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Praise for New York Times bestselling author Kristy Woodson Harvey




“A major new voice in Southern fiction.”


—Elin Hilderbrand, New York Times bestselling author


“Sweet as sweet tea on the outside and strong as steel on the inside… Kristy Woodson Harvey is a natural.”


—Ann Garvin, USA Today bestselling author I Thought You Said This Would Work


“Southern fiction at its best… Beautifully written.”


—Eileen Goudge, New York Times bestselling author


“An author whose carefully crafted paragraphs stir my imagination and touch my heart.”


—Leslie C. Moore, editor, Sasee


“There’s something about Woodson Harvey’s writing that just feels as calming as sipping sweet tea on a warm summer night.”


—E! Online





Praise for Under the Southern Sky





“A heart-wrenching tale of love and loss… Fans of women’s fiction will devour this.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Pack your beach bag, Harvey’s back with another delightful story of the magic of southern coastal towns… As with Mary Kay Andrews or Patti Callahan Henry, Harvey spins romance around well-drawn characters, complete with strengths and weaknesses, and always mindful of the beauty that comes from living in the modern South.”


—Booklist


“A warm-hearted mix of hometown charm and the sort of thoroughly modern problems that bring us back to the people who know us best and the places that remind us of who we really are.”


—Lisa Wingate, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Before We Were Yours


“Perfect for: fans of beach reads, P.S. I Love You, and anything by authors Jennifer Weiner and Elin Hilderbrand.”


—Country Living


“[Kristy Woodson Harvey’s] best novel yet… You’ll need plenty of tissues—and maybe some of Cape Carolina’s beloved bourbon-spiked sweet tea—to make it to the end. Deliciously plotted, intricately constructed, gorgeously written, and brimming with hope, Under the Southern Sky will steal your heart.”


—Kristin Harmel, New York Times bestselling author of The Book of Lost Names





Praise for Feels Like Falling





“Only Kristy Woodson Harvey can make sense of the sometimes devastating, oftentimes delicious dilemmas faced by the protagonists of her newest perfect beach read. Readers will fall in love… Buckle up, buttercups, because Feels Like Falling feels like your next summer sizzler!”


—Mary Alice Monroe, New York Times bestselling author of On Ocean Boulevard


“Pitch-perfect tones… Harvey’s optimistic tale just might convince readers that bouncing back can actually land a person in a better place than where they started.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Kristy Woodson Harvey has the voice of a best friend; [she is] a storyteller of the finest sort. This is more than a novel about friendship; it is also a story for friendship: you will find yourself sharing it with everyone you love. Dive in; the storytelling is delicious!”


—Patti Callahan Henry, New York Times bestselling author of Becoming Mrs. Lewis


“Harvey creates genuine, capable, flawed protagonists and fun secondary characters, and readers will appreciate the thoughtful depiction of women supporting one another in an easy, breezy story. Fans of Mary Kay Andrews and Mary Alice Monroe should add this to their beach read lists.”


—Booklist





Praise for the Peachtree Bluff SeriesThe Southern Side of Paradise





“Kristy Woodson Harvey has done it again! Perfectly tying together the stories of Ansley, Caroline, Sloane, and Emerson (and their men!), The Southern Side of Paradise is full of humor, charm, and family. Fans of the Peachtree Bluff series will not be disappointed!”


—Lauren K. Denton, USA Today bestselling author of Hurricane Season


“As the eldest of three sisters, I know you’re not supposed to pick favorites—but The Southern Side of Paradise is Kristy Woodson Harvey’s very best.… This novel had me laughing, crying, and wanting to hop on a plane and head south. I loved every page.”


—Camille Pagán, bestselling author of I’m Fine and Neither Are You


“Woodson Harvey has been called a major voice in Southern fiction, and her latest novel—the third in the Peachtree Bluff series—delivers a healthy dose of her signature wit, charm, and heart.”


—Woman’s World





The Secret to Southern Charm




“The characters will leap off the page and into your heart, and you’ll find yourself rooting for them so fervently, you’ll forget they’re not actually real. Kristy Woodson Harvey has delivered another masterpiece… Let’s just say that this one had better have a sequel too, because I’m not ready to leave these charming ladies behind.”


—Kristin Harmel, internationally bestselling author of The Room on Rue Amélie


“Harvey’s growing fan base will find another great beach read in this second novel in her Peachtree Bluff trilogy… Harvey is an up-and-coming Southern writer with staying power.”


—Booklist





Slightly South of Simple




“Kristy Woodson Harvey cuts to the heart of what it means to be a born-and-bred Southerner… It’s easy to see why everyone is buzzing about Slightly South of Simple.”


—Cassandra King Conroy, bestselling author


“My prediction is that writers come and writers go, but Kristy Woodson Harvey is here to stay. The warmth, wit, and wisdom of this novel pave her way into the exclusive sisterhood of Southern writers.”


—HuffPost


“With a charming, coastal Southern setting, Slightly South of Simple is a heartfelt story about the universal themes of love, loss, forgiveness, and family. I’m thrilled to hear that this book is part of a series and look forward to getting to know this cast of strong Southern women even better.”


