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To my parents, Paul and Beth Woodson, who always told me I could.










PROLOGUE [image: ] seagulls



ansley


I still have dreams about that yellow-and-white-striped bikini, the one I was wearing the night I met Jack, my first bona fide summer love. I was fifteen going on sixteen, the perfect age, when your hair tints that summer blond that hairstylists become superstars for emulating. You have filled out enough not to be gangly but not so much that you can imagine a one-piece being in your future.


We spent those bikini summers in Peachtree Bluff, my family and I, at my grandmother’s waterfront home, the one that I didn’t realize until years later was truly something special. It was always blissful, always enchanted, but that summer, Sandra and Emily, my two best friends, and I spent nearly every day at Starlite Island across from Grandmother’s house. It was only a few boat lengths across the sound, but you couldn’t swim there and needed at least a kayak to go. It felt like freedom.


Those summers were all about seeing how close we could get to the wild horses on our favorite island and gauging if any of us could tame the wild boys who seemed as native to the beach as the crabs scurrying about. Skin tanned dark and hair sun-bleached, they sipped Pabst Blue Ribbon all afternoon, throwing footballs and telling (mostly false) stories about how cool they were back home, wherever they had come from.


I imagined then that no matter where my life took me, Peachtree Bluff would always be a part of my story. But it never crossed my mind that one day things would change so quickly and so fiercely that I would end up moving to my childhood paradise, my sanctuary from the real world, full time.


Wherever it may be, you always tell your kids that they can come home again. It’s the thing that, as a parent, you’re supposed to say. But maybe this is why so many people downsize when their children go off to college. Maybe this is why they move to condos on the lake, not the sweeping clapboard home that their grandmother left them in a harbor town in Georgia. If you don’t have five bedrooms and a three-bedroom guesthouse, there is no way that all of your children—families in tow—can descend on you like seagulls on the day-old bread the grandkids throw out on the dock.


But change is the only thing I’ve ever been able to count on in this life, the only thing that hasn’t let me down. And I am quite proud to say that although I may not always have done the right thing, I have survived it all. Hit after hit, storm after storm, I have weathered, I have protected. Like that dock across the narrow street from my house, I have withstood hurricanes, tornadoes, and even the occasional hailstorm.


When I was too scared to go on, too shaken to stand, too rattled to know which way was up, I carried on for the three best parts of me, for the girls who almost ruined my life yet somehow ended up saving it.


As I hear the voices upstairs, some happy, some mad—they are sisters, after all—I open the refrigerator door and wonder, not for the first time, how I got here. How is it possible that a couple of months ago, I was in my grandmother’s house on the sound, enjoying the splendor of the silence? I would open my fridge to find exactly three Smartwaters, one canister of coffee, two yogurts, and some old ketchup.


Now I open that same fridge in that same house to find it nearly spilling over, each item a reminder of one of my girls. The bottles of breast milk are the biggest surprise, the choice to nurse at all an unlikely one for my beautiful, smart, but somewhat selfish Caroline. But it is these very bottles that helped her gain back her trim, toned figure nearly instantly, the prenatal vitamins making her long dark hair even silkier and shinier.


The chocolate milk that you would think was for Sloane’s young sons, but actually is for her, comes next. That middle daughter, doe-eyed like her older sister, her hair a light brown, as though the dark hair gene got lighter with each girl until it eventually gave up and allowed Emerson, the youngest, to be fully blond, has loved chocolate milk since her first taste. Sloane is the least concerned with appearances and has adapted to the role of mother easily, as the hot dogs, grapes, string cheese, and Capri Suns will attest.


The fresh-squeezed green juice beside those bottles, stored in an unusually narrow yet still shapely carafe, reminds me of its blond-haired, blue-eyed owner, Emerson, with her high, sculpted cheekbones that still manage to make her look soft and feminine. Her looks and talent have combined to put her on her way to the acting career she’s always dreamed of. She is the one that, finally, looked like me. Though my hair is now clipped to right at my shoulders, the way hers runs long and free down her back reminds me of my younger days.


The takeout containers and the wine? Well, those could be for any one of my girls. The rows and the list go on and on.


