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Prologue

[image: image]




23 years ago

The Sisters of Edgartown sat in the glittering last light of a late August afternoon. They were bronzed beauties at seventeen years old, their glorious, silky hair lined with sunlit-blonde curls. Each wore a bikini and tilted their chins toward the purple and pink haze of sunset. 

They couldn’t have known then that it would be their final summer of freedom. They couldn’t have known that everything was about to change. 

“Why do you think Joel is taking so long?” Jennifer turned her head slowly toward the girl beside her as she asked it. The girl was an exact mirror image of Jennifer: the same shimmering red hair, the same green eyes, the same mischievous smile. It was her twin sister and forever-partner-in-crime, Michelle. 

Michelle whipped off her sunglasses and said, “He’s your boyfriend, isn’t he? How should I know what he’s up to?” 

“On again, off-again, boyfriend — depending on Jenny’s mood that day,” Olivia piped up from the other side of Michelle. She, too, tore off her sunglasses, then adjusted her swimsuit top. Her black hair drew sweat lines down her back. “Don’t forget. Our Jennifer has put Joel through every single wringer this summer. It’s been masterful to watch.”

“I’m thinking about writing Cosmopolitan about it,” Amelia chimed in from beside Jennifer. “I’ve never seen a boy so hung-up.” 

Jennifer giggled. “You guys, I haven’t been that cruel. I just had to show him who’s boss a little bit, you know?” 

“Sure,” Mila said through a yawn. “As if Joel Porter could ever have eyes for anyone but you, Jennifer Conrad.”

“Except for that time I sent Michelle out on the date instead of me,” Jennifer said with a vibrant laugh. 

“He knew it was me all along,” Michelle said. “He played along till the last moment when I tried to kiss him and he pushed me back.”

“That’s right!” Camilla cried. “Jen, I still can’t believe you did that.”

“I needed to know if he could tell the difference,” Jennifer said with a funny shrug. “And he passed with flying colors.”

“I wonder what gave it away,” Mila said. She popped up and shook out her sandy brown hair while delivering a sterling, model-like smile. 

“My guess is Michelle was a little too nice to him,” Camilla teased. “Jenny, you know just how to tease him to get him going.”

“What can I say? I love to dig into him a little. I like to watch him squirm,” Jennifer said as her grin widened. 

There it was: the familiar beep-beep of Joel Porter’s busted-up car. Jennifer stood slowly as another crashing wave of fatigue came over her. These feelings of tiredness had come frequently over the previous week or so. At seventeen, and in the supposed prime of her health, she hadn’t wanted to look too closely at the symptoms. Probably, she should just drink more water? 

“There she is. My girl.” Joel wore only a swimsuit and a pair of flip flops as he strode toward her and dotted a kiss on her cheek. She fell against him and inhaled the salty smell of his skin. He’d spent the previous few hours with his best friends on a beach on Martha’s Vineyard's western side, while the girls had remained in Edgartown. “Who here is ready to get this party started?” Joel demanded. 

The girls gathered up their towels, the plastic containers of suntan oil, the bags of chips. As their conversation bubbled, Jennifer slipped her fingers through Joel’s and beamed into his eyes. There was really no telling what would happen next, now that they surged together toward senior year. Joel had already begun football practice for the year; Jennifer had practiced alongside him in her cheerleader uniform. They were the king and queen of Edgartown High School, the “most beautiful” couple on the island's eastern side. 

As they walked back toward Joel’s car, Olivia mentioned just how hungry she was. Mila and Camilla both complained of the same. 

“Joel, drop us off at Mom’s bakery,” Michelle insisted as she crammed into the backseat with Camilla, Mila, Olivia, and Amelia. “We can meet you at the beach later on.”

Jennifer slipped into the passenger seat and traced her fingers through Joel’s. She cranked her head around to see all five of her loyal and most beautiful friends crammed in there like sardines. “Everyone buckled in?” she teased.

“Ha,” Michelle said as she rolled her eyes. Safety had never been their primary concern. 

After a ten-minute drive, Joel kissed Jennifer softly as the girls leaped out from the backseat and shot toward Frosted Delights Bakery, located just a few streets from the beach where they’d planned their End of the Summer Bonfire. “I’ll see you later on,” he told her. “And tomorrow, we’ll officially—”

“Yeah, yeah. We can talk about it,” Jennifer said. Her throat closed up slightly as she thought about it again: this insane potential. A reality that terrified her. “But let’s just pretend for one more night that everything is the same as it always was. Okay?”