—Deep South Magazine
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This holiday season, all of you are truly my greatest gift.
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Ansley: A Southern Lady The Day before Thanksgiving



FOR MAGAZINES AND TRAVEL GUIDES, globe-trotting Instagrammers and hotel reviewers, Peachtree Bluff, Georgia, was a beach destination best enjoyed during the heat of summer. But as I leaned on the counter at my waterfront design shop, looking out over the Intracoastal, I realized that fall in Peachtree might be our best-kept secret. Yes, summer was great—the sun glinted on the water, the wild horses roamed the islands, and the wind blew more softly through the trees than anywhere else in the world. But fall and winter, when the weather was slightly cooler and the streets less crowded, were glorious. And, if you asked a local, nothing beat Christmas in Peachtree Bluff.


I perched on the gray-and-white Parisian bistro stool behind the counter, stack of receipts in hand, to review the sales from the day before. It was the day before Thanksgiving, but already, the trees flanking the picture window were trimmed, the Christmas music was playing, and my store, Sloane Emerson, was overflowing with the goodies that I hoped would be mostly gone after this weekend. Between online sales and foot traffic from locals, the store made one-quarter of its profits in the weeks between Black Friday and Christmas, so it was paramount that everything be just right. That included my middle daughter, Sloane’s, collection of miniature paintings for sale, arranged on a round antique mahogany table in the center of the shop: reindeer, the Star of Bethlehem, a shining menorah, and, my personal favorite, the Grinch.


The quiet and calm, with everything in its place, made this the best way to start the day. It was a time when a woman could do some thinking. Of course, coffee helped. Coffee was key. And, as of yet, no coffee.


It gave me a pang for Kyle, the previous owner of Peachtree Perk, not only because I missed his piping-hot and always-on-time lattes—which I did—but also because I missed my daughter Emerson and my granddaughter Carter, who went with him to California three years earlier.


The idea that they were somewhere in the air over Montana right now, on their way from LA to Peachtree Bluff, made my stomach turn. I liked it better when my children were on the ground. But the idea that they were on their way here to see me was almost too thrilling to bear. I went through my mental checklist. I had ingredients for Emerson’s green juice, baby Carter’s organic milk, Kyle’s favorite double-dipped chocolate-covered peanuts from the candy shop on the corner, and IPAs from our local Blackbeard Brewing. I couldn’t wait for them to get here.


As the door to the store opened, the familiar tinkle of the bell rang out happily. “Every time a bell rings, an angel gets her wings!” I exclaimed.


This morning, like so many mornings, it was my friend Hippie Hal who walked through the door. I could see his grin across the store even underneath his beard, which he let grow in more fully for winter. It was a chilly morning, so he had layered two of his signature white oxford shirts he always wore with jeans—and a piece of rope as a belt. “I got your latte,” he said somewhat grimly as he held it out to me.


“Oh no,” I said, standing up and walking around to the front of the counter. “Again?”


He nodded. Kyle’s cousin Keith had taken over Peachtree Perk when Kyle moved with Emerson to LA for her to take a once-in-a-lifetime acting role. When Keith had discontinued Kyle’s famous coffee delivery service, we had been aghast. But, finally, after years of complaining, he had decided to resume delivery.


“What did Keith bring you?” Hippie Hal asked.


“Nothing,” I said gleefully, as I took the cup from his hand and smiled. He rolled his eyes, so blue amidst the darkly tanned, deeply lined skin of his face.


The bell tinkled again and Leah, my design assistant—well, really more like my right-hand woman—walked through the door, her wavy red hair flowing over her shoulders.


“This is convenient,” she said. “I got a flat white today. Now I don’t have to run all over town looking for you.”


Leah handed Hal his usual coffee order and crossed her arms. “Y’all, I get it. We like Keith. Keith is nice, and we’re happy he’s here. But this is ridiculous. We have to tell him that he gets our orders wrong.”


I knew she was right. This was lunacy, and we couldn’t let it continue.


“I’ll tell him,” Hal said. “It should come from a man.”


I snapped my fingers. “Or we let Kyle tell him when he gets here! Things are better when they come from family.”


Leah shook her head. “Things are so much worse when they come from family.”


I considered that. Maybe she was right. I couldn’t be sure. I hadn’t had any caffeine yet, after all.


The bell tinkled a third time and in walked Jack, the love of my life, and now, after decades of being apart, my husband. I still got a thrill just seeing him walk through the door, so polished and handsome but also the right amount of rugged. His salt-and-pepper hair was thick and full, and he had the kindest smile I’d ever seen. Our tiny dog, Biscuit, ran to me, and I leaned down to rub her white, furry head. Jack kissed me quickly.


Then he turned and said, “Miss Leah, you are the proud winner of a cinnamon spice latte.”


“Yes!” she said. “The day can begin!”


“We’re three for four now!” I said happily.


Leah rolled her eyes. “Ansley, your tolerance is too high.”


“It has only been a couple weeks. I think we need to be more patient and—”


“Oh!” Jack interjected. “Keith told me to let y’all know that he baked loaves of fresh pumpkin bread for all his regulars. They’re waiting and you can grab one at your convenience.”


Hal, Leah, and I groaned in unison.


“What?” Jack asked. “Do y’all have something against pumpkin bread?”


“No,” Hal said. “It’s just that every time we decide to do something about the messed-up coffee orders, he does something so nice that we can’t.”


“He did just donate that money for the new bleachers at the high school too,” Leah said.


