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For years after the fact, Jennifer Conrad would remember her son’s wedding to beautiful Stacy Vender as the last, glittering moment before everything in the lives of the Sisters of Edgartown changed forever. 

It was November 20th. The day had been crossed-out and highlighted on every one of Jennifer’s calendars, from the bird-themed one at the Frosted Delights bakery to the official online document at her social media firm. November 20th was the day her son planned to pledge his life to Stacy Vender: just two kids, really, at twenty-three and twenty-one, with their entire lives stretched before them and enough optimism to get them through. 

The weeks leading up to the event were a blur of chaos. Jennifer hunkered down and set her sights on the goal in mind, grateful that Stacy’s mother was the full captain of their ship, with the welcome assistance of Charlotte Hamner, one of the island’s most successful wedding planners. It would be a rather elaborate affair, with two-hundred and seventeen guests RVSP-ing, yes. Stacy had an elegant, multi-tiered wedding dress, which she’d selected from a vintage boutique in Oak Bluffs. It was said to have been worn by Vineyard royalty circa 1962. With her vibrant blonde locks and her enormous doe eyes, she could have been Marilyn Monroe’s twin. Everyone said so. 

The hour before the ceremony, Jennifer stopped by the bridal room to greet Stacy’s mother, who was red-faced and inarticulate, a contrast to Stacy’s bridesmaids who scuttled around the ornate room taking selfies and sipping champagne. 

“Is everything all set?” Jennifer asked warmly.

Stacy’s mother gripped Jennifer’s elbow and dragged her to the corner of the room. She gulped in an effort to ease her anxiety. “It was really difficult to get Stacy’s dress zipped,” she whispered. 

“Oh gosh. I’m sure with all these celebrations, that’s understandable. But she looks beautiful,” Jennifer commented. She was unfortunately accustomed to mothers who put such undue body pressure on their daughters. Self-hatred was so often passed from generation to generation, mother to daughter. Jennifer hadn’t had a daughter, but she’d seen the hand-off often enough. 

“And she spent almost all morning in the bathroom,” Stacy’s mom continued, her eyes bulging. “She may be sick, I think, although I’m not sure.”

“It’s understandable to get sick on your wedding day. Nerves can do the strangest things to you. All those people are coming from all over the country,” Jennifer countered. 

But Stacy’s mother wouldn’t drop it. “My daughter and I have never had the kind of relationship where you tell each other everything. But there’s something different about her— something, like a glow of some kind. I just can’t seem to put my finger on it.”

Jennifer’s jaw dropped. She peered across the room at Stacy as she fluffed her over-the-top skirt out from her still-thin waist. A glass of untouched champagne bubbled on the armoire beside her as her bridesmaids gushed. The makeup artist charged through them with an eyebrow pencil lifted. “Just a touch deeper with the brows, I think,” the woman said. “To give you that real Marilyn Monroe feel.” 

“You think maybe she’s—” Jennifer whispered. 

“I don’t know. I really don’t,” Stacy’s mother nearly screeched, but they were thinking the exact same thing. “But gosh, isn’t it too much to bear? Our babies are marrying today, only to possibly have babies of their own! Some mothers have to wait years for their first grandchild—all that talk of wanting to ‘enjoy’ the honeymoon phase before car seats and diapers. I say; have it all at once. We in the Vender family and you in your family have enough love to go around.” She then lowered her voice to add, “And I say that even though you and Joel have divorced. I hope Stacy and Nick know that’s not a viable option for them.”

Jennifer’s cheeks flushed with heat. Perhaps she wasn’t so keen on becoming Stacy’s mother’s friend. Already, if it was true Stacey was pregnant with their first child, she found herself an adversary. Stacey’s mother was: a woman apt to take up way more of this baby’s time than Jennifer, if only because she no longer worked and was the mother of the bride. 

Stacy’s mother rushed off to tend to a bridesmaid, who had splashed champagne across the breast of her gown. Jennifer plunged back into the hallway as her thoughts raced. A grandmother? At forty-one, nearly forty-two? It had already been a struggle in the previous few years to share Nick with Stacy; their one-on-one hang-outs had dwindled, as Nick had brought Stacy along to nearly every event. The spark between the two of them was infectious. But Jennifer knew she and Nick could never really go back to the old days when she’d felt they were a team. 

Joel hovered in his suit outside the grand hall of the popular Harbor View Hotel, located just outside of Edgartown, where the ceremony was set to take place. His hands were shoved in his pockets, and he slumped his shoulders forward, lost in his own thoughts. For a moment, Jennifer could only imagine he was the teenage boy she’d fallen head-over-heels for. For decades, it had been Jennifer and Joel, Joel and Jennifer. When they’d both admitted their love wasn’t enough to sustain their marriage any longer, their hearts had shattered even in the midst of their brave step forward. They’d since both found love with others, a remarkable thing. 

