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        30 Years Earlier

      

      

      At five years old, Beth Leopold knew one thing without a shadow of a doubt: that one day she would don a multiple-layered, frilly white dress, carry a ten-pound bouquet of daffodils, pledge her life to a prince, and ride off into the sunset on the back of his sterling white horse. This seemed to be what all of her idols, like Ariel and Belle and Cinderella, had done before her, and Beth saw no reason her life couldn’t carry such magic. Happily ever after seemed standard, and Beth was ready for it. 

      Now, as a heavy rain lapped across the glowing windows of her upstairs bedroom, Beth prepared yet another dress rehearsal for such an affair. Teddy bears lined either side of a makeshift “church” aisle; Barbies, dressed in their finest glittering gowns, were tilted against books to be kept upright; her plastic horse collection waited out front, where, one by one, they’d dropped off each of the guests for the royal wedding. “It’s the wedding of the century,” Beth told them now in a booming voice, one meant to be her father, the king’s. “And the entire kingdom has come to see it.” 

      For this ceremony, Beth had selected her most pristine Ken doll, the one with bright blue eyes and wild, beach blonde waves. She’d dressed him in a strapping tuxedo and tilted him against a large pile of her father’s books, where he grinned purposefully, his chin tilted upright to see her face. Naturally, Beth had already changed into her wedding best: a purple lace getup her mother had purchased for her from a little boutique in downtown Oak Bluffs. At the time, her mother had called it her “fairy dress” and had even allowed Beth to wear it outside of the store. Once upon the sidewalk, she’d twirled and twirled in place until her skirt billowed up around her. 

      Outside, Beth’s older brother, Kurt, banged against her bedroom door. Beth grew frigid with a strange mix of annoyance and intrigue. She normally took any opportunity to hang with her older brother, as she was fascinated with him and his strange interests and his alarmingly loud video games. Unfortunately, now was a pretty wretched time, as she was smack-dab in the middle of her wedding day. A girl just didn’t walk out on her wedding day. 

      After Kurt howled her name again, Beth scampered over to the door and cracked it open; she couldn’t allow Kurt to see what she’d created, as it would dilute the magic. 

      “Hey. You want to play outside?” Kurt asked it flippantly, as though he’d hoped for another option but had ultimately landed on this. 

      Beth shifted her weight as Kurt’s six-year-old face grew distorted. 

      “Wait. Why is there so much glitter on your face?” 

      Beth shivered, suddenly annoyed. “What? There isn’t.” She knew very well that there was; she had raided her mother’s makeup bag for this very reason. 

      “Yes, there is.” Kurt placed a hand over her door, suddenly sensing she’d hidden something behind it, something she didn’t want him to see. 

      “Don’t…” 

      “You want me to call for Mom?” 

      Beth didn’t want to involve their mother, whose moods seemed to shift as swiftly as the tides. Some days, she was in the mood to purchase Beth a splendorous dress; other days, she blared to her children that she’d never wanted them in the first place, that she should never have been a mother. 

      With Beth distracted, Kurt blasted the door open to allow him a full view of the wedding ceremony, complete with future husband, Prince Ken. Beth’s stomach twisted as she stewed in resentment for her brother, who couldn’t leave well enough alone. 

      But instead of belittling her, instead of telling her what a fool she was, Kurt stepped into the bedroom, slipped the door closed behind him, and demanded, “I didn’t know it was your wedding day. Why didn’t you invite me?” 

      Immediately, Beth felt it. The curtain had lifted on the stage of their imaginative playtime; suddenly, she really was a princess— and Kurt was maybe a knight in the kingdom. Kurt saluted her as Beth fell into a curtsey, which she had practiced several times already that afternoon in preparation for her marriage to the prince.

      “It is my honor to be here at the royal ceremony,” Kurt told her.

      Beth blinked ten times to push the tears back. Reality had folded away from them. Everything seemed to glitter with beauty and love and hope for something brighter than the dark Martha’s Vineyard clouds outside and the even darker moods of their mother, who sat smoking down the hall. 

      “Shall I walk you down the aisle, Princess Beth?” Kurt asked somberly. 