“Traitor!” I said, pointing at her. “You’re the maddest of all, and you cave the fastest.”


A tinkle of the bell and Kimmy, our resident produce woman, walked in, basket of squash, sweet potatoes, and lettuces in hand. She had been growing out her short, spiky hair, and it was almost to her chin now. And pink. She’d gone back to her natural black for a while last year, and it just felt wrong.


“Oh, good, you’re here,” she said, handing the basket and a cup to Jack. “These are all your Thanksgiving veggies—and your plain black coffee. Ick.”


Jack raised his cup to us like he had just won the lottery. “Good things come to those who wait.”


“Or complain!” Kimmy countered. “Why can’t one of you tell him that he’s screwing up the whole town’s orders?”


Kimmy was by far the snarkiest of the group and cared very little about anyone’s feelings. “Why don’t you tell him,” I countered, “if you’re so bothered?”


“Because he’s my second-biggest client! Do you know how many strawberries that man buys? I can’t be on his bad side.”


She looked around the circle expectantly. Jack put his arm around her shoulder. “No takers here, Kim. Let’s go down to Page and Stage. Claudia certainly has a mean streak.” He paused and perked back up. “And, hey! Maybe she has your coffee too.”


“From your mouth to God’s ears,” she said.


He turned back to me. “Five days, Ans. Five days.”


“I know, love,” I said back. Five days from today, Jack and I would leave for three weeks for a trip we had wanted to take since we were teenagers. I never would have imagined that, decades later, after I had been a widow for sixteen years, he would come back into my life, and we would fall in love, get married, and finally be able to cruise the Australian coast like we had dreamed—and explore Indonesia as a bonus.


I had some qualms about coming home only a few days before Christmas, but my daughter Sloane, who was living next door to Jack and me with her sons and husband, would be the one hosting this year anyway. She was in the big house, the one my grandmother had left to me, so she inherited the family gatherings. Thanksgiving was relatively small for a Murphy celebration, so we would do that at Jack’s. Sloane had promised me that she would decorate the tree to my exacting specifications and make plenty of cookies and I would come home to a fridge full of everything I needed to make Christmas Eve dinner. She was nothing if not dependable, my Sloane.


I knew she could handle it. I just wanted to be there to handle it with her. The thought of missing Taylor and AJ’s Christmas program at school filled me with dread.


As if they knew I was thinking about them, the door flew open and five-year-old Taylor ran through, with seven-year-old AJ on his heels. They were both tall for their age, little clones of their father, with dark hair and a penchant for trucks and toy soldiers. But Taylor had Sloane’s bow mouth, and AJ got her eyes. Every now and then it struck me in moments like these, took my breath away how quickly they were growing. But they weren’t too big to run into my arms, nearly knocking me down, so that was good. They had just seen me last night, but their enthusiasm made it seem like it had been months.


I kissed both their chilly cheeks and smiled at their little backpacks. My grandsons could walk to our neighborhood elementary school and stop by to see me on their way there. It was a sweet and special magic.


I looked up to see Sloane coming in behind them, messy bun atop her head, fresh paint already smattered on her white, long-sleeved T-shirt, smiling down at me, sipping her coffee. Even with no makeup and little attention to her appearance, she had such a fresh glow about her. She was a natural, effortless beauty. Always had been. “Who had your coffee this morning?” Hal asked.


She shrugged. “I couldn’t deal with it. I’m just drinking someone’s coffee with cream and sugar or something.”


Leah, Hal, and I gasped simultaneously. Drinking someone else’s coffee order was strictly forbidden.


She put her free hand up in defense. “I know, okay? I drink someone else’s coffee and this entire idiotic system of traipsing around town returning coffee falls apart. I get it. I hear you. But I’m a mother of two young sons, my husband is still overcoming PTSD, I am a full-time artist, and I run three stores with my sisters and my mother. I need my caffeine, people! And today, I needed it now!”


A hush fell over the crowd. Sloane was the quietest, mildest-mannered of my daughters, so when she raised her voice, she was mad. Really mad.


“You should just tell Keith, you know,” Leah said, faux concern lacing her voice.


Sloane waved her finger at her. “No, ma’am. I see what you’re doing. Of everyone in town, I think we all know I’m the least likely to tell him. I hate confrontation.” She blew me a kiss and said, “Come on, boys! Time to get to school.”


I hugged the three of them goodbye. “We’ll see you later! Leah and I need to get to work!” The comment was aimed at Hal, who was now lounging in one of the club chairs in the corner, holding the NO SITTING, PLEASE sign in his lap. He was a good friend, but sometimes he lacked the wherewithal to realize when people needed to cut the visit short. Whether it was just his personality or a side effect of the copious amounts of pot he smoked, I couldn’t really be sure.


“All right,” I said, hinting again. “Mrs. Milton wants a full remodel now that Mr. Milton is dead.”


Hal laughed. Mr. Milton was absolutely loaded but never spent a single dime. Mrs. Milton cried at his funeral, spent three days accepting casseroles, and then, like a caged animal set free, went on a spending spree that probably made the fiscal years of most of the businesses in town. You wouldn’t hear me complaining. “Unlimited budget” was the most beautiful phrase in the English language.


“Yeah, I hear you,” Hal said. “I just wanted to be sure that you’d heard about Hurricane Pearl making her way through the Gulf.”