“Hey, you.” Jennifer nudged Joel with a sharp elbow. He leaped up, startled.

“Oh. Hi. I was looking for you,” he told her. His smile was mischievous and reminiscent of another time. “Can you believe today’s the big day?”

“Hardly.” Jennifer pressed her lips together for a moment. She burned to tell him the pregnancy gossip but held it inside. The news felt like a trapped bird in a cage. “Our baby’s getting married.”

“Feels like just yesterday...” Joel replied sheepishly.

“It only feels like yesterday that we learned he’d skipped school to go to a concert in Boston and had to ground him for two months? I was thinking the same thing,” Jennifer teased.

“Yes, I should have known better than to get all nostalgic today,” Joel returned, palming the back of his neck as he scanned the room once more. 

Jennifer’s eyes grew heavy with tears. It took all her strength to hold them at bay. “I loved every minute of raising him with you, you know.”

Joel locked eyes with her from the side. “Ditto.” 

Derek, Jennifer’s boyfriend, stepped into the foyer after that. He was dressed in an immaculate, Italian-cut suit, and his dark curls were ruffled from the sharp November winds. He greeted them warmly and placed a kiss on Jennifer’s cheek. Just that year, his own daughter, Emma, had married, which had been a particularly emotional moment. Only two years ago, his wife had died and left a crater the size of the moon on his heart. Jennifer prayed their love acted as a sort of bandage over whatever that horror meant. She’d watched Mila go through a similar torment in the wake of her husband, Peter’s death. All you could do was keep going, dragging your mangled limbs and heart and mind along with you. 

Jennifer, Derek, Joel, and Joel’s girlfriend, Renée, all sat together in the front row on the groom’s side. All two-hundred and seventeen guests arrived, one after another, a flurry of gorgeous Islanders from Nick and Stacy’s beautiful existence together as relative king-and-queen of Edgartown High School. Each face was lined with a memory for Jen: of basketball and baseball games and PTO events and school trips. She and Joel had been remarkably involved in their son’s life— normally the first-listed chaperone at every school function. She waved at a young woman from Nick’s class who carried a baby on her hip and grinned back. Somehow, Jennifer had found it easy to become an adult herself, moving from her life at her parents’ to her life with Joel and Nick. It wasn’t so easy to watch the next generation take the same steps. 

The string quintet swept through a side door to arrange themselves at the five chairs toward the right-hand side of the room. They took a collective breath and placed their bows upon the strings before sweeping into Pachelbel’s Canon, which would bring the bridesmaids and the groomsmen down the aisle. Jennifer had been to countless weddings and appeared as a bridesmaid in the weddings for Olivia, Mila, and Camilla. This wedding sizzled with a different adrenaline. 

When Stacy appeared in her Marilyn-Monroe-inspired gown and her flowing blonde tresses, the audience rushed to their feet to honor her youth and her beauty and her hope for her fresh new life. Her father walked proudly alongside her down the aisle with a stoic expression that reminded Jennifer of her own quiet, sorrowful soul. Celebrations marked new beginnings; they also bid goodbye to the old. 

Hours later, Jennifer stood at a high-top table alongside Olivia, a very pregnant Amelia, Mila, and Camilla as the reception erupted with life before them. Toward the far end of the room, Nick tossed his head back in laughter as one of his groomsmen whispered a joke in his ear. 

“He looks happy. I’ll give him that,” Mila noted with a funny smile.

“He did it all right,” Camilla returned proudly. “Marrying one of the most beautiful girls on the island and setting up his life just a few streets from his momma. How lucky are we that our kids don’t want to run so far away?”

“Just another few weeks till Andrea moves here full-time,” Amelia offered. 

“Counting down the days,” Camilla affirmed. 

Olivia heaved a sigh. Her daughter, Chelsea, remained in Brooklyn with her boyfriend, Xavier, as they struggled through the romantic obstacles of “making ends meet” in one of the most expensive cities in the world. 

“Oh honey,” Mila remarked softly as she splayed her head over Olivia’s shoulder. “My babies are gone, too. Maybe they just need to take this time alone to figure some stuff out.”

“Why can’t they figure it all out from the comfort of home?” Olivia asked tenderly. 

Suddenly, Nick appeared before the five of them. He wore that ridiculous, mischievous, overly-handsome smile, the one he’d inherited from his father, and splayed a hand out before Jennifer. 

“I don’t suppose I could have this dance?” 