“Deal,” Joel affirmed. 

Jennifer raced after her best friends and twin sister. Inside, they found Jennifer’s mother, Ariane, alongside Amelia’s mother, Anita, and Camilla’s mother, Carol. It wasn’t such a strange thing for all of their mothers to be together, especially this late on a gorgeous summer’s day. They loved to drink wine, gossip, nibble on the little snacks Ariane baked at the bakery, and roll through the hours together. In fact, it was strange that the other mothers weren’t there yet. Apparently, they were on their way. 

In a sense, everything that the Sisters of Edgartown were, was passed down from their mothers. They’d met one another when the girls had begun pre-K, age four, and their mothers had become thick as thieves since then. They’d helped one another through motherhood, through professional fall-backs, through fights with husbands. They’d been one another’s backbone. 

And Jennifer knew that she and her best friends would always be there for one another in precisely the same way. 

“There they are. The girls, at it again,” Carol, Camilla’s mom, said. She placed her hands on her hips and grinned widely at the six gorgeous teenagers. “I heard a rumor about a bonfire tonight?”

“You know these girls,” Ariane said with a sigh. “They’re always up to some kind of trouble.”

Michelle snuck her arms around Ariane and hugged her tight. “Mommy, we’re hungry,” she cooed.

Ariane rolled her eyes. “I guess you’re lucky I set aside some snacks for you girls. I had a hunch you’d stop by. Follow me.”

The six girls followed Ariane into the back of the bakery, where she had set aside two French baguettes, spinach and artichoke wraps, and sliced watermelon. There were already six chairs back there, positioned around a little table. Above the table hung two photographs: one of the five mothers of the teen girls, taken around fifteen years before, and another beside it, taken the previous summer when they’d been sixteen. 

Together, the girls collapsed in the chairs around the table and dug into the food before them. Ariane, Carol, and Anita appeared seconds later with slices of cheese for the bread. They ripped at the baguettes in their hands and chatted amicably. All were in equal agreement that senior year would certainly be something amazing. 

“It’s so cool they made both Jenny and Michelle captains of the cheerleading squad,” Anita said. 

“They did it for their own good,” Michelle said with a laugh. “There’s no way Jenny and I could have followed the other’s rules.”

The only other teen in their circle who was a cheerleader was Mila. She was a long-legged and beautiful flier, always the one they had the guys toss into the air to flip around and fall back down gracefully in their arms. Amelia and Olivia were both on the artier side, always painting or attending drama class after school. At the same time, Camilla was a go-getter in the medical field, already volunteering up at the hospital when she could. She always said she wanted to get a head-start on her career. The other sisters teased her for this, but their pride for her was also unmatched. 

The girls always complemented one another beautifully. They were puzzle pieces that fit together snugly; each was necessary in her own right. It had always been this way. 

“Make sure you girls don’t stay out too, too late tonight,” Ariane said as they finished up their snacks. “I’m sure you girls haven’t forgotten that your daddy is police chief of Edgartown.”

“As if he’d ever let us forget it,” Michelle said with a wild smile. 

“Don’t you dare let him hear you tease him!” Ariane said. She let out a laugh, then swung both arms around her twin daughters and hugged them close. “Keep each other safe tonight, girls. I know I won’t have you at the house much longer in this life. But I plan to enjoy every minute of it.”

**
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IT SEEMED LIKE EVERY time they had a beach bonfire, they tried to make the fire bigger and better than before. As the girls marched up, several of the high school boys threw even more logs onto the pile and hollered out. They were acting like a bunch of rabid wolves that had just been released into the wild. Jennifer’s heart beat wildly when she spotted Joel on the other side of the flickering flame. 

“There they are,” Olivia’s boyfriend, Tyler, said. He wrapped his arm around her slender waist and tugged her into him. “I thought you girls wouldn’t make it before we cleared the first keg.”

“As if. You want that thing all for yourself.” Olivia cackled as someone passed her a red solo cup filled with golden brew. 