My heart raced at the prospect, but I waved my hand casually, like that was the farthest thing from my mind. “It’s almost Thanksgiving, Hal. We never have hurricanes this late.” I smiled. “Plus, a Southern lady like Pearl would never ruin the holidays in Peachtree Bluff.” If I had learned one thing from a lifetime here, it was that roughly three-fourths of our potential hurricanes were all talk and no show.


He laughed. “I just want you to keep an eye on it with you leaving for your trip and all that. Just because we don’t usually have hurricanes this late doesn’t mean it isn’t still hurricane season.”


I nodded. “Okay. Well, thanks.”


My phone beeped. A little shiver of excitement ran up my spine. Caroline.


Vivi, Preston, and I are at JFK. Thank God. Be warned: my daughter has made the complete transition into the spawn of Satan.


I laughed out loud. Caroline hadn’t exactly been easy when she was a teenager either. But I did empathize with her problems. A moody daughter was rough under the best of circumstances, but when you had a toddler and were going through a divorce it was even worse. Vivi, who was usually such a sweet-natured child, had been giving Caroline a run for her money: arguing with her over everything, talking back, even sneaking out and threatening to live with her father full-time. It was breaking Caroline’s heart. I felt like a few days in Peachtree Bluff, away from the hustle and bustle, the pressures and stresses of the city, would do them all a world of good.


Plus, I was totally convinced: there was nothing that Gransley’s homemade pecan pie—made from my own grandmother’s recipe—couldn’t fix.
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Caroline: Non-Legal Family The Day before Thanksgiving



WHEN WE WERE LITTLE, MY sisters and I put on Christmas “shows” almost every day of the holiday season. Sometimes we did a spin-off on Santa and his reindeer or the nativity, but mostly, we were Christmas princesses or fairies or unicorns. Born bossy, I was a natural organizer and director, while Sloane, the artist, could create sets that were stunning. Emerson, the actress, had a flair for the dramatic even as a toddler and was always cast as the lead. Sloane would sometimes get mad about this, but that was showbiz. I never felt jealous that Emerson shone so brightly onstage or that Sloane could turn a blank piece of cardboard into a fairyland. We all had our strengths, and that was that.


Now, leaning back in my surprisingly comfortable airplane seat on our flight from New York to Georgia, my sweet three-year-old, Preston, who always fell asleep on planes, breathed deeply in the seat beside me. And for the first time in maybe my entire life, I actually envied Emerson. I was jealous of my sister who was on a six-hour, cross-country flight with a wiggly two-year-old who did not fall asleep on planes. I wouldn’t have realized it when I was living through it, and I certainly wouldn’t have believed anyone who had told me, but the terrible twos were a piece of cake compared to the fearsome fifteens. Actually, I could think of a better f-word to describe this year of my daughter’s life…


As if I didn’t feel guilty enough already about putting her through a divorce, she had to act like everything on the planet was my fault.


I looked across the aisle at Vivi, highlighted hair across her face, headphones on, glued to her iPad. Her therapist had suggested that perhaps too much screen time was making her moodier—and more downright awful. So I tried taking the thing away from her after her appointment a few weeks ago, but that made it even worse. Instead of being occupied on her iPad, she turned her fury toward me for a larger percentage of the day. So I made excuses to myself as to why I was ignoring the therapist’s suggestion in order to make my life easier. Today’s excuse? Of course she can have her iPad now. We’re on a plane, for heaven’s sake.


Seeing her face soft and relaxed, away from all our problems on the ground, assuaged my mom guilt. Sometimes, now, after a huge fight, I’d go in her room to watch her sleep, to remind myself that the daughter I once knew was still in there somewhere, that I could get her back.


When I had asked last week what she was packing for the trip, she had screamed, “How could you make me be away from my father for Thanksgiving? Just because you don’t love him or care about him doesn’t mean I don’t!”


It is amazing how deeply a skinny teenager’s words can hurt. I was trying so hard to be kind about James. And, in truth, that deep, visceral anger I’d had at him more than three years ago, when I found out about his affair, had all but passed. No, living together and trying to become a family of four again after Preston was born hadn’t worked out. I couldn’t trust him, and I decided I had to choose myself, my happiness, and sanity. Maybe it had been the wrong choice. But he had been the one to appear on Ladies Who Lunch, the most popular reality show on TV, with the model he was cheating with. So I was confounded at how all this anger was now, suddenly, turning on me.


Preston stirred as the captain came across the speaker. “Flight attendants, prepare for landing.”


I looked at Vivi as she put her seat back to its original, upright position. As if feeling my glance, she turned to glare at me, that cold, devilish stare she’d recently mastered. At least she hadn’t tried to sneak out last night. But still. She had done it several times before—once at my house, twice at James’s, not that I was keeping score—and it was the most terrifying thing that had ever happened to me. A fifteen-year-old girl in New York City alone is a recipe for disaster. She could have been kidnapped, raped, murdered, anything at all.


So even though she’d screamed at me when I had told her last night that, yes, once and for all, she was going to Peachtree, her anger was still better than if she snuck out. At least she was in her room. At least she was safe.


I looked down at Preston, into the big blue eyes of my precious little bundle of love. It wasn’t fair how sweet and dear he was in comparison to my daughter. Not that I loved him more. But I would admit that I liked him more, at least right now. He stared up at me. “What are you looking at, sweetie?” I asked.


