fresh ideas, and he did everything in his power to execute them. 

      “I was out at the edge of the cliff today,” Marilyn said suddenly.

      James eyed her with suspicion. She was his ticking time bomb. 

      “Oh? And what did you think of that view?” Robert asked. It seemed unlikely that he would ever drop the intensity of his gaze. 

      James only looked at her this intensely when he felt she’d eaten too quickly. “You’re eating like a pig,” he’d told her once with disdain. Since then, she’d hardly touched her meals in front of him and detested that it pleased him. 

      “It’s breathtaking but fierce and wild at the same time,” Marilyn whispered then. “The view, I mean. The ocean seems entirely unforgiving— the dark water crashing into the rocks like that. I can’t imagine how whalers ever took to the seas like they did, especially when the weather gets bad.”

      “And they were gone for sometimes five years at a time,” Robert returned. “Something difficult to fathom.”

      “I wonder what they thought of the island after being away for so long?” Marilyn asked, surprising herself. She was entirely intrigued.

      “Robert. We don’t mean to take up any more of your time than necessary.” James eased into the conversation without pause. “Shall we head to the dining room?” 

      “Beautiful idea,” Robert replied. “I’m famished. With all the responsibilities of this place, I sometimes find it difficult to eat.”

      They were seated at the table with the best view of the cliff’s edge. Again, Marilyn’s stomach ached with the glorious intrigue of what it would mean to rush out into the air above the waves and fall to the depths below. What would James say? It pleased her to know that perhaps he wouldn’t know what to say. For the first time in his wretched life, perhaps he would be speechless. 

      James and Robert fell into an easy rhythm of conversation. Marilyn was curious why Robert wasn’t married. He looked to be in his late twenties and was certainly handsome, sure of himself, with a beautiful and prominent hotel in his possession (that is if James didn’t tear it from him). Robert ordered the best items on the menu— trout, salmon, lobster, mashed potatoes with gravy, roasted Brussels sprouts, and freshly-baked biscuits. Marilyn’s mouth salivated at each mention. Robert seemed to catch her excitement. He winked at her and said, “You think that’s something? The dessert menu will blow your socks off.”

      Marilyn blushed as James cast her a menacing look that made her look down at her plate. It was up to her, she knew, to uphold her figure. Dessert wasn’t in her daily allowance. Still, it would be rude not to indulge, wouldn’t it? 

      “The tourist season is nearly finished, then?” James asked. He folded and unfolded his hands beneath the table. Marilyn was perhaps the only person in the world who could sense when James was nervous.

      “That’s right,” Robert returned. “But our hotel stays in operation until November. A number of guests still appreciate the views, our chef, and our surroundings long after the chill dominates the air.”

      “Marvelous. It means your revenue must be spectacular, as you don’t have many inoperable months,” James affirmed.

      Robert arched his left eyebrow the slightest bit. Marilyn sensed his annoyance and also knew instinctively that James couldn’t catch it. 

      “Perhaps,” Robert returned. 

      Their meal arrived moments later. A beautiful display of pink salmon was set before Marilyn. It glistened beautifully beneath the lamplight. Marilyn lifted her knife and fork swiftly and stabbed them into the pink meat. James gawked at her as Robert grinned widely. 

      “Darling, please. You don’t want to choke,” James said through gritted teeth. 

      “I can handle myself, darling,” Marilyn returned flippantly.

      “Please. Let Mrs. Peterson eat as much as she pleases,” Robert said. His laugh was so familiar to her somehow, as though she’d heard it on a recording long ago. “It’s a rare thing to see a woman appreciate her food. So often, the women in this very restaurant look at their plates as though the meat itself might jump up and bite them, instead.” 

      Marilyn’s laugh filled the room. It was genuine and it made Robert smile. She dabbed her napkin over her lips and tossed her head back. Again, James glowered at her. But in front of Robert, she hoped that perhaps he would keep his cruelty at bay.

      It was only later, in the presidential suite, that he expressed how upset he was with her behavior. 

      “You made a fool of yourself at dinner. You can’t imagine what this might have done for Robert’s analysis of me. If I’m ever to convince him to sell his hotel to me, I must be perceived as a particular kind of man— the kind of man who can keep his wife controlled. What you did tonight was unforgivable. If you continue with this behavior, there will be consequences. Do you understand me?”