But this is how it is, I’ve come to see. Sometimes you don’t know how empty your fridge—or your heart—can be. You don’t realize it, that is, until at long last, you find them full again.










civilization


caroline


I was the only one who wasn’t really into the whole Peachtree Bluff thing. It’s kind of like being the Grinch at Christmas. My sisters would be beside themselves about riding on the boat, shrimp boils on the beach, and roasting marshmallows all summer long, but I was more in a severe depression because I had to leave my friends in Manhattan and the subway and the lights and, well, you know, civilization. There were no museums—unless you count that pitiful excuse for a boat warehouse they call a museum. There was no theater—unless you count the high school’s horrific performance of Fiddler on the Roof or the annual drag queen fashion show. I’ll admit, that one was fairly Manhattan. But Rent on Broadway it was not.


Most of all, I couldn’t stand the idea of missing out on an entire summer’s worth of fun and gossip, even if it was just sitting around Jenna Franklin’s mom’s house when she was at work, talking about boys and painting our toes. All summer, every summer, I missed everything. And don’t get me started on the year my mom kidnapped us and made me move down there for a whole semester. It was like prison. Well, prison with a good view, I mean.


Looking back, I realize that most of the reason I didn’t want to leave Manhattan was that I didn’t want people to talk about me when I was gone. I couldn’t deal with feeling left out of the circle that I had worked so hard to insert myself into.


Because, I’ll admit it, I’ve always cared a hell of a lot about what other people think. I used to believe it was human nature, but now I’ve realized it’s more akin to the nature of a New York City social climber. I call myself that affectionately, now that I’m back in New York, back in my apartment, back in my old life, yet somehow a completely different person. I’ve never felt that it was a bad thing to want to better your station in life. Which is why after my father was killed and my mother moved us to Podunk City, USA, I felt that, geographically and socially, I had moved in the wrong direction in a big way.


I used to thank God every night that I only had to live in that hick hellhole for six months. Only six months before I could escape back to NYU, aka civilization. I got that my mom was scared and all of that after 9/11. But honestly. The city rebuilt. Why couldn’t she?


I felt guilty leaving my two sisters to rot there. Emerson especially. She was only a baby, for heaven’s sake. Well, I guess ten isn’t a baby. But it’s young enough that you don’t know what you don’t know. And what she didn’t know was that our selfish mother had taken her out of the city of action and opportunity and dropped her into the cultural desert.


So I made it my life’s mission to encourage her passion for art and acting. And I guess somewhere in there, I forgot to work on my middle sister, Sloane. Bless her heart, as those degenerates say with their slow accents, she stayed in the damn place. Went to college in Georgia—a state with all those peaches and practically no teeth. Married a guy in the military, which, I mean, yeah, is admirable and all that.


But we’re Murphys. We were destined for greatness.


Greatness was what I thought I was getting when I met James. His hair was great. His plane was great. His 57th Street apartment was great. Even his mother was great. For thirteen whole blissful years, we were great, too. Just great. Until he decided to come home and tell me, six months pregnant, no less, that he was no longer in love with me. He was no longer in love with me, you see, because he was now in love with a twenty-year-old supermodel who subsisted on squeezy applesauce and whipped cream vodka.


This is what you should expect when nothing in your life is ever good enough. You should expect that your husband will eventually trade you in for something better. Truth be told, sometimes I’m surprised I hadn’t traded him in, as hard as I was scraping to reach the top. But, well, it’s harder to climb when you’re pregnant in heels.


And so, when I decided to take a short sabbatical with my sweet, beautiful, fated for a Nobel Peace Prize daughter, Vivi, I figured I’d already fallen about as far as I could. Might as well fall all the way down to “my momma’s house,” as they would say in Peachtree, a town with too many mullets and too few brain cells.


Had I known that we’d be Murphy, party of eight, I might have rethought my decision. But there are no people in the world to make you realize what a spoiled, selfish bitch you’ve become and put you right back in your place quite like sisters. All I can say is that for the state I was in, thank God I have two.
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ansley


I love pretty much every quirky thing about my town. The weird people and the weirder traditions, the over-the-top celebrations and beautiful old homes. I love that I can feel like I am completely at the end of the earth but then, two bridges and twenty minutes later, enter an adjacent town large enough to have everything I need. I thrive on the quiet and privacy of the off-season but the summer vacationers who feel free to photograph my home and sometimes even peek in through my windows have never been my favorite thing.


And Caroline has never been my favorite child. I know that’s not nice to say, but it’s nicer than saying she’s my least favorite child, which is really the truth. I love her to pieces. I’d take a bullet for her. I’d sooner die than see something bad happen to her, and I would never, ever want to live without her. But she is… tricky.