      “It would be my pleasure,” Beth whispered, her little voice so light and bright. “Thank you for joining me on the happiest day of my life.”
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      The little Sailor’s Delight Beach Bar on the corner edge of Oak Bluffs hosted karaoke nights every Thursday throughout the autumn, winter, and spring seasons. It worked out to be a bright light in the darkness for those islanders who remained on Martha’s Vineyard all year long and didn’t, like so many others, depart at the first shift in temperature. 

      This little bar was the first thing Beth witnessed this particular Thursday in late October when Lola Sheridan drew her hands up from Beth’s eyes and screamed, “Surprise!” as the rest of the women who’d kidnapped her at the end of her workday howled with excitement. Beth shivered as the autumn rain flicked its way across her cheek. Was she meant to be excited about karaoke? She’d never sang karaoke in her life. 

      “Oh, come on,” Lola, who was always a warm light of frenetic energy, offered as she swung her arm over Beth’s shoulder. “It’s not so bad. And Christine will perform for us first, won’t you, Christine?”

      Christine hobbled forward, her hand stretched over her pregnant belly. “If you want me to sing all about being the fattest woman on this island, then I’ll do it.” 

      “Darling, you’re nothing compared to me when I had the twins.” This was Claire, who’d birthed Gail and Abby a little over sixteen years ago. “They wouldn’t let me onto bridges for fear I would collapse them.”

      “Actually, that’s true. Claire was the reason behind the big Nantucket earthquake of 2005,” Charlotte interjected playfully. “I had to hide her from the government after that. They wanted to conduct studies on her.”

      “Are we going to hover out here forever? Or should we go grab our table?” Susan Sheridan was hidden beneath a massive hood as rain flattened itself over the protective material of her raincoat. 

      “Let’s get you inside.” Lola roped her arm through Beth’s elbow and hustled her up the front steps and into the quaint establishment, where a waitress directed them to a large table, set up toward the side of the restaurant, with good access to the makeshift karaoke stage up front. 

      As Beth slipped out of her coat, Kelli ran in from the rain, leafed through her bag, and then drew out a large, bright white hat with a silly veil attached. On the hat read the words: BRIDE TO BE. She placed it delicately upon Beth’s raven hair and then clapped her hands joyously. 

      “Have you ever seen a more beautiful bride?” Kelli cried. 

      Beth blushed as fear crept across her stomach. When she’d left her work at the hospital that evening, she’d anticipated a restful evening at home with her nine-year-old son, Will, complete with delivery pizza and whatever movie he wanted to watch the most. She suppressed a yawn as she tried to discover her voice.

      “This is really all too much,” she told everyone. 

      “Honey, no way. We do things big in the Montgomery family,” Charlotte stated as she collected herself in the chair across the table. “I know you keep telling me that you want to keep your wedding small…”

      “Just family and friends,” Beth interjected, her tone shifting.

      “But you know I’m a wedding planner,” Charlotte continued, as though she hadn’t said anything. “And I can build whatever magic you’ve dreamed of. Come on. Didn’t you dream of your wedding day when you were a little girl? Didn’t you think about your dress and the ceremony and all the people there to just see you on the happiest day of your life?”

      “You’re good,” Amanda Sheridan said coyly as she removed her coat and snuck in alongside Charlotte. “You’ve got your sales pitch all worked out.”

      “Oh, come on now.” Charlotte grimaced, playfully slapping her hand. 

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. My wedding was a disaster,” Amanda remarked with a half-smile as a strange wave of what seemed to be resentment and fear passed over her face. It fell away quickly as she righted herself, grabbed the menu from the center of the table, and muttered, “I hope they have gin and tonic. I’m craving a gin and tonic.” 

      “Seriously, Beth. Whatever you want, we can make it happen,” Charlotte offered, her eyes widening. “My baby brother Andy— well, you know that we never thought we’d ever get him back. The fact that he’s here… and he’s marrying an island girl…”

      “It’s just about more than we can stand,” Claire cried. 

      Beth’s heart drummed in her throat. How could she explain it to them? That so long ago, she’d dreamed of fairytales; she’d believed in magic. That was before the war had taken her brother, Kurt, from the world. It was a time before she’d had a whirlwind summer affair that had left her a single mother and before Will’s autism diagnosis. It was before her life operated in continuous befores and afters. 