“You’re so pretty, Mommy,” he said, sighing.


Preston was the most magical gift on earth. He didn’t scream at me and tell me he wanted to go live with his father. At least, not yet.


As we landed a few minutes later and I retrieved our bags from the overhead compartment, Vivi took Preston’s hand. Curiously, she was sweet as pie to her brother, which was something to be grateful for. She shot me another icy glare as we started to move off the plane. Yup, it seemed like her fury really only extended to me.


My children walked off the jetway before me, and I heard squeals of excitement and peals of laughter before I looked up and saw my blonde, blue-eyed, beautiful sister Emerson, her ungodly handsome boyfriend, Kyle, and their two-year-old daughter, Carter, with hair so blonde and eyes so blue she looked as though she was one of the Christmas fairies we used to play come to life, plucked out of the enchanted forest. I snapped a quick pic of Carter and Preston hugging—literally the world’s cutest sight. It was only right to share it on Instagram. Happy tears would be shed the world over. Then I squeezed my modelesque little sister so tight I thought her guts might come out.


I pulled back to look at her, tears coming to my eyes out of the pure relief of being with someone who loved me, of being away from my problems at home. Away from James and divorce lawyers. Away from Sloane Emerson New York and the ordering and paperwork. I didn’t realize until then just how much I needed a palate cleanser. Plus, Vivi had always listened to Emerson. Maybe because she was only twenty-nine and still pretty cool, but mostly because she was famous, I think. Hopefully she could talk some sense into her.


I hugged Kyle and kissed him on both cheeks. “You know it isn’t safe for you to be here. They will try to lock you in that coffee shop and keep you there forever.”


He laughed. “Good thing I have my security detail with me.” He put his arm around my shoulder. I reached down for Preston’s hand.


“Aunt Emmy, do I still get to come see you at the Golden Globes in February?” Vivi asked, coming up to join us.


We shared a look. Emmy was none too thrilled about what her niece had been putting me through lately. But even still, as soon as we had found out Emmy was going to present a Golden Globe, we had all planned to be in LA to celebrate with her afterward. It was something my daughter should see. I nodded and Emmy said, “Of course you do. You’re my date.” Then she leaned over and whispered, “But only if you can be nice to your mother.”


“You don’t understand,” she whispered back, the two of them walking arm in arm toward the exit, pulling their rolling suitcases with their free hands.


To which Emerson replied immediately, “No, Vivi. You don’t understand.”


Vivi looked back at me with slightly less venom than usual, and I wondered if being back with our family was working already, if it was making her remember I wasn’t the enemy.


“Did you hear there’s a hurricane coming?” Kyle said, adjusting the duffel bag on his shoulder as he walked, holding Carter’s hand.


A shudder ran through me. Peachtree Bluff hurricanes terrified me. I nodded, fighting the urge to turn around and get back on the plane. “Yeah, but it’s way too soon to really know what its path will be. Most of them peter out this late in the season before they make landfall.”


Kyle nodded. “I hope Pearl gives up the ghost.”


“Who’s Pearl?” Vivi asked.


“The hurricane,” said Emmy.


Vivi laughed. “Hurricane Pearl. That sounds like a little old lady with a purse on her forearm. How bad can a hurricane named Pearl be?”


We all laughed.


“I just hope it doesn’t mess up Jack and Ansley’s trip,” Kyle said. “Wonder if Sloane and Adam and the kids will want to come back with us if they have to evacuate.”


I nodded. Kyle and Emerson were already planning to make a pit stop in New York for a few days to do the whole Christmas-in-New-York thing with Carter. I couldn’t wait. “Oh yes!” I said. “They should come even if there isn’t a hurricane. It would be so fun for us to get together for a few days.”


“That would be so fun!” Vivi said. It was the first time she had agreed with me in months.


“I need more art from her than I even want to tell her, and I could really use her at Sloane Emerson for a minute.” I smiled up at him. “Win-win. Kyle, this is why you’re my favorite non-legal family member.”


He squeezed my shoulder. “Someone won’t marry me,” he said loudly.


“Not having this conversation today,” Emerson called back breezily. Her blonde, sun-kissed hair was long and loose down her back, in beachy waves, while Vivi’s was shorter and darker. But their build and walk were so similar as they made their way to our rental Suburban that it made me laugh.


Kyle scooped Preston up into his arms, making him giggle, and I picked up Carter and covered her little face with kisses.


This was going to be a great holiday. I just knew it. And, seeing how happy Vivi was, surrounded by her family, gave me the best idea. Maybe an extended vacation in Peachtree could do Vivi some good. Now all I had to do was figure out how to get my mother on board.
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Vivi: That One Percent Thanksgiving Day



THERE ARE NO HOT GUYS in Peachtree Bluff. Some of my friends would think that’s a problem, but I think it’s kind of great. There’s no one to look good for or impress, so I can just put on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and not worry about it. After a long day of flying and a long night of catching up, I definitely slept later than anyone else, but they couldn’t ever get motivated for breakfast until like ten anyway. Which, I mean, is kind of early for me, but I guess I was sort of excited to see everybody—and Gransley makes really, really great pancakes. Plus, Emerson and I were going to go paddleboarding later, before everyone started running around getting ready for Thanksgiving dinner.