So I guess that’s why I didn’t answer the first time she called. I was in Sloane Emerson, my interior design shop, which, yes, I did name after my other two, more favored children. It’s a bit of a family joke, actually. When we moved to Peachtree Bluff, Caroline kicking and screaming in her designer jeans the whole way, I acted casual about opening my store. I acted like it was something I was doing to take my mind off of my beloved husband dying, like it was something I was doing to assert myself. In actuality, I’d had to go back to work because, while we were told we would be receiving millions of dollars in life insurance, we hadn’t. I thought it would intensify the general panic and nightmares and PTSD around our new, very large, very potentially haunted home if my girls knew that.


So when I announced that I was getting back into decorating, my darling jewel of a daughter Caroline had said, “Oh, good. I hear the camper-trailer design business is really flourishing right now.”


And when I enthused that the business was going so well that I thought I would open a storefront, my sweet-tempered, well-adjusted child snapped, “If you name it Caroline’s, I will die.”


So I didn’t name it Caroline’s. I named it Sloane Emerson. It was the first thing I had done in quite some time that my eldest daughter thought was funny.


It was quiet around town that January morning, the tourists hiding wherever they had come from, not to return until April, despite it being my favorite time of year. Maybe it was the temperatures in the mid- to high sixties that made me love the winter so much. Maybe it was that only the locals remained. It was hard to tell.


I was pulling some matelassé samples for two regular clients who needed to spruce up their yachts—in a town of three thousand people, boat owners had become my bread and butter—when the bell above the door rang.


Ah, yes. I would know that beard anywhere. Hippie Hal, reporting for duty.


“What’s up, Hal?”


“Oh, not much, Ansley. You know. The tide rolls in, the tide rolls out.”


“Sure does, Hal.”


This was a part of the morning. Whether it was forty degrees or 140, Hal wore rumpled jeans and a meticulously pressed white oxford. But depending on the heat, he’d layer a few of the shirts. It was his signature look. Hal, who had sold the three McDonald’s he owned in Tennessee and headed for the shore, lived in a small house two streets over that was always a subject of heated debate at town meetings. You see, Hal refurbished bicycles, saved them from the landfill, as he put it. So there were always a few on his front lawn to entice tourists ready to bike around town.


And the historical association, Mrs. McClasky in particular, had a fit about it. Every month.


But it took a lot to ruffle Hal, and until she came over in her crop pants and Keds and made him remove those bikes, they were staying put.


In the meantime, Hal made his morning rounds, said hello to all the shop owners, and rode one of those front-yard bikes back home. He had a big garage. Biggest in town, in fact. I asked him one time, “Hal, why don’t you put those bikes in the garage, and then we could quit having to talk about them every single town meeting?”


He got a far-off look in his eye and said, “That’s not a bad idea. But you see, here’s the problem. If I put those bikes in my garage, Mrs. McClasky wouldn’t have anything to do anymore. She’d have no purpose. Then she’d be miserable. And I feel like it’s my job to spread happiness wherever I go.” He grinned then.


That seemed about right to me.


I smiled at Hal, and he asked, “Want me to send Coffee Kyle down here?”


I nodded, samples in hand. “Sure, Hal. That would be great. I could use a little caffeine.” He turned to walk out, and I said, “Hey, Hal. Wait a minute.”


“What’s that? You need some produce? I can get Kimmy down here, too.”


“No. I don’t need any produce.” I held up two blue shades of matelassé. “Which one do you like better?”


He pointed to the lighter shade on the left. Hippie Hal might have worn a piece of rope as a belt, but the man had taste.


“Boyfriend Sky it is,” I said out loud, even though he had gone.


I looked down at the sample again, thinking of Caroline and how I needed to return her call. She would love this matelassé. Maybe I would send her one. Things were good between us now that she had forgiven me for stealing a whole half-year of city life from her, now that she had still married one of the most eligible bachelors in town and had Vivi and this new baby on the way and that big life she had always dreamed of.


I picked up the phone to dial her—my daughters found it hilarious that I still dialed their numbers as often as I searched for their contacts. As I did, I realized that, yet again, my finger joint was sort of sticking when I tried to bend it, like a door swollen from the rain. I had quit doing my Trigger Finger exercises for a couple of days and the annoying condition had come back with a vengeance. I sighed. Aging is not for the faint of heart. Before I could hit the green button, Kimmy walked in. Her hair got weirder and weirder. She had a severe spiky haircut that was half black, half blue. It looked like a Smurf gone Goth.


“Hey, Ansley.”


“Kimmy.”


“Hal said you wanted Swiss chard?”