“What a gentleman!” Olivia cried.

“Only if you can spare a moment. I know how popular you are today, my dear,” Jennifer teased. 

But in a moment, her much-taller, confident son had her hand in his as he whirled her across the dance floor. Jennifer’s heart swept into her throat as they stepped lightly through the other revelers. How could she articulate just how much he meant to her? How could she find the words?

“I’m so proud of you, Nick,” she finally mustered, looking up into his eyes. 

“What for?” His laughter was infectious.

“For taking such a big step, for putting yourself out there and for choosing light instead of the darkness.” Jennifer dropped her eyes as another surge of feeling beamed out from her heart. 

“Both of my parents set the best example for me. Why shouldn’t I follow your lead?” Nick returned with a slight shrug. 

Jennifer’s eyelashes fluttered. Off to the side, Stacy giggled with two bridesmaids, still without a drink in hand. 

“I’m so excited to see what happens next,” Jennifer admitted softly.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Mom. We got to the wedding day. Let me just enjoy it before all that other stuff,” Nick told her. 

After the dance, Jennifer returned to the table with her Sisters. Mila reported that her new boyfriend, the police officer, Liam, would join them shortly, as he had to work a late shift. Anthony paraded forward to give Olivia a fresh glass of wine. Derek soon appeared and wrapped his arms around Jennifer’s stomach, holding her tightly against him. And soon after, Camilla’s husband, Jonathon, returned from a conversation with Joel and asked Camilla for a dance. Amelia’s boyfriend, the NYC developer, Oliver, had had to leave the island that weekend to tend to affairs in the city. In the next months, he and Amelia would welcome Amelia’s baby— and expectation forced him to tie up loose ends elsewhere. 

Time had rushed them forward to this moment. All they could do was hold on, support one another, and open their eyes wide for whatever came next. 
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Chapter Two
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Thanksgiving Week became a blur of roasted turkeys, stuffing, baked pies and buttery biscuits. As though the food at home wasn’t enough, the Frosted Delights bakery was a flurry of activity, with hungry home-comers meeting for donuts and coffee and conversation. Jennifer sucked down copious cups of black roasted coffee and forced herself through a grueling schedule of four a.m. bakery-start-up followed by several mid-afternoon hours at the social media firm. 

Thanksgiving Thursday and Black Friday, Jennifer closed the bakery in pursuit of something she hadn’t had in quite some time: days of R&R. That said, Jennifer was never one to lounge around at home. When Olivia suggested the Sisters meet Friday for a bout of Black Friday shopping at the numerous boutiques across Oak Bluffs and Edgartown, the girls jumped at the chance. For some of them, Thursday had been fraught with family tension— something often served alongside the stuffing and yams at the Thanksgiving table. Friday would heal them. 

It was decided that they meet at Tiffany-Ann’s Boutique in downtown Edgartown at one in the afternoon on Black Friday. It was strangely warm despite the lateness of the year, and Jennifer stood in only a dark green trench, a pair of skinny jeans, a black turtleneck, and a pair of booties, poised at the edge of the sidewalk and trying her darnedest not to glance at her phone during these moments of quiet. She was the first to arrive, which was normally Amelia’s thing. These days, Amelia lagged a bit due to her pregnant belly. 

“There she is!” Olivia stepped out from around the corner and wrapped Jennifer in a big hug, bringing with her a new brand of perfume Jennifer didn’t fully recognize. 

“Wow. What’s that?” 

Olivia stepped back and waved a hand around herself to boost the aroma. “Chelsea got it for me from a perfume boutique in Manhattan. What do you think?”

“You’re a classy city lady these days,” Jennifer returned. “I can’t possibly compete with that.”

“Chelsea keeps me young,” Olivia beamed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. 

Amelia parked her car directly before them, aligning it parallel with the sidewalk with perfect precision. When she stepped out, her pregnant belly ballooned in front of her. 

“Just so you know, girls, I can’t keep up with you as well as other Black Fridays,” Amelia grumbled. “And I’m mostly here for whatever snacks we get ourselves into. Maternity clothes are like bags of fabric, and my feet don’t fit any shoes I like.”

“I see you’re in a good mood today,” Jennifer teased. 

A few minutes later, Andrea dropped Camilla off on the corner and gave a sturdy wave. Camilla grumbled as she waved back.

“The girl’s wedding is going to kill me,” she said through clenched teeth. 

“Just one more week! And then it’s over! Trust me. I feel a huge weight lifted now that Nick’s wedding is done with,” Jennifer told her. 

“We have to do another dress fitting today,” Camilla announced somberly. “It’s at four p.m. and I can’t tell you how many adjustments that dress has taken so far. It seems like a never-ending journey to perfection.” 