      Her love for Andy was impossibly beautiful. It was far more than she’d ever envisioned for herself. It seemed like too much to ask the universe if she could marry him at all, let alone have some sort of elaborate ceremony. Besides, over the previous ten years, she’d essentially kept to herself. Save for a friend here and there, she didn’t have many to invite to any kind of wedding. The Sheridan and Montgomery families were just about it in terms of wedding guests. 

      Their waitress was playful and funny, trying to pick at Beth like the other girls, asking her about her engagement and the day of her approaching wedding. 

      “Between Thanksgiving and Christmas! As though there isn’t enough going on….” the waitress joked. 

      Beth’s cheeks burned. It had been Andy’s idea to slip the wedding in between everything else. Andy had had a whole lot of ideas lately. His idea to finally move in together was a frequent topic, one that caused her stomach to stir with fear of disappointment and anxiety about the unknown. All the while, Andy remained at that shoddy apartment, awaiting her “call.” What was she waiting for? And what would happen when she said, “I do”? Wives and husbands were meant to live together, to make decisions together. But in the previous month or so, Beth had felt herself grow uncertain, nervous, and riddled with fear. 

      Lola ordered them a long list of appetizers, declaring that she was “utterly starving.” Amanda piped in to suggest that they also order onion rings, as she had a craving for them. Lola’s eyes jumped up toward Amanda’s as she muttered, “Craving? Are you kidding me? Don’t tell me you went the way of Audrey…”

      Amanda’s eyes bugged out. “Aunt Lola! No way. I’ve spent all week eating salads and just want a little grease, is all.”

      “How are things going with Sam, anyway?” Claire asked, leaning forward onto the table to burrow into the gossip circle. 

      Amanda’s cheeks burned bright red as the waitress beckoned for them to order all their drinks so she could get the orders to the bartender. 

      “Come on, girls! I know you’re hankering to sing. And there’s nothing like liquid courage to get it going,” the waitress said. 

      Beth ordered herself a white wine while the others focused on cocktails and fruity drinks. It was a bachelorette party, for goodness sake— Beth’s, in fact, and everyone wanted to sizzle with the adrenaline of another person’s life-changing decision. Beth hardly touched her wine; sometimes, if she drank too much, she grew jittery and nervous, even more than she already was. 

      “But what will you wear?” Claire demanded joyously. Nobody seemed to guess the darkness that swirled within Beth’s stomach. 

      Beth hummed and hawed. “I have a few ideas.” This was a lie. 

      “Come on. You have to let us take you shopping,” Charlotte interjected. 

      Beth wanted to tell them that, actually, money wasn’t entirely a top-level feature of her and Andy’s upcoming union. He was a veteran and had worked odd jobs throughout the spring and summer, just enough to keep a roof over his head. Beth’s job at the hospital was a fine one, certainly sustainable, but nothing that allowed frivolous purchases, especially nothing like the dresses she’d once believed to be princess-worthy. 

      “Maybe…” Beth returned.

      “Don’t let them pressure you,” Amanda said then. “This day is all about you and only you. Nobody else.”

      As the others swirled in conversation, echoing their excitement, Beth leaned slightly across the table and mouthed, “Thank you,” to Amanda, who nodded back in understanding. Beth remembered the horror she’d felt upon learning about Amanda’s own wedding situation. It had been last January, so not long into Beth’s romance with Andy. She’d been dressed in her immaculate wedding dress, with hundreds of guests waiting for the bride. That’s when Amanda’s long-term fiancé had decided, seemingly on a whim, that he didn’t want to get married after all.

      The way Amanda had handled herself in the wake of the incident was something to write home about. She’d joined her mother to form an Oak Bluffs law office, fought her way through law school, and become a pillar of the Sheridan family and community. Her potential romance with Sam, who now worked full-time as one of the managers of the Sunrise Cove Inn, was often gossiped about without much confirmation. For sure, this young woman didn’t want to involve herself in anything overly serious so soon after her breakup. 

      Lola Sheridan was the first to sing karaoke. This wasn’t entirely surprising. She whipped her long, bohemian hair around as she swayed in time to Fleetwood Mac’s “Dreams,” very nearly grasping Stevie Nicks’ gritty, textured voice. 

      Another round of drinks was ordered, with no one seemingly noticing that Beth hadn’t touched her wine. Christine and Susan performed a duet of “Summer Lovin’” from Grease, with Christine taking the Olivia Newton-John part and Susan taking John Travolta’s. 