This was the only problem with Hal. He was really helpful, except that he had smoked away every brain cell he had long, long ago. Kimmy was the owner of a hydroponic farm, but you didn’t have to be part of the Drug Enforcement Administration to put together that vegetables weren’t the only thing she was growing hydroponically. Hence the friendship between Hal and her.


“That wasn’t me,” I said.


“Didn’t think so. You hate chard.”


I do. I thought of my youngest daughter, Emerson, and smiled. She was in LA pursuing her acting dream, like thousands and thousands of other talented, beautiful women and men. I was proud of her for following her heart, but it still bugged me that she hadn’t gone to college. What was she going to do when she got her first wrinkle and lost all job possibilities? She would land on her feet. Probably.


Emerson loved Swiss chard. She put it in the blender with a handful of grapes and half an orange and some ice and thought it was the most delicious thing ever. But that was LA for you.


“That’s OK.” I pulled a five-dollar bill out of my wallet. “Can you leave me something I do like to cook for dinner?”


I knew what she was going to say, and it annoyed me every day. Every single day. But she asked it anyway, like it was a fresh question. “You eating alone tonight, Ansley?”


I pretended I didn’t hear her and said, very loudly, “Coffee Kyle!”


Coffee Kyle was smoking hot. I was a fifty-something-year-old woman whose children would taunt her mercilessly if they heard her utter the phrase “smoking hot.” And it was inappropriate for me to think that way about a kid in his mid-twenties. But he was, and there was no way around that. He looked like one of those really versatile actors in the Hallmark movies Emerson had done. He was tall, dark, and handsome and could play the mechanic in one video, the lawyer in the next, and the serial killer in the third without skipping a beat.


“Well, hey there, Miss Ansley. I brought a skinny soy vanilla latte for you today.” He winked at me. “Although you don’t need the skinny.”


I laughed in spite of myself. He really was so cute. Something in his good nature reminded me of Sloane’s husband, Adam. I hadn’t seen it at first, but Adam was the perfect man for Sloane. She was kind and loving, my easiest child by far. It had hit her the hardest when her father died, made her afraid and, for a while, anxiety ridden. I worried that a man would overpower her, take advantage of her gentle nature. But Adam knew how to love her, how to make her feel safe and special. I always taught my girls that they didn’t need a man to save them. They needed to be able to save themselves. And Sloane could. But, confident in the knowledge that she could stand on her own two feet, I adored how Adam had positively swept her off of them.


“So what you got going on today, Miss Ansley?” Kyle asked as I handed him his money and he handed me my latte.


“Page and Stage has a new Southern writer coming in today. I thought I’d run down and pick up her book.” I hated TV. I thought it was the downfall of civilization. I didn’t have one. So I read. A lot. I guessed I would have to get one when Emerson’s next TV movie came out. “Other than that, just work. I’ve got two new yachts down there I’m designing if you want to go check in on them. I’m sure they’d love some coffee.”


He saluted me. “Yes, ma’am. I believe I will.”


I was pretty sure that Coffee Kyle was the only barista in the known universe who left his coffee shop wide open and unattended while he made deliveries to his locals. You could buy regular and decaf on the honor system by leaving your dollar in the basket. If you wanted something fancy, Kyle came back every thirty minutes to serve you. But if you lived in town, he knew what you wanted and was probably going to bring it to you anyway, which made it pretty rare to have people in the shop unless they were there for the atmosphere—which, frankly, the place was a little low on, if you asked me.


Kyle hugged me, which was the best part of my day, sadly.


I looked down to see a text from Emerson. Call me when you get a few minutes. That really was strange. It was only seven a.m. in LA. My little Emmy was never up that early. She had probably started some new aerial yoga or zum-barre-lates something or other. I had started to dial her when I heard the bell tinkle yet again and had to end the call.


At first, I thought the man walking through the door was a tourist, which was rare this time of year. He was a little bit overweight, and had a ruddy, dark complexion, that particular mixture of too much sun and too much alcohol that makes a face look aged yet somehow youthful, as though the wearer of said face was still squeezing every square inch of fun out of life. “I’m Sheldon,” he said. I instantly remembered the phone conversation from the day before and realized that while, no, he wasn’t someone I would call a friend, I had definitely seen Sheldon around.