“Oh well,” Amelia offered. “I’d love any chance to sit down.”

“You’ll go with me?” Camilla asked.

“Of course I will. You don’t have to go through this alone,” Olivia offered. “Plus, I have the feeling Chelsea’s enjoying her new life in the city too much to ever get married, and I want to leech up some of your mother-of-the-bride joy.”

“Take it,” Camilla said sarcastically. “I don’t want it anymore!” 

The girls cackled together as a wind ripped off the Nantucket Sound and cut through the strange humidity of the overly warm day. 

“Weird weather,” Jennifer affirmed as she pushed her hands into her trench coat pocket. 

“Where’s Mila, anyway?” Camilla asked.

“I don’t know. It’s fifteen past,” Olivia breathed. “Maybe we should call her?” 

Jennifer dialed Mila’s number for the millionth time in her life. As was Mila’s custom, she didn’t answer but immediately texted back.

MILA: Sorry! Got held up with something. 

MILA: I’ll call you in an hour and see where you are.

“Guess that means we should get started without her,” Olivia stated. “Too bad for her. She’s the most fashion-obsessed of all of us.”

Mila had always been the group’s in-the-know fashionista, delivering sterling advice as they’d gone through the season of life and the seasons of trends. They couldn’t dress like they were twenty-two any longer— but Mila allowed them to look chic and poised regardless of the situation. 

They stepped into Tiffany-Ann’s Boutique and set to work at the sales’ rack as a mumbling clerk asked them if they needed any assistance. She also informed Amelia where the maternity section was, which made Amelia grumble inwardly before thanking her. 

“The world is so excited that I’m as huge as a whale,” she announced as the clerk rushed off to help someone else. “But who am I kidding? Not like my body will pop back to its pre-baby shape like before.” She snapped her fingers. 

“You know we’ll go to endless spin classes with you in solidarity,” Jennifer told her. 

“I, for one, don’t think you should worry at all about your body,” Camilla said as she collected three of the same sweaters in different colors, hanging them across her finger. “You’re bringing a baby into the world. It’s the most beautiful and natural thing you can do. Andrea destroyed my body for a little while. Against all odds, I still love her to pieces, and I ended up loving my body even more through the process.” Jennifer said.

Amelia rolled her eyes playfully. “You always have to say the kindest thing, Camilla. Give it a rest sometimes, huh?” 

“Can’t help it,” Camilla returned as she lifted all three sweaters in orange, brown, and yellow. “Which color do you think suits me best?”

“None of them,” Amelia returned as the others burst into laughter. “What? I thought we were all about honesty here.”

“Honesty appreciated,” Camilla affirmed as she snuck the sweater back on the rack. “We’ve been through too much for you girls to let me walk around in an ugly sweater.” 

“We would never do that to each other,” Jennifer assured her, then leafed through a collection of black dresses toward the corner. 

Around two in the afternoon, they checked back in with Mila to learn that she was still in the midst of a “tumultuous” fight with her daughter, Isabelle. 

“Oh gosh. Thanksgiving really brings out the worst in people sometimes,” Olivia said timidly as they stepped out of the first boutique and headed for another down the block. “You should have heard what my mom said to my dad last night over pie. Basically, she insinuated that all he does is sit around the house all day. I mean, the man worked hard his entire life. Maybe he deserves a rest?”

“I sometimes remember when I needled Joel. When I heard myself, I was like, ‘Have I turned into my mother?’ But really, I think picking and prodding at someone like that is more of a reflection of yourself rather than them. Joel was always a magnificent husband. I just wasn’t happy anymore, and stuff like, you know, the lawn not being mowed correctly made me angrier than it should have.”

It was another classic day of seemingly endless girl talk. As they fell into an easy silence at the next boutique, Jennifer thought about how these conversations had shifted over the years. In their teenage days, back when Michelle had still been with them, their conversations had circled around what to wear to prom and which boys they wanted to take them there. They had discussed the best places to drive to make out without being caught. They’d swapped jeans and nail polishes and magazines, the only real currency they’d had. It was the privilege of Jennifer’s life to be allowed such endless conversations with her girls. 

“How’s Nick doing, anyway?” Olivia muttered through the hangers in the dress section. “Did he ever confirm what Stacy’s mom thinks...?”

Jennifer had confessed the Stacy pregnancy secret to her girls several days previous. 

“Not yet,” Jennifer replied mischievously. 

“I didn’t see her take a single drink of alcohol throughout the entire reception,” Camilla confirmed. 

“And she has a glow about her. Something more than the wedding glow,” Amelia added. “As a pregnant woman, I have a sixth sense about this.” 