      James had only hit her once. This was a marked difference from stats whispered from her friends. Many of them were hit weekly. Still, that single slap to the ear-cheek region remained a memory she didn’t wish to repeat. 

      “I said — Marilyn — do you understand me?” 

      Marilyn flared her nostrils and lifted her chin. The first time they’d made love on their wedding night, she’d bled all over the sheets, and he had called her disgusting. 

      “I understand you. I always understand you,” Marilyn breathed. 

      “Then, act like it.”
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        Present Day

      

      

      

      “Do you understand me?” 

      The words echoed through the phone. Kelli had it placed against her ear as she shook with rage at the sound of her soon-to-be ex-husband’s voice. Mike had continually made her feel less-than, small, nearly idiotic. It had taken the final nudge from her dear brother, Andrew, before she’d finally had the courage to end the abusive marriage. Since then, Mike had left the island for good and now resided in Rhode Island permanently. Somehow, it wasn’t far enough, though. Even his children, the ones they’d created together, didn’t miss him. Good riddance was everyone’s sentiment. It was just that now, Kelli was left with the legalities of it all. Mike had finally signed the documents required to ensure that the real estate company her parents had passed down to both of them was left only with her name on it. 

      “Of course I understand you,” she blurted back. “Do you understand that I need you to email those documents before the end of the day? I want Susan to file them this afternoon.”

      Mike grumbled. He had never been a fan of the Sheridan family. Susan, Christine, and Lola had all left the island after high school and made names for themselves off the island. They’d returned a little over a year ago— a sort of storm of emotion and memory in the form of these three beautiful forty-something-year-old women. Mike had done nothing but balk. “They left. They should have stayed in the damn city,” he’d insisted over and over until he, himself, had gone. 

      “I’m pulling up to her law office as we speak, Mike,” Kelli hissed into the phone. “Just press send and this can all be over with.”

      Mike had gone on and on about his contribution to the real estate company and how much he felt he was owed in the wake of his departure. With that said, Kelli felt that she and Susan had come up with a generous offer to buy him out. If he wanted to complain about it and belittle her in the process, then that was his business. The sooner she signed her name on the dotted line and made this all official, the better. Hopefully, she would never speak to him again. 

      That is, until their children got married— if they invited him at all. That was an iffy one. At the moment, they detested him more than she did. 

      Susan greeted Kelli in the foyer of the Law Office of Sheridan and Sheridan, a downtown Oak Bluffs spot she and her daughter, Amanda, had opened up the previous winter. Amanda’s laughter swirled out from the inner office. Just afterward, there was the booming voice of Sam, who Susan had hired as a sort of manager of the Sunrise Cove. In the wake of that, he and Amanda had struck out for a sort of romance, although, according to Susan, they still wanted to keep everything hush-hush, as Amanda had only just been left at the altar by her long-term boyfriend, Chris. That had certainly been the talk of the island at the time. Of course, the Sheridan women had always been a source of gossip— even in ways the Montgomery family never had been. 

      “Mike just sent the paperwork, thank goodness,” Susan informed her. She wrapped her arms around Kelli and held her close. “I know this has been very traumatic for you.”

      Kelli grimaced. “But you understand it, right?” 

      Susan stepped back and nodded exactly once. “My ex-husband and I built our law company together from the ground up. When he bought me out, I thought I might fall apart.”

      “I guess it’s different in this case. I get to keep my parents’ business. But you had to move forward and build your own,” Kelli admitted.

      Kelli stepped into Susan’s office and sat at the now-familiar chair across from Susan. Susan placed the stack of papers in front of her and clicked open a blue pen. “You ready for the rest of your life, Kell?” 

      Kelli wagged her eyebrows playfully. “I was born ready.”

      It was a funny thing, now that Kelli signed her maiden name: Kelli Montgomery. 

      “It makes me think of myself as a teenager,” she confessed to Susan after she’d signed. “Like all those years with Mike didn’t actually happen.”

      “I know. But when I dropped Harris as my last name, I felt a sense of freedom, like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders,” Susan said thoughtfully.

      “Did it make you sad not to have the same last name as your children?” Kelli asked.