“Oh, of course,” I said, walking out from behind the counter. “The fifty-three Huckins Linwood. Thanks so much for getting in touch with me.” Sheldon had called to let me know he had a boat coming in for an extensive rebuild. It had been badly damaged in a recent hurricane off the Florida coast, and Sheldon was one of the foremost experts in the country in its particular make and model. While he was handling the structure of things, he asked me if I’d like to come alongside and take care of the, as he put them, “girly parts” of the boat. I would have preferred the term “aesthetic elements,” but, quite frankly, it was winter, business was slow, and I could use the cash.


I could tell already that my new buddy Sheldon was a man of few words. He motioned his head to the door and said, “Well, you want to see it?”


“Oh, now?” I said, grabbing for my jacket and hanging my camera around my neck, thinking that now wasn’t really great, as I had two daughters to call. But this shouldn’t take too long. I could redesign three staterooms and a salon in my sleep.


Little did I know that, after today, sleep wasn’t something I would be getting much of for a long, long time.
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caroline


I have always, always, for my entire life, wanted to be a mother and nothing more. My sisters find this odd, which I find odd. I mean, sure, I’m honest. But that doesn’t make me unmaternal. I don’t say things to my daughter Vivi like “Don’t eat those Oreos, or you’ll turn into a big fat cow.” I say things like “Sweetheart, too much sugar isn’t healthy for you. It will ruin those beautiful teeth and that perfect complexion.” It’s still true, but it isn’t quite as cutting.


From the time I was a baby, I was always dragging a doll around with me. So when Sloane was born, even though I was only two, I was probably the most excited anyone has ever been. I still remember going to the hospital, climbing into bed with Mom and tiny Sloane, seeing her for the first time, and knowing that my whole life had changed in the best way. Mom says I can’t possibly remember. I’ve just seen so many pictures that I think I remember. But she is wrong. I remember.


Sloane and I have always been close, despite the fact that our lives are scarcely relevant to each other.


So Sloane was the perfect person to drop the bomb on first. She was so selfless. I knew she would soothe my very damaged nerves. We didn’t deserve her, Emerson and I.


The problem was, I couldn’t quite find a way to tell her about James. Instead, I heard myself saying, “I found this little indoor tent that I thought the boys would love, but I didn’t want to spring it on you because I know it will take up a lot of room.”


“Oh, they would love that,” Sloane gushed. “There’s plenty of space in the playroom.”


My phone beeped. “Oh, wait!” I said. “There’s Emmy.” This would be better. I’d tell them together, only have to taste the terrible news in my mouth once. “Hang on a minute, and I’ll merge us all together.”


“OK,” Sloane said. “But don’t cut me off, because I have to tell you—”


Too late.


“Hi there, little Em,” I said. Oh, I loved that girl.


“The best thing has happened!” You could practically hear her glowing from across the miles.


That could mean that she had downloaded a great new song or had found the best new manicurist. Em was overly dramatic on both sides of the spectrum, which is a good quality for an actress. I’ve often envied her ability to get so excited over the smallest things, but the joy wouldn’t be worth how upset she also gets over practically nothing.


“Hold that thought,” I said. “I have Sloane on the other line.”


I merged the calls and knew they were both there when I could hear Emerson’s giggles and Sloane saying, “I know, love bug. But we don’t eat candy in the morning.”


The woman was a saint.


I looked out the window of my apartment. The view of Central Park was going to be hard to leave. I still couldn’t believe I was actually going to do this, move back to a place I couldn’t stand and couldn’t get out of fast enough. But I would love to be in a place for a while where no one had ever heard the name Edie Fitzgerald—or at least didn’t care who she was. Bitch. With her three feet of shiny black hair and eight-foot-long legs.


“What’s going on?” I heard Sloane say.


“I have to leave LA.” Emerson practically cheered, although I couldn’t figure out why that would be a good thing, unless, of course, she was leaving LA for New York. Then it would be the best move ever.


“Oh, my gosh!” I exclaimed. “I’m leaving New York!”


“What?” Sloane chimed in. “Can you breathe if you aren’t in Manhattan?”


When I laughed, it felt like a reflex, not true joy. I knew I could be real with my sisters. I knew I could relay my devastation to them, that they would be able to feel it no matter how nonchalant I acted. But I couldn’t go there yet. I had to be strong just a little bit longer. “We’ll see,” I said breezily. “I’m flying south. I have been the victim of a supermodel husband stealer.”


“No!” Emerson gasped. “But Caroline!” Her elation had turned to devastation on a dime. “You’re pregnant.”