“Good morning, sunshine,” Mom called as I walked into Gransley and Jack’s dining room. Everyone was lounging around in pj’s, and Mom’s were these pale pink silk ones that made her look super glamorous. Her dark hair was wavy and loose, and she already had her makeup on. I rolled my eyes. Who put makeup on for Thanksgiving breakfast with their family?


It smelled like turkey. It was kind of weird to stay at Jack’s house when Gransley’s old house was right next door. Sloane and Adam were living there now, and Kyle, Emerson, and Carter were staying in their guesthouse. Dad had bought Mom a house down the street, which she super selfishly was stealing away from him in the divorce. I mean, it was just as much his house and his town as it was hers. But everything was about Mom these days. There was no way I was staying with her, so I stayed with Gransley and Grandjack instead.


Grandjack went to bed kind of early—I think on purpose—and I helped Gransley make pie and stuffing and the breakfast casserole some of my family was already eating. It was cool to have Gransley all to myself. I never knew my grandfather Carter—who Emerson named my cousin after—so it wasn’t like I was mad at Gransley for marrying Grandjack. But it was still weird to have to share her.


She didn’t say anything to me about being mean to Mom, but I knew she wanted to. And, yeah, I felt pretty embarrassed that she knew about all that. But she didn’t understand me. She didn’t get how it felt when your parents got divorced because your mom couldn’t get over some dumb mistake your dad made. Didn’t she know that we were supposed to be family? I had a right to be mad. That’s why, when we got back to New York, I was going to go live with Dad.


When I walked into the room, AJ, Taylor, and Preston all came running toward me at full force. I was lucky I made it to the couch in time because they knocked me down and made a big pile on top of me. Carter, who was trying so hard to keep up with them, crawled up beside me on the couch and smiled like she was one of the big kids.


“Vivi!” she squealed.


“You made it!” I squealed back, hugging her.


They got tired of me pretty quickly, though, and ran over to the insane amount of toys Gransley kept in her living room.


I sort of half waved at everyone, got my plate, and scooped myself a small piece of breakfast casserole from the sideboard. I wanted to save room for the main event: Thanksgiving dinner.


“Viv! You want pancakes?” Gransley asked.


“No,” I said, even though I did. She looked so comfy in her robe with her coffee I didn’t want to bother her.


“So what are you wearing to Thanksgiving?”


I looked down. “Um, this?”


Gransley laughed, and Mom said, “No, ma’am, you are not.”


I rolled my eyes at her. “Mom, who cares what I wear to Thanksgiving? It’s just our family.”


Aunt Sloane chimed in, “But those are the most important people! Don’t you want to look good for us?”


I knew she was trying to be funny, but she really wasn’t. Every day in New York I had to worry about what I wore and what my hair looked like and how my eyeliner was done and how designer my purse was. “It’s not like anyone in this hick town even knows if I look good or not,” I said under my breath.


I knew that was going to piss my mom off. I can’t even really explain why I do it. I mean, my mom is one of the fiercest people I have ever known. She’s pretty good at controlling herself with me, but I guess maybe I test her, see how far I can push her before she snaps, which she does every now and then—and it is terrifying. So when I said this, I knew she was going to react, and it made these bubbles in my stomach. Not the good ones like when Lake—who I have a huge crush on—hugs me in the hall at school. Like bubbles out of a horror movie.


But Mom didn’t have a chance to say anything because Grandjack chimed in, “Vivi, you’re not going to disrespect your mother, aunt, and grandmother at my breakfast table.”


He was super calm and didn’t raise his voice or anything, but he was Grandjack, for God’s sake. He wasn’t my family; he didn’t have any right to scold me. Who did this guy think he was?


So I got up super dramatically, almost knocking my chair over, grabbed my plate, and marched up to my room. I was trying to be really nonchalant about the whole thing, but tears were stinging my eyes. Grandjack didn’t even know me; he didn’t get to tell me what to do. But as I got to my room, I realized I was maybe more upset that I had embarrassed myself in front of my whole family. I was trying to embarrass my mom. But she wasn’t the one who looked bad. I did.


Maybe this was why people sent little kids to their rooms. Because it gave them time to think about stuff like this.


I set the plate of breakfast casserole I didn’t want on the end table next to my unmade bed and plopped down, the white duvet fluffy and cozy underneath me. Then I called my dad. “Hey, kiddo!” he said, kind of loud, into the phone.


“What are you doing?” I asked.


“I’m on the chairlift. We weren’t sure if there would be snow, but there is.”


Picturing him with his gorgeous blonde new girlfriend, on a ski trip in Telluride, made me jealous. Was she going to replace me in his life? It did sort of make wonder if Aunt Emmy was right—as hard as this was for me, it was probably a million times harder for my mom. My dad hadn’t left me. He’d left her. And not for just this girlfriend, but for, like, a few.


Even still, my mom was a nightmare, and she probably deserved it.


“Daddy,” I said. I only called him Daddy when I really wanted something. He had probably caught on by now, but still, it worked like ninety-nine percent of the time. “Can I come live with you after we get back from Thanksgiving?”


He sighed. “Oh, honey. You know I would love that. You know I’d love nothing more—”


I cut him off. “So it’s settled, then. I’ll bring my stuff on Monday.”


“Viv, look, you know I love you more than anything, and I would love to have you with me all the time. But I’m not doing this to Mom, and neither are you. We have a custody agreement, and that’s how it is.”