      “Maybe at the beginning, but they never brought it up. And I found myself slipping back into the Sheridan name like an old skin. Now, I suppose, I’m Susan Sheridan Frampton— but we haven’t officially changed it over.”

      Kelli’s smile brightened. “How are things going with Scott? And the house?” 

      “You know Scott. He loves a good project,” Susan admitted with a laugh. “The place is about as beautiful as can be. We agree on almost everything, even down to what wallpaper to put in the bathroom. It’s almost disgusting. It makes me laugh to think of all the stupid fights I had with my ex, Richard, throughout our marriage. We fought for days about what kind of countertops to put in our kitchen. Can you imagine Scott putting up any kind of fuss like that?”

      “Scott loves you to bits. If you wanted to live in the woods without a kitchen altogether, he’d go for it,” Kelli said. She then paused before adding, “You got so lucky, Susan. After your divorce, you and Scott found one another again. I thought Mike was my forever. And now, I don’t know what to do except get over the trauma he caused me. All that pain. What was it for?”

      “I don’t think it’s up to us to understand why people hurt us the way they do,” Susan breathed. “I just think we do have a responsibility to uphold our feelings and our emotions and try to heal the best we can. When Richard and I split up, I told myself to take it one day at a time. And that one day at a time approach has got me to where I am today. Perhaps that’s stupid to say. But it’s the truth.”
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        * * *

      

      “Can you still meet me at Mom and Dad’s?” This was Kelli’s little sister, Claire, who had just called her when she returned to her vehicle after signing all the documentation. 

      Kelli ran a hand through her long hair. Oak Bluffs traffic was vibrant. Tourists seemed overly willing to walk out in front of cars and end it all in search of the best ice cream cone or top-rated seafood dinner. Kelli knew better than to mock the tourists continually; after all, they were Martha’s Vineyard’s bread and butter and had been since after the whaling boom. All islanders knew that. 

      “I don’t know, Claire. I’m so zonked. Mike called me four times today to go over the paperwork before he officially signed. The first call came around five-thirty in the morning.”

      “He’ll never change, will he? Well, at least you’re rid of him now for good.”

      “Hopefully. I can’t help but freak out that I’ll find him back at the house, waiting for me like Michael from the Halloween movies.”

      Claire’s laughter was like music. Kelli’s heart lightened just the slightest bit. Finally, she found an opening in traffic and eased her vehicle from the side of the road. Her home beckoned— but still, Claire rode her hard to stop by her parents’. 

      “It’ll take like four seconds,” Claire insisted. “I just want your advice about this floral arrangement for a wedding this weekend. You have a really artistic eye, Kell.” Claire owned her own successful flower shop in Oak Bluffs. Normally, she didn’t ask for assistance. Still, Kelli was too exhausted to overthink her request. 

      “Said no one ever,” she replied instead. 

      “Kelli! I swear. If you stop by, I’ll never ask you for anything else. Ever.” 

      Kelli was a sucker for her younger siblings and always had been. Charlotte, Claire, and Andrew— especially Andrew, were her world. Steven, her older brother, had always been able to take care of himself. Kelli was endlessly grateful, even now, that Andy had returned to the Vineyard the previous Christmas. He had stayed away far too long. With each passing decade, Kelli had felt the very fabric of her family disintegrate. With him back now, they could stitch themselves back together again— better and stronger than ever before. 

      At a red light, Kelli texted her daughter, Lexi, about her whereabouts. 

      
        
          
            
              
        KELLI: I have to run to Grandma and Grandpa’s house. Claire needs some help. Maybe we could order pizza tonight? If you don’t have plans. XOXO. 

      

      

      

      

      

      Normally, Lexi texted back in three seconds flat. She was eighteen and glued to her phone. But as Kelli pressed lightly on the gas and drove the few more miles toward the house where she had grown up, no messages came through. Lexi knew what kind of day this had been for her; she knew the harrowing feeling in Kelli’s stomach. At least, she’d thought she had translated this to her daughter. Lexi herself had tried and failed to get her mother to eat dinner the previous few nights. The anxiety had been overwhelming, almost destructive. 

      Claire was waiting for her on the front porch of her parents’ house. She wore a bright smile and lifted an enormous bouquet into the air as Kelli stepped through the lush grass to greet her. Kelli tried a smile but struggled to lift it. 