After a minute or two, everyone received a cup, including Jennifer. She peered into it, then turned her eyes back toward Joel’s. He gave a half-shrug, then sipped his own. Nobody noticed that Jennifer didn’t drink. And in fact, after a while, Jennifer forgot that she even cared about it. There was something about the frantic nature of these final summer nights. She felt giddy with adrenaline and didn’t need the booze anyway. She gripped Mila’s hand and danced around the fire, her toes thrusting her body into the sky as flames flickered out from the logs. 

As the night carried on, the boys’ eyes grew hazy with booze. One of them, Josh, took a chance and kissed Mila, and she bent all the way back with the kiss until the rest of them cat-called. Michelle rushed toward Jennifer and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I am really starting to like Max. What do you think of him?”

Like Joel, Max was a football player, with beautiful dark blonde locks, stern eyes, and muscles that cut out from under his black t-shirt. As Michelle whispered to Jenny, his eyes turned toward them and seemed to beckon for Michelle to come. 

“There’s no way he’s not into you,” Jennifer returned under her breath. “I’ve told you that since Christmas. I don’t know why you wasted all that time on Quintin.”

Michelle shrugged playfully. “Quintin’s hot.”

“And rude. And stupid. And—”

“All right, all right. You’ve made your opinions about him clear,” Michelle said. She giggled and flashed her red hair back behind her shoulders. After a moment, she furrowed her brow and said, “Is there something wrong, Jenny?” 

Jennifer’s heart dropped. Was it possible Michelle could tell? They did have whatever “that twin thing” was. Usually, they knew what the other was thinking. 

And it wasn’t like Jennifer to keep something from her sister. Not that she knew for sure what was wrong, yet.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Jennifer said. 

The look in Michelle’s eyes told her just how much she didn’t believe her. She pressed a finger into Jennifer’s upper chest and said, “We’ll get back to this conversation later, Miss. But right now, I have a little bit of flirting to do. We’re only young once, right?”

“That’s what they keep telling us,” Jennifer said. 

As the night drifted toward ten, the black sky flung itself out like a dense blanket, flecked with glittering stars. Michelle and Max rushed back from wherever it was they’d spent the past thirty minutes making out. Michelle staggered forward, her eyes electric as she shouted, “Max wants to take us out in the boat! Let’s go swimming!” She then spun in circles wildly, her arms extended. 

Jennifer had always loved this side of her twin sister. Michelle was like freedom personified. She took risks and tore through life with madness. Nobody had ever managed to tell her what to do, least of all, Jennifer. Although Jennifer and Michelle were similar in many ways, Michelle had always been seen as the “free-spirited” one—the one that always took a chance without knowing the outcome. 

Jennifer, Joel, Camilla, Mila, Michelle, Max, Olivia, Amelia all piled into Max’s parents’ speed boat. Jennifer gripped Joel’s hand as the boat geared up and rushed toward the dark waters of the Nantucket Sound. The air was blissful and thick with summer heat, and Jennifer curled up inside Joel’s arms and tilted her chin toward the moon. 

“Hey. Jen.” Mila’s voice found Jennifer’s ear in the midst of the chaos and screams of the others around them. 

On cue, Max turned on an old radio, which blared a summer favorite by Incubus.

“What’s up?” Jennifer asked. 

Mila leaned closer and spoke over the radio. “I think Michelle is really hammered.”

Jennifer arched her brow as she glanced toward the far end of the boat. There, Max had his arm flung over her beautiful sister as she giggled madly. She wore only a bikini, and her red hair caught the light of the moon. 

“She’ll be fine,” Jennifer replied. “This isn’t the first time we’ve been intoxicated on a boat. Remember a few weeks ago? Johnny had to carry you to the car.”

“Shut up,” Mila said with a raucous laugh. “I wasn’t that bad.”

“Let’s go swimming!” Max called out. He sprung up, placed his toes on the edge of the boat, and then jumped into the air in a perfect flip. The moonlight caught across his perfect muscles. 

Soon after, nearly everyone followed. Jennifer held back for a second, glanced again at Mila, and said, “What should we do about Michelle?”

“I’m not letting her in that water,” Mila affirmed ominously. “I’ll stay up here and talk some sense into her.” Mila turned quickly toward Michelle. She gripped her hand and said, “Babe, I think you’ve had enough Coors Light. Don’t you?” 

“What?” Michelle pouted as she lifted her can of Coors. “Is Mila playing mom again?” 