“But, Dad! I’m fifteen. I can choose who I want to live with.”


“Viv, you’re fifteen. Mom and I are going to choose who you live with. And, for now, you live with me every other weekend and half the summer and some holidays. If you want to spend a week here and there and your mom and I agree, then fine. But you don’t get to run to me every time you don’t want to follow Mom’s rules.”


“This is because of your new girlfriend!” I spat into the phone and immediately hung up.


That was a bad move. I never yelled at my dad. I needed him to be my safe place when I had to get away from my horrible mother.


Ninety-nine percent of the time calling him Daddy worked. But then there was that one percent… I felt tears coming to my eyes again. My door opened slowly. “You can’t come in!” I called. But then I saw it was Biscuit. The little fur ball ran and jumped onto my lap, licking my tears away. I snuggled into her soft fur.


“At least you wanted to come check on me,” I said.


My stomach sank again, thinking back to the phone call. I hated when my dad was mad at me. He was the one who always rescued me, no matter what, who spoiled me and took care of me even when my mom was mad.


Speaking of men who would rescue me, I was pretty sure now that I shouldn’t have blown it with the closest thing I had to a grandfather. The only man who loves a girl possibly more than her dad is her grandad. I was going to have to work harder on being nice to Grandjack. Every girl knows you need a backup in your corner—especially when it feels like your whole world is falling apart.
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Sloane: High Water Thanksgiving Day



MY BRILLIANT, FIERY, BEAUTIFUL SISTER was broken. You could see it in her shoulders, in her jawline, around her mouth. She was tired. She was defeated. And I could tell in my infinite sisterly wisdom that it wasn’t only because of her divorce from James. It was also because of her daughter.


We all sat in silence around the antique pub table in Jack’s dining room for a few moments after Vivi stomped off. The smaller kids were playing happily in a little cluster in the corner, not even noticing anything weird was going on, thank goodness. As I looked at my amazing husband sitting beside me, I wondered how Caroline did it. I wondered how she faced the hurricane that Vivi had become each day alone, without a good man to weather the storm with her.


“Jack, you shouldn’t have stepped in,” Mom scolded.


Caroline shook her head, tears springing to her eyes. “No, he should have. Thank you, Jack. It felt really good to have someone come to my rescue.”


“Well, if I had known that…” Adam started. I looked up into his kind eyes. Sometimes it still startled me to see how long his hair had grown. I was so used to his cropped military cut. I squeezed his knee, bare beneath his khaki shorts, as everyone laughed, my heart fluttering at the very thought that this man was so good. No doubt about it, my military hero of a husband would have come to the rescue if Jack hadn’t gotten there first. Man, woman, child, dog, bat, field mouse—if you were in trouble, Adam was your guy.


Caroline smiled at him. “Trust me, Adam, we all know you are always available for a rescue.”


“I feel like I should step in here, but as the least manly, least dominant male at the table, I imagine it would be useless at this point,” Kyle interjected.


Caroline shook her head, wrapping her hands around an oversized coffee mug. “No, Jack is her grandfather. He can scold her.”


“Caroline!” Mom glared at her.


“Okay, she doesn’t know he’s her actual grandfather… but he is. Whatever. I don’t know. Guys, I’m just tired. I’m so tired. I don’t know how much longer I can deal with this.”


“We can stay in New York a little longer to help,” Emerson said. But, really, how much could she help? She had a two-year-old and a grueling full-time job. She loved it, but it was all-consuming.


“How can we help?” I said. “We have more time than Em.” That probably wasn’t strictly true. But, well, Em was the little sister.


“Oh!” Kyle interjected. “That reminds me. With that hurricane coming and Ansley and Jack leaving, you guys should come to New York with us.”


“That hurricane is not coming here,” Mom said. “Y’all need to calm down. These things almost always veer off course or get downgraded. It’s fine.”


“Even still,” Caroline added. “You haven’t been in forever, and it would be fun.” She paused and grinned at me. “Plus, I could really use your help at the store.”


That was fair. We were all part owners, and, while creating the art for Sloane Emerson, Sloane Emerson New York, and Sloane Emerson LA was a big job, it was the fun part. Mom and Caroline were left with most of the drudgery: the bills, the ordering, the inventory, the paperwork. Emerson, as the baby, was required to do very little. Because that’s how it was. Even still, even now, we always stepped up to do what needed to be done for her. It was the unspoken system.


I looked over at Adam, who looked at Jack. Jack and Adam owned Peachtree Provisions, the corner grocery and deli, and it was packed at all times. Tourists coming in—of which there were many—counted on the store for their provisioning. And, with its laid-back atmosphere and amazing sandwiches, it had quickly become a local favorite too.


“Sloane, I love the idea,” Adam said slowly, “but with Jack taking this trip, I need to be at the store. I don’t think a visit to New York is in the cards for us.”


“But there’s a hurricane coming,” Caroline interjected. “You might have to board the store up, at least for a few days.”


“There isn’t going to be a hurricane!” Mom protested.


“Mom,” Caroline said dully. “Just because you say it over and over again doesn’t make it true.”


Jack shrugged. “You know, Adam, maybe this is the time to put Alisha to the test. We’ve been talking about making her manager. Let’s see how she does for a few days with us both gone. Obviously, if we evacuate, she isn’t going to stay here either. But if the store opens before you get back from New York, it will be a good time to see if she’s up for the challenge. I had great managers that I trusted at every one of my hot dog shops before I sold out. I couldn’t have grown without them.”


Adam nodded. “Agreed.” He turned to me. “I’m in.” Then he got up, took his plate, and walked to the sideboard for more breakfast casserole.


“Yay!” Emerson, Caroline, and I said at the same time.


As Adam and I walked out Mom’s front door, AJ and Taylor in tow, I couldn’t help but smile. The antique-looking streetlamps were already adorned with huge wreaths with red bows and twinkle lights. The sun glinted off the water. I took a deep breath, feeling the breeze in my hair. Neighbors waved as they walked by.


Adam took my hand. “So, I know we decided no store-bought gifts for each other this year.”


I nodded. “Yes.” We were trying to build our nest egg. Plus, I had Adam and my kids and Peachtree Bluff. What else could I possibly need?


“This is admittedly harder for me than for you—”


“Babe,” I interrupted. “Seriously, don’t even worry about it. I don’t want a thing.”


He grinned widely, his dimple showing. “No, what I was going to say was that even though I thought this would be harder for me, I think I finally figured out something that you might like.”


As I reached our gate—well, Mom’s gate—Adam dug into his pocket and pulled out an envelope and handed it to me. It just said Sloane in his distinctive penmanship on the front.


I gasped. “Is this what I think it is?” I asked.


Adam shrugged. “Might be.”


I smiled. “Can I open it now?”


“Well, I’m writing you one every day between now and Christmas, so if you want to keep up, I think you should.”


I squealed and kissed him. “This is the best gift ever.”


Wow, how different a letter from Adam felt now than when he was in the military—it was less of a lifeline and more of a wonderful addition to an already rich, full existence. Honestly, when Adam went MIA three years ago, I never imagined that we would be in this place, where we would all be together again, happy and healthy. And we wouldn’t have gotten through any of that without Mom and Jack. I wasn’t sure Adam would have made it through life without the military—he had too many lasting injuries to ever be back in the field—if Jack hadn’t stepped up to help him start a business. We were so richly blessed to have them.


As if he were reading my mind, Adam said, “Babe, I wanted to talk to you about something: We can wait until after the holidays, but do you think it’s time to start looking for our own house?”


My stomach gripped at the mere thought. I looked up at the white clapboard house with the black shutters and wide double front porches where I had spent my summers as a child, where I had healed after the death of my father, where my husband and I had started our life over again. It was still Mom’s house, even though she was kind enough to let us rent it. Well, she’d wanted to let us stay there for free, but Adam wouldn’t hear of it.


Adam opened the gate on the white picket fence, and the boys ran inside the front door. He let me go first. “Well, I mean, we could move,” I said, “but aren’t things going well as they are now?” I was trying to hide my horror.


Adam nodded. “Yeah, of course. But we can’t mooch off your mom forever.”


“We’re paying rent! Plus, you know she’ll never sell it, and she and Jack are living at his house.”


I was being a little spoiled. But we were living in a big, beautiful house on the water, next door to my mom. It had all my memories—and seven-piece hand-carved moldings. And while, yes, Adam and I had worked hard over the last few years and really saved some money, we couldn’t afford anything like my mom’s house.


“We need to start building equity in something we own,” said Adam. “We’re throwing away money every month.”


I stopped and looked at him, at the scar over his eye he’d gotten while he was held captive in Iraq. He still limped just a little, but with the number of injuries he had sustained, the recovery he had made—especially mentally—was a miracle.


“Plus, don’t you think your sisters resent it a little?” he asked.


I scoffed. “Um, no. Caroline already has a house here, and Emerson and Kyle seem to have hung their life on gathering as few possessions as possible. So no, I don’t think they resent me.”


Plus, if they did, Caroline would tell me.


“Maybe after the holidays we’ll start getting an idea of what we could afford. And maybe we can save a little longer for a bigger down payment so we can get something closer to what we really want and not have to move again in a few years.”


Adam leaned down and kissed me, smiling, amused. “So what you’re saying is I’m not moving come hell or high water?”


It was just a saying, but it gave me a chill. I looked out over the peaceful inlet, finding something eerie in its stillness. High water. I took a deep breath, and suddenly I could smell it, an electric charge, a ferocity in the air. The calm before the storm. It was a smell, a feeling that I knew well. My mother was dead set against it, but I knew then that she was wrong. A storm was coming. All that was left to find out was how big it was going to be.
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Emerson: Her Very Soul Thanksgiving Day



“TUR-KEY,” I SAID AGAIN, LOOKING down at Carter, the giant bow I kept trying to make her wear sliding down her wispy baby hair for the umpteenth time.


“Tur-tey,” she repeated, her face scrunched in concentration.


I grinned down at her, scrunching my nose back, not even worrying about the Botox I was going to have to get from constantly mimicking her sweet expressions.


I handed Carter another tiny piece of turkey off the stove and pinched a bit of cookie dough off one of the perfect rolls on the marble counter and popped it in my mouth.


“Emerson Murphy!” Mom scolded, walking into Jack’s kitchen, her signature shirtwaist dress swishing at her ankles.


Ugh. Just like when we were children. That woman was everywhere.
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