      As they sang, Kelli slipped into the chair directly beside Beth. She’d recently had a whirlwind life experience of her own, as she’d gotten involved with the man who’d decided to purchase the old Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel on the southwestern tip of the island. They now planned to build the place up themselves, using the old blueprints Kelli had discovered in her mother’s attic. 

      “You know, I’ve never seen Andy as happy as I’ve seen him lately,” Kelli commented.

      Beth shivered. It felt like too much pressure, having someone’s happiness on her shoulders like this. Sure, she’d carried Will’s happiness around for nine years, but she’d had to do that. Andy had felt so light and free previously, but now, the issue of altering the entire existence she’d built for herself and Will terrified her. 

      “He makes me happy, too,” Beth offered. 

      “Thanks for letting us take you out like this,” Kelli stated. “I know we Montgomery-Sheridan girls can be a lot, but we mean well.” She glanced toward Beth’s wine glass, noted Beth hadn’t touched it whatsoever, and seemed to decide not to say anything. 

      Susan beckoned for Amanda to come up to the front, where Amanda, Susan, and Christine performed a Bee Gees’ song with near-perfect pitch. Beth tried on a laugh, although it felt strange.

      “I don’t know what to do with them,” Lola remarked with a funny glance back toward Beth. 

      Could Beth be light and free the way the Sheridan and Montgomery girls seemed to be? She knew they’d gone through their own share of hardships; still, they had one another and lifted each other out of the darkness. She’d never had anyone else to do that. In the wake of Kurt’s death, even her parents had turned away from her, growing increasingly obstinate and dark. She’d felt she had no one, that is until Will was born. 

      He’d been her purpose. He’d been her life. 

      “Come on, Beth. Get up here!” This was Lola, back on the microphone and eager to get Beth involved in the festivities. “What do you think? Britney Spears? Fugees? ABBA?” 

      “Oh! ABBA! Let’s all do ABBA!” This was Claire, who popped up from the other side of the breadsticks and hustled to the stage, beckoning for the rest of them to come up. 

      Kelli tapped Beth’s shoulder and said, “They’ll pester you to do this until you do, you know. You might as well do it with everyone else.”

      Beth tried to hide behind the more expressive Lola and Christine, who placed their hands on their hearts as they belted out, “Mamma Mia.” Beth mouthed along with the words without putting forth any actual noise. Nobody sensed anything was off. In the crowd, people clapped along, their eyes glittering with excitement. Apparently, the Montgomery-Sheridan clan put on a pretty good show. 

      Back at the table, Lola suggested they grab another round of drinks before saying that really, they should form a family band. Beth took a sip of her water and glanced at her phone to get a sense of the time. When they’d initially kidnapped her from work, Christine had whispered not to worry, that they’d hired Denise, her typical babysitter, to make sure Will was all right. 

      When Beth flashed on her phone, however, she saw that Denise had called her ten times and texted her twelve. 

      
        
          
            
              
        DENISE (BABYSITTER): Hey! Call me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DENISE (BABYSITTER): It’s just that Will won’t calm down. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DENISE (BABYSITTER): It seems different than the other times. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DENISE (BABYSITTER): I’m really sorry to bother you at your bachelorette party. But I really need your help.

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      “Inhale. Exhale. Feel the oxygen as it flows throughout your body. Let go of anything that’s holding you back from being your truest self.” 

      Andy furrowed his brow, dropped his head back, then immediately erupted from the end of his bed and stabbed a finger against his phone, ending the meditation course he’d downloaded for the morning. His therapist had suggested mediation as a way to dig into his body, make peace with some of the strange weather in his head, and dive into the new day with a fresh perspective. Thus far, he’d just felt the words to be hokey; the experience felt belittling. If meditation was supposedly a “healthy thing,” maybe he would stick to fried chicken and beer. It made him happy, at least.

      Andy pressed the power button on his coffee maker and hovered in the dark shadows of his kitchen. It was a week before Halloween, and on the counter, he’d positioned a small bowl of Reese’s candies, all wrapped up in their golden sleeping bags, awaiting their sweet release. After he poured his first mug of coffee, he contemplated digging his teeth into early-morning chocolate. He glanced at his physique as he remained in a pair of boxers and nothing else and soon thought better of it. He was still rather toned from his years in the army, and he wanted to retain that over the next six weeks prior to his wedding to the love of his life. 

      Beth. Beth Leopold. He’d loved her since he’d met her all those years ago when she’d been just the unattainable sister of Kurt Leopold, his dearest best friend and a man the war had taken from him all the way back in 2005. 

      Andy had met Beth for the second time the previous December in the wake of his father’s car accident. At that time, his family had called him back from his wayward life in Boston, where he’d felt he would just live out the rest of his days alone. He had arrived to a tumultuous Martha’s Vineyard, learned that his departure had created a rift in many of his family members, and ultimately helped to get Kelli out of the marriage he’d always secretly thought was violent, either emotionally or physically. Throughout that time, he’d learned the depths of Beth’s own sorrows— the fact that her family had all passed on and that she’d lived as a single mother for the previous eight years, alone with the weight of the world on her shoulders. 

      They had needed each other. 

      As the box was low, Andy poured himself half a bowl of cereal and a little bit of milk and leaned over the counter to munch on his breakfast. The apartment in which he now lived wasn’t much to write home about— just what he could afford in the wake of his departure from his parents’ place. He and his father had mended their relationship to a point, but Andy had sensed if he remained within Trevor Montgomery’s walls, their heads would find new ways to butt all over again. When he’d taken the six-month lease for this very apartment, he had assumed he would only be there three or four months, tops. Things with Beth had been so fluid, so easy that they’d already discussed moving in together in February. 

      Why, then, had Beth’s resistance to the idea grown thicker? 

      Andy had only recently grown accustomed to the idea that his phone was something he had to check on frequently. In recent years, he’d been a pariah from society, not exactly the type of guy who had any correspondence to check up on. Now, his phone buzzed all over again, a reminder that he was a part of another world, and that world demanded something from him, even this early in the morning.

      The text messages were all from his sisters. They began last night around eleven and continued till the early morning. Now, Kelli had texted him again, causing his phone to ding. 

      
        
          
            
              
        CLAIRE: Andy? Pick up your phone! There’s something up with Beth.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLOTTE: Andy, we’re out with Beth for her bachelorette. Something’s wrong with Will. She had to run home. Can you go over there and check on her? She’s not letting us help at all. 

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        KELLI: Hey, bro. Beth’s very upset. I wanted to let you know that she might need you ASAP.

      

      

      

      

      

      Andy’s blood pressure skyrocketed. Immediately, he dialed Beth’s phone and waited with bated breath as the rings blared out between his apartment and her tiny home. After five rings, the phone went straight to voicemail. Fear immediately took over as he thought the worst. He leaped toward his bedroom, donned a pair of jeans, a sweater, and his autumn hat. Meanwhile, he dialed Beth again and again, praying she would answer soon. Maybe she’d had to take Will to the hospital? Why hadn’t she personally texted him to let him know what was going on?

      In the car, Andy’s thoughts ran rapid with the most outrageous ideas. Stoplights and stop signs seemed superfluous; he hovered for the briefest second at a four-way intersection before blaring through it, half-praying no sleepy Vineyard police officer hid around the corner. 

      Will was just about the sweetest little kid anyone could get to know. He was a nine-year-old with a propensity for dinosaur facts and reading and drawing little pictures for Andy, which Andy had hanging now on his fridge. Will’s autism was beside the fact. He was simply a remarkable human, one Andy felt proud to know and to (very soon) help raise. 

      Throughout the summer, as he and Beth had grown closer and Andy had drummed up the courage to ask her to be his wife, Andy had found himself assisting here and there with parent-like Will-related decisions— things like picking Will up from club meetings and helping him with his projects. They’d built a bird feeder together, made their own guacamole, and researched how to craft the perfect paper airplane, which had ultimately failed. When Will had grown finicky or exasperated, Andy tried to assist as well, but each time, Beth had swooped in, manning her role perfectly and making Andy feel just like a playmate rather than her partner. Andy had yearned to question her about this— to ask when and how he could begin to play at least part-time dad. Naturally, it was difficult for her to gauge. It had only been her and Will against the world. Andy didn’t want to step on her toes.

      But if Will had had some kind of emergency last night, she should have reached out. He loved them both, dammit. 

      His tires screeched to a halt outside of Beth’s little house. All the lights were on, overly bright against the gray softness of the morning. Her car remained in the driveway, which lent Andy at least the smallest portion of relief. Will wasn’t in the hospital. Perhaps his sisters had blown everything out of proportion. 

      Andy knocked twice on the front door before Beth pulled it open the slightest bit. Her eyes were lined red, her cheeks hung low, and she smelled slightly sour, as though she’d spent the previous hours sweating and panicked. Embarrassment sizzled across her face. She didn’t look pleased to see him. In the background, a slow growl hummed; it sounded like a wild animal. 

      “Hi, Andy.” Beth spoke as though he was a stranger. 

      “Beth…” He wanted to throw his arms around her. He wanted her head pressed tenderly against his chest. But there was a distance between them. 

      Before he could speak, there was a clatter from the kitchen. Beth leaped back and hustled down the hall. The door swung open a bit more, with Andy still hovering outside. 

      “Will! Put that down!” Beth’s voice was high-pitched and exhausted. 

      Andy filled his lungs and pressed his fingers against the door to open it wider. Beth needed him. He could sense the urgency in her face and the strain of her body. Perhaps she was too embarrassed to ask for help? Perhaps she hadn’t considered the fact that he could.

      “Will!” 

      Another crash rang from wall to wall, and then Will let out a half-crazed wail. Andy could hear Beth crying along with him. He closed the door and hustled to the kitchen area, where he found Will in a crumpled heap on the floor. Beth was hovering over him, trying her best to hold onto him as it seemed the world crashed around them. Plates were shattered in every direction; a broom was tipped against the wall, as though Beth had attempted, for a while, to keep up with the manic whirlwind. 

      “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay,” Beth cooed gently. Her words were so dramatically different than the view around them. It was clear that nothing was okay. 

      Will cried out again. He sounded like a child version of a pterodactyl, one of the dinosaurs Will had spoken about endlessly over the summer. Andy had seen Will have mini-panics. They were customary in the life of an autistic child. This was something else. This was a hurricane. 

      “Beth? Can I get you something?” Andy felt so helpless. How could he ever be her husband or Will’s father when all he could do was stand there with his arms hanging at his sides? 

      Will cried out again in alarm. He twisted his head up so that his eyes caught Andy’s. “What’s he doing here?” he demanded, needling Andy in a way he’d never done.

      “Shhh. It’s okay, baby. He’s leaving soon.”

      Andy’s heart dropped into his stomach. Resistant to the idea, knowing full well he could lose it if he stepped out of the door, he reached for the broom and began to sweep up the shattered pieces of plate, all of which glittered menacingly. 

      But as he scraped the shards of glass into the dustbin, Beth yanked her head up, made eye contact with him, and muttered, “Andy. Did you not hear me?”

      Andy’s heart dropped into his stomach. “Just let me clean this up for you before I go.”

      On cue, Will hurled out another wild cry. Beth’s eyes grew wider. “Andy. Please. Go.” 

      Terrified, Andy stepped back toward the doorway. His shoe found a shard of the plate, and it blasted into smithereens beneath him. The sound frightened Will yet again, and he writhed beneath Beth like an animal. 

      “Please, Andrew. Please,” Beth pleaded. 

      Andy closed his eyes as the pain of this moment overtook him. He felt terribly small. “Just call me when you can and let me know if you need anything— anything at all.” 

      Beth didn’t answer him. Andy’s stomach felt hollowed out. He walked down the hallway and back into the chill of the morning at a complete loss. When the door clicked closed behind him, he turned back and with this turn, encountered a whole host of beautiful memories. There on that stoop, he’d kissed Beth Leopold goodnight countless times; he’d given Will the kinds of hugs he’d thought were reminiscent of father-son relationships; he’d thought to himself, “This could be my home one day.” Now, the house seemed merely an outline of something he couldn’t have. It was a territory in which he didn’t belong. 

      It was six weeks from the wedding, and suddenly, Andy felt like a stranger in the relationship. He had spent the previous sixteen years feeling like something of a stranger within his old life prior to his return to the Vineyard. For this reason, the emotion of it felt like an old friend. Why had he ever assumed everything would be all right? Why had he assumed he could have any version of happily ever after?
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