Mila stiffened and placed her hands on her hips. “If you go in that water, you’re in big trouble, Missy.”

Michelle cackled with glee. At that moment, Joel appeared at the edge of the boat. His face and upper shoulders shifted at the top of the water. He beckoned for Jennifer and said, “Come on, baby! Get in here. The water’s fine.”

Jennifer grinned as her heart surged with love for this man—her future, her life. She rushed toward the darkness and leaped over his head. When she rose to the top of the water, she called out for her other friends and swam toward them. As she raced, they splashed her silly and yelped. Their voices rang out across the Nantucket Sound. 

They were all so used to the enormity of the Nantucket Sound that not a single one of them thought about how deep and dark it was below their legs. 

This was their world. They’d grown up alongside it. Their soul was a part of it. 

About a half-hour later, Max admitted he needed to get the boat back “just in case Dad notices.” They piled back in, all of them feeling no pain and chilly from the water. Michelle had drunk her beer and had remained in the boat with Mila. She pouted at Max as he dropped down to kiss her. 

“I wanted to go swimming!” she said. 

“Did Mila keep you on the boat?” Max asked with a laugh. 

“I hope she learned her lesson.” Mila rolled her eyes. 

“You must have me mistaken for Jenny,” Michelle said. Her drunk glossy eyes flashed toward her twin, and her smile was infectious. “Teach me to be responsible like you, Jenny.” 

Jennifer dropped down beside Joel, who wrapped her tightly again in his thick arms. Max stood in front of the steering wheel and pointed back toward shore. “Everyone, hold on tight!” he yelled out. “Let’s get back to the bonfire!” 

The motor roared beneath them. Jennifer dropped her head against Joel’s chest as the night air flowed over them. Only the sound of the engine and the crackle of the radio filled their ears. Clouds had formed over the moon and the stars and shrouded them in darkness. In these moments, Jennifer felt several things: fear about whatever it was that was wrong with her; fear of the unknown next-steps; fear of whatever it was she and Joel were getting themselves into. 

She didn’t have time to build fear for what actually happened next.

They arrived back at the dock. Everyone piled out and padded back toward the bonfire, where several people drank and partied around the flickering flame. Jennifer collapsed alongside Olivia and Camilla and grabbed several pretzels from a bag. 

“Where’s Mila?” Camilla asked. 

She rose from the sand and peered out through the darkness. Mila remained near the dock, her hands on either side of her skull. There was something about her stance that told Jennifer: something was wrong. Something was terribly wrong. 

Suddenly, Mila let out a wild, horrible scream. 

“MICHELLE!” 

Immediately, Jennifer, Camilla, Olivia, and Amelia raced toward the edge of the waves to join Mila. In those frantic seconds, Jennifer forgot to breathe. When she arrived beside Mila, she gasped for breath. 

“What’s going on?” Jennifer demanded. Her tongue tasted like sandpaper.

All the blood had drained from Mila’s cheeks. She collapsed and wailed, “MICHELLE! Where is she? Did she get off the boat? Was anyone watching Michelle?” 

Jennifer whipped around to look at the bonfire. With all her might, she prayed to find Michelle seated next to Max at the bonfire. She prayed to find that beautiful face—her identical face—reflecting the firelight. 

But Max stood near the bonfire alone with a beer in-hand. “What’s up?” he called. 

“We can’t find Michelle!” Olivia cried. 

Max ruffled his blonde curls. “What?” He staggered toward them. “She probably just ran into the bushes to pee.”

Olivia rushed toward the bushes and hollered Michelle’s name. Joel appeared beside Jennifer, his eyes like big saucers. 

“We can’t find Michelle,” Jennifer whispered. She could hardly hear her own voice. 

“We’ll find her,” Joel affirmed. He whipped back to report to the others at the bonfire that they needed help. 

But Jennifer, Mila, Camilla, and Amelia all turned their bodies toward the whipping winds off the Nantucket Sound. They felt the truth of what had happened like an enormous weight upon their chests. 

“She didn’t. She couldn’t have,” Camilla breathed. 

“She was wasted,” Mila said. Her voice broke. 

Jennifer collapsed in the sand after that. All she remembered of the next moments were more screams and yells. Someone—probably Joel—lifted her up and forced her to sit by the fire. Moments later, there were police sirens; then, there was the sound of her father’s voice. As police chief, of course, he’d arrived at the scene first. 

“Jen? Jen, what the hell happened?”

His anger was frightening enough to make Joel volatile in return. 

“She’s been through enough!” he cried to the older man. 

“Just get them all out of here, Joel. Make yourself useful,” Officer Conrad growled. “You idiot kids. You don’t know what the hell you’ve done.

As the hours passed at a snail pace, it became the longest night of Jennifer’s life. She, Joel, Camilla, Mila, Olivia, and Amelia sat in her house with wide, sober eyes. The girls’ mothers arrived soon after they did and did their best to keep everyone together while Ariane remained upstairs. She alternated between screams and cries and then moments of complete, horrible silence. To Jennifer, the silence was much worse than the sound. At least with the sound, she knew her mother remained on this planet. In the silence, she felt she’d lost both of them. 

When Jennifer looked back on that night, later on, she realized that she’d never had any degree of hope that everything would come out all right. 

Michelle Conrad’s body was discovered off the coast of the Nantucket Sound, just north of Edgartown, the following morning at six-thirty. 

When they received the phone call, Carol answered it and immediately fell to her knees. All the blood drained from her cheeks. In turn, all of the girls fell into a state of unadulterated shock. Jennifer was the only one who didn’t cry. Joel held her tightly against him as she trembled and shook. 

Her hand was splayed across her stomach as she quaked; a memory of one of her and Michelle’s last conversations permeated through the back of her mind. 

Michelle had known there was something up. 

She’d seen into Jennifer’s soul. 

And now, Michelle was gone. 

People always said that change happens in a flash. Even still, the amount of change that flung itself out before Jennifer in the wake of Michelle’s death was enough to make her head spin. Her devastation was so complete that when she finally did take that pregnancy test days later and witnessed that second pink line across the eye of the stick, she hardly felt a thing. 

She, Olivia, Amelia, Mila, and Camilla stood latched together near the coffin at the funeral. Their hearts seemed to beat as one, even as one of their own lay lifeless before them. What had happened had changed each of them for good, and the mechanisms of the accident had also shattered any illusion of safety and comfort and love within the tight-knit Edgartown community. Everyone looked shadowed and sad and strained. 

For several months, Jennifer’s mother closed up the Frosted Delights Bakery. Her father took a leave of absence from the police department. When she finally confessed her pregnancy to them, her father was drunk and her mother had only a slight smile. “Straight from high school to motherhood,” her mother had clucked as she’d scraped a dinner plate clean. “I don’t know if I would have done it that way, but I guess you can’t always plan these things. Good thing Joel is a good man.” 

Maybe it would have bothered Jennifer to be labeled as “that pregnant girl” in her high school in other years. In the wake of Michelle’s death, she found she didn’t care at all. People didn’t whisper about it; she wasn’t labeled any kind of “slut.” She was just the sad remnants of her twin, Michelle Conrad. People wished her and Joel well. 

One month before graduation, and approximately five weeks before Jennifer’s son was born, the five remaining Sisters of Edgartown booked a suite at the Sunrise Cove Inn in Oak Bluffs as a final celebration of their youth. 

It had been eight months since the accident. 

They hadn’t recovered at all from the event. Mila still woke up screaming some nights, as she blamed herself the most. “I was the one who knew just how drunk she was,” she whispered so often. “I should have had my arms wrapped around her. I don’t know what I was thinking.” The other girls had fallen into after-school activities or fallen into relationships, anything to get their minds off Michelle. 

“I can still feel her with us,” Jennifer whispered that night at the Sunrise Cove Inn. She had her legs splayed out in front of her to allow for her big pregnant belly to roar up from her legs. 

The other girls exchanged glances. Jennifer could almost sense what they wanted to say: We still feel her here too, because you look just like her. 

Camilla confessed that she felt the five of them had drifted apart that year. “When I wake up in the morning, sometimes I worry that we won’t find a way back to one another. I worry that losing Michelle made us lose each other for good.” 

It was agreed that they couldn’t let this happen. Olivia joked about a blood pact—which Mila loved, saying, “Let’s do it. Why the hell not? You four are the greatest people I’ve ever known in this life. By doing this, we’ll seal our sisterhood in blood this time. Nothing can come between us.” 

Tenderly, they sliced the tips of their thumbs. Bright red blood oozed in light droplets down their palms and onto their wrists, just as they pressed their thumbs together and then smeared their prints on a piece of official-looking paper from the Sunrise Cove Inn. 

On the paper, Jennifer was the one to write: 

The Sisters of Edgartown pledge to honor, care and love one another all the days of our lives. There is no greater nor more powerful oath than this. Together, we will build a kind of forever we can all stand on. This, we promise. 

Each wrapped their thumbs with band-aids that Camilla had in her purse from the hospital. They then signed their names at the bottom of the page and blinked down at what they’d created. Slowly, they drew their arms over one another. They were linked, all five of them, with heavy hearts for the sixth one that had now traveled to heaven. 

In the next month, they would graduate; Jennifer would have her baby, and they would begin the rest of their lives. 

Only with one another by their side could they truly make it through. 
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Chapter One
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November chill crept through the windows of the second-floor corner office. Jennifer Conrad tugged her silver sweater around her neck and gazed out across Edgartown’s Main Street, with its delightful old-world buildings, its flickering American flags, and its little, quaint shops. Christmas shoppers bustled down the street, dusting themselves with the snowfall, and the sun cast everything in soft, grey and orange light. 

“She just sent over the photos, Jen.” This was Jennifer’s intern, twenty-year-old Samantha, who she’d just hired on to handle some of the heftier projects at her social media firm. “Do you want to go through them?” 

Jennifer turned and delivered a sterling smile to the girl, who was almost exactly half her age. “Ursula managed to send photos over in time? I can hardly believe it.” 

Samantha giggled. “She sent a message along with them that she already drank three drinks out of coconuts just today. Must be nice to be relaxing on a tropical island!” 

“She really knows how to rub it into the rest of us, doesn’t she?” Jennifer said. She returned to her office chair, sat, and clicked open the new message from Ursula, a very famous A-list actress, a woman who’d only just gotten married on Martha’s Vineyard about a week before. The wedding had been called “Martha’s Vineyard wedding of the century.” The wedding planner, Charlotte Hamner, was an acquaintance of Jennifer’s, and when Ursula had demanded better social media coverage, Charlotte had sent Ursula her way. 

“I was thinking we could post two photos a day, along with ten Instagram stories,” Samantha said primly. “She and her husband have plenty of activities planned over the next few weeks. They even sent over the itinerary.”

“I see,” Jennifer said as she clicked through the email. “Wow. They’ve rented a sailboat?”

“For the entire week,” Samantha affirmed. “As long as they take good shots, I think we’ll have a lot to work with.”

Jennifer grinned as she assessed the photos Ursula had sent thus far of her adventures. The trim and gorgeous, model-like twenty-something sat with her NBA-famous husband on the beach, each with fruity pink drinks. In another photo, they kissed with the backdrop of the sunset. 

Samantha sighed languidly. “I don’t know how they got so lucky.”

“Tons and tons of money, Sammy,” Jennifer said with a laugh. “Let’s set up the next week’s worth of social media posts based on what they’ve already given us. Does that sound good to you?” 

“Sure thing,” Samantha nodded. She flipped her blonde hair back behind her shoulders. “You have Friday night dinner with your parents, don’t you?” 

“Good memory,” Jennifer said. She grabbed her iPhone to check the time. “I’ll have to leave in about thirty.”

At that moment, she received a text from her son, Nick. 

Nick: Hey, Mom. Stacy has a bad cold, and I’m going to stay home with her to make sure she’s okay. I don’t want to pass on whatever these germs are to Grandma and Grandpa. 

Jennifer heaved a sigh. “Shoot.”

“What’s up?” Samantha asked. 

“Nick can’t make it to dinner. Apparently, his fiancé is sick,” Jennifer explained. 

“Aw. You said he’s been so busy lately.”

“Yeah. We haven’t had much mother-son time. Not for a while,” Jennifer said. Her voice was somber and low. “I guess that’s what happens when your son is twenty-two years old and engaged. He’s built up a whole life of his own. I’m sure your parents feel the same about you.” 

Samantha blushed. “I’m not engaged yet, but I think it’s coming soon. Mike and I talked about rings just last week.”

“Wow,” Jennifer breathed. She glanced down at her own left hand. When she’d yanked off the wedding ring a little more than a year ago, her ring finger had felt naked and strange. Now, it just felt like a finger. 
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