The baby kicked right at that moment, as if knowing that he or she was being talked about. I rubbed my belly. I was excited that we didn’t know what this one was. We. It was depressing to realize that “we” just meant Vivi and me now. No more James. I felt my throat go thick. Nope. He didn’t deserve my tears.


I looked down at my shoes, wondering if they were actually as cute as I’d thought they were in the store. Of course they were, I decided. But once the man who is supposed to be your forever leaves you for a supermodel, you start to doubt every choice you make. What if I’ve been drinking almond milk but I should have been drinking cashew? What if we find out in twenty years that casein really is good for you? Every small decision is suddenly under the microscope, another example of how acutely I have mismanaged our lives.


Because, it’s awful to admit, even to myself, but I knew James was having an affair.


I may not be exactly tactful. And there’s probably no good way to hear your husband is cheating. But honestly, there had to have been a better way than the one he chose. James sat me down in our sun-filled living room on our white banquette, the one I had gotten from Mom when Vivi was eight and I had finally felt like I could redo the apartment because she wasn’t going to spill chocolate milk—the love of which I am certain she inherited from Sloane—on everything anymore. He took my hand and said, “Baby, I know this isn’t the best timing.” He looked down at my stomach. I knew what was coming, really, but I tried to avoid it. In those seconds, I pretended that he was going to say he thought we should move or he was going on a big trip the week before my due date or something, anything that would be bad timing except for this.


“I’m so sorry,” he said. “And I don’t really know how to tell you this. But I’m not in love with you anymore.”


I’m not in love with you anymore. I’m not in love with you anymore. It ran through my mind all day, every day, like the refrain of a horrible pop song you wished the radio would quit playing. Twelve years of marriage, thirteen years of being together, an eleven-year-old daughter, another baby on the way. How could he not love me anymore?


Of course, it was only a couple of hours before Jenna Franklin, my “friend,” called and said, “Oh, Caroline, I don’t know how you’re coping. I don’t know how you can stand to stay here when he’s gallivanting all over town with her.”


My heart sank. I couldn’t act like I didn’t know what was going on. Especially not to her. Which was when I said, “Got to run! I’m late to pick Vivi up from swim practice.”


It was perfect, because it rubbed in the fact that we were members of Central Park Swim Club, which would not let Jenna in.


So I called my real friend, Sarah Peters.


“Is it true?” she asked breathlessly. “Please tell me it isn’t true.”


“I have no idea,” I said. “I am somehow totally in the dark. James has told me he’s leaving me. But who is he leaving me for?”


“Oh, Caroline. Please don’t make me say.”


That was when I knew it had to be one of our friends. Probably that whore Alex Martin. Everyone knew she had only married that old man husband of hers because she was going to have to go back to waiting tables if she didn’t find someone soon after her previous husband had caught her cheating with her high school boyfriend. But I always saw the way she eyed James. I actually kind of liked it. Because I believed that he loved me so much he would never leave me.


I was a lot. I knew it. I had a sassy attitude and a bad temper, but I loved him. Loved him. And he always said that was what he loved most about me. I challenged him. I put him in his place. I made him work. And the way he looked at me, like I was the only woman in the world… Well, let’s just say I never imagined that he would do this to me. It made me want to crawl into a hole and die.


But when Sarah said “Edie Fitzgerald,” I about fell out.


I mean, James was good-looking, sure. He still worked out every day and had that gray around his temples, which I thought was sexy once a man hit forty or so. Honestly, I only assumed that since he was eleven years older than I was, there was no way he could trade me in for a newer version.


Evidently, I was wrong. Edie Fitzgerald was the hottest up-and-coming model in the city. She was on every billboard in town and a magazine darling. They ate up the fact that she was, ironically, from Georgia.


“And Caroline…” Sarah added, keeping her voice conspicuously calm, “I found out from my producer friend, you know that one over at HBO?” She cleared her throat. “Well—apparently James is going to appear with Edie on Ladies Who Lunch.”


When I broke the news to Vivi that night, thinking it was better she hear it from me than those gossipy, middle school socialites-in-training she called friends, the poor thing was totally inconsolable. I’d never been much of a shrinking violet, as Grammy would say, but I had a baby to birth in a couple of months and this daughter to tend to, and for God’s sake, Ladies Who Lunch? The man really had no tact. Unbelievable. Truly. I blamed his mother. I know I said I liked her. But she was the one that made him so weak.


Suddenly this warm, golden feeling washed over me, like I’d been cold in the air-conditioning all day and stepped outside to warm sun blanketing my body. It hadn’t even occurred to me: We could leave. We really could. At least for a little