      “There she is. My beautiful big sis.”

      It was a humid day, and the drive from the law office had been sticky and warm. Moisture billowed up on Kelli’s forehead and beneath her arms. 

      “I don’t feel particularly beautiful,” Kelli offered with a laugh. “Is this the bouquet you wanted me to check out?”

      Claire wagged her eyebrows playfully. She placed the bouquet to the side, removed a little packet of tissues, and began to dot one across Kelli’s forehead. Kelli bucked back and cried, “What are you doing?” 

      “Just hold still for a second. And maybe… hmm…” Claire leafed into her purse and drew out a tube of lipstick. 

      “What’s gotten into you?” Kelli demanded. She suddenly felt like her teenage self, annoyed with her younger sister’s antics. 

      “Just put this on. Trust me.”

      Kelli rolled her eyes. “I don’t care what I look like in front of Mom and Dad anymore.”

      Claire pressed the tube of lipstick against Kelli’s chest and locked eyes with her. “Just trust me on this one, okay?”

      An idea shivered in the back of Kelli’s mind. She glanced toward the front door, then at the flowers. The driveway was empty, save for Claire’s and her parents’ vehicles. Still, that didn’t mean others hadn’t parked elsewhere. 

      “You didn’t,” Kelli breathed.

      Claire furrowed her brow. Kelli heaved a sigh, gripped the lipstick, and tapped it delicately across her lower and upper lips, then rubbed them together. 

      “You know I hate surprises,” Kelli whispered.

      “Nobody hates surprises,” Claire insisted, flashing her sister the biggest smile. 

      “I do.” 

      When Kelli pressed open the front door, everyone she had ever loved leaped up from behind the couch, the hall closet, and the back kitchen. Her father and mother, her sister, Charlotte, her brothers, Andrew and Steven, along with Steven’s wife, Laura, and Andrew’s newer girlfriend, Beth. Beth’s little son, Will, who was on the spectrum, leaped up from behind the couch and flung glitter through the air. The Sheridan sisters were there, including Susan, who’d obviously raced from the law office to arrive before Kelli. All Montgomery and Sheridan family members were accounted for, in fact— and all of them hollered out at once.

      “CONGRATULATIONS, KELLI!” 

      A banner echoed this sentiment overhead. It looked like maybe Will had painted the thing, as the words were slightly crooked. This made Kelli love it all the more. 

      Christine Sheridan and her niece, Audrey, appeared from the kitchen next. Christine’s pregnant belly bulged beneath a beautiful cake, something she’d baked and decorated herself. It was heavy with ornate flowers and thick frosting, along with the words -- OUR FAVORITE REAL ESTATE WOMAN. Kelli laughed and swiped away a tear. 

      “The business is all yours now.” Her father beamed as he stepped forward and placed a kiss on her cheek. “We couldn’t be more proud that you’ve taken over our baby for yourself. Your mother and I built that real estate company together over many decades of love and hard labor. It was our dream that one of our children would take the reins and make it their own.”

      “And now, that horrible man is gone,” her mother added brightly. “And the business is back to being only a labor of love.”

      Kelli beamed, even as she felt a stab of fear and regret. There had been eras of the previous ten years when she’d felt that she and Mike had operated as well or even better, in some respects, than her parents had. Mike had been aggressive in sales in ways she’d never been capable of, probably because he was a bully, through and through. Kelli worried she wouldn’t be able to sell as much as he had. She worried their revenue would falter.

      But those were worries she couldn’t verbalize now. Not at the party that her family had thrown her in full support of her next era as a sole business owner. She shivered at the thought. 

      Kelli felt like a ghost at her own funeral. It was a difficult thing to walk through the party guests, hugging her family members and her children. She could still feel the volatile words from Mike echoing through her ears. According to her therapist, the trauma she had gone through wouldn’t just fall off of her. It was something she had to attack head-on. It was something she had to carry. 

      “There she is— the guest of honor.” Andy took two strides closer and wrapped her in a bear hug, placing his chin gently on her shoulder. 

      She shook the slightest bit, proof of her true feelings. Andy leaned back and furrowed his brow. 

      “You’re not so thrilled with this surprise party, are you?” 

      Kelli’s nostrils flared. “You see right through me, don’t you?” 

      “It’s a bad habit. We’re linked.”

      “I guess.” Kelli swallowed hard and glanced out at the sea of people across the porch and yard, which led up to a sandy beach that lined the Vineyard Sound. “I love all of these people with everything in my soul, but right now, I kind of want to curl up into a ball and hide.”

      Andrew laughed. “It’s difficult to hide from the Montgomery-Sheridan clan. They’re always looking for a reason to party, and they don’t like to let you wallow. I tried to wallow for the rest of my life and now look at me— back on the Vineyard for eight months now, with no sign of leaving. I hadn’t been to a party in years.”

      “And now, you’re cursed with regular family barbecues.”

      Andy chuckled. “I know it’s tough when you’re feeling low. If you want, I can make an excuse for you. Help you slip out the back.”

      Lexi appeared alongside Kelli and Andy with a mischievous grin. She held a plate of cake, a slice that seemed slathered with extra frosting. Kelli gripped the edge of Lexi’s fork and took a small bite from the edge as Lexi protested playfully. 

      “Get your own piece!”

      Kelli’s heart brightened. “But yours looked so tasty!”

      Will scampered up then and tugged at Lexi’s arm. “Lexi, remember when you said you wanted to learn more about dinosaurs? I have some things you might be interested in.”

      Lexi’s eyes widened in surprise. “Right.” She nodded toward Andy and Kelli. “Seems like I have some studying to do.” 

      Lexi and Will moved toward the edge of the porch, where Will had set up a number of his dinosaur toys. Kelli chuckled as Andy swept his fingers through his hair. 

      “That kid is really something,” Kelli commented. 

      “He’s a handful,” Andy added. “But the best kind.”

      “And Beth? How’s she been?” 

      Beth was in conversation with Lola near the waterline. It was a rare thing as of late to see Beth at a family function, as her hours at the hospital had ramped up over the summer. 

      Andy’s eyes glistened. “How do I say this? She changed my life. I’m not sure where I would be without her.”

      Kelli felt on the verge of tears but managed to hold them back. She was so happy for her brother. She wrapped a hand around Andy’s wrist and squeezed gently. “I hope you tell her that as much as you can.”

      “I do. She’s getting annoyed at it,” Andy said with a laugh. “But don’t worry. She knows how much I love her.”

      “Wow. Love.” Kelli felt punched in the stomach. Romantic love had long ago seemed like a thing other people were allowed, and not her. Especially as Mike’s love had turned increasingly cruel and sinister, she had told herself over and over again that Mike simply loved “differently.” He loved with aggression which, in her mind for a while, was more passionate, more charged. 

      But it hadn’t been right. It had never been right. 

      “Maybe I’ll grab my own slice of cake,” Kelli said. 

      “I’ll come with you.” 

      The brother-sister duo headed into the kitchen, where Steven and his eldest son, Jonathon, were in conversation with Amanda Harris, who discussed more details regarding Susan’s recent, very intense court case, which had involved a young woman from the island who’d been accused of murdering her boyfriend. The case had wrapped up in June and resulted in the girl’s innocence in the eyes of the court. It had been a blessing for the law office and proven Susan as one of the top attorneys on the east coast, even without her ex-husband. As Amanda discussed the case in more detail, she beamed with pride. 

      “That’s the women in the Montgomery-Sheridan clan to a T,” Steven stated as he glanced toward Kelli and nodded firmly, proof that he included her in this, as well. “Between Kelli, Susan, Lola, Claire, Charlotte, and Christine— along with the next generation of women, like you, Amanda, I mean wow. The world doesn’t know quite what to make of any of you. You’re all a force to be reckoned with.”

      Kelli’s smile faltered. She splayed a slice of cake on her plate and felt suddenly doomed by the approaching weeks. How could she possibly keep up this real estate company on her own? Was she actually strong enough to see this through herself? She was, after all, a Montgomery woman. She felt the most unsure in her life, hollowed out and strange. She knew better than to think that this cake would fill her up. Yet even still, she took a small bite and it was so delicious. Soon afterward, she went to the front porch, which was empty of family members, and wept for all she had lost.
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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