“A grandmother!” Jennifer buzzed her lips distractedly. “At the same time, you become a mother for the first time.”

“Maybe the baby can call you Nana or something,” Camilla said playfully. “You’re no, Grandma. Not looking the way you do— barely thirty-five and in skinny jeans.”

Jennifer blushed. “Mila’s esthetician salon has been a real skin-saver.”

“I wish she would get here. She’s missing out on all the good gossip,” Olivia moaned. “And we seem to miss out on each other over the holidays. There are so many things to do and presents to wrap and parents to fight with. Gosh, that reminds me. I heard from Tyler the other day. More apologies for his lack of involvement during Chelsea’s childhood. It seems like his new baby has really triggered a lot of memories for him, especially because nobody’s letting him off the hook this time.”

“Did you tell him you haven’t invented a time machine yet?” Camilla blurted. 

Olivia laughed. “Honestly, him thinking about my feelings for the first time maybe ever is revolutionary. It makes me think the world isn’t as lost as I always thought it was.”

“Besides, you have Anthony, now,” Jennifer countered. “Finally, a man who treats you the way you deserve.” 

“That reminds me,” Camilla chimed in. “If we’re going to be at Something Blue later anyway...”

Olivia’s cheeks burned red with embarrassment. She pressed a hand over her stomach and said, “I don’t know if I’m up for trying anything on...”

“Come on, Olivia. You only get married for the second time once,” Amelia teased. 

Olivia rolled her eyes. “Okay, but I told you, I want something understated. Something that says...”

“That says you’ve finally found you’re happily ever after?” Jennifer finished her sentence. “I think we can figure that out.”

The four of them retreated from the second boutique with only three bags between them. They hadn’t made many big purchases yet; rather, the clothes and the shoes and the jewelry seemed more like decoration around their companionship. On the way to the bridal shop, Jennifer paused in front of a shoe store for two terribly strained minutes as she gazed at a pair of three-hundred dollar heels in the window. “They’re screaming my name. I could hear them saying, ‘Jennifer! Hey!’ from all the way down the block.”

“But where are you going to wear them?” Camilla asked.

Jennifer blushed. “I don’t know, especially because I might be a grandmother soon. No grandmother would be caught dead in heels like that.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Amelia teased. “You work hard. If you want those shoes, you should get them.”

Mila called them just then, right in the nick of time. Jennifer lifted her phone in excitement. 

“Are you coming? I’m trying to decide about these shoes and I need you here as the devil on the shoulder.”

“Still not out,” Mila grumbled. “I hate it. I hate missing out on quality time with my girls.”

Jennifer turned as another wicked yet strangely warm wind cast itself across her cheeks. “You know we understand. It’s just sad, is all and I have no idea when we’ll all be together again.”

“Until your birthday, of course,” Mila affirmed. 

Every year on December 15th, the five of them always gathered to celebrate Jennifer and Michelle’s birthday. They made all their favorite greasy-delight foods from high school and had a sort of conversation with Michelle, telling her all the events she’d missed from the previous year and how much they still missed her (so much that it still hurt). 

“That’s almost three weeks away,” Jennifer moaned.

“Oh gosh. You’re not going to give me attitude, too, because I just can’t handle it.” Mila teased. 

“No, no. We’re just teasing you, honey. Take care of what you need to take care of. In the meantime, we’re taking Olivia to look at wedding dresses!” 

“You’re kidding. That’s totally unfair,” Mila countered. “Tell her not to pick something for sure until I’m there. I know you girls. You get all in your heads about fashion decisions sometimes and I have to swoop in and save the day.”

“Someone’s a little high and mighty,” Jennifer returned. 

“You know it’s true. Olivia could walk out of there wearing a Cinderella ballgown.”

“Oh ye of so little faith,” Jennifer said with a laugh. 

When they reached Something Blue, it was three-fifteen, which gave them a full forty-five minutes to hunt for a dress prior to Andrea’s arrival for her fitting. Olivia cowered in the corner while Jennifer explained to the store clerk that Olivia planned to marry sometime next year.

“But I’m old! I’m forty-one!” Olivia cried. 

“Don’t be silly,” the clerk told her. “You deserve a dress as much as anyone else.”

As Olivia explained her style to the clerk, Charlotte Hamner and her sister, Claire, entered the boutique, each wearing vibrant smiles. Claire operated her own flower shop in Oak Bluffs while wedding-planner Charlotte had several more weddings over the span of the next weeks after a particularly wild year post-Ursula Pennington’s celebrity wedding. Since then, Jennifer had taken Ursula on as a social media client and had been privy to her socialite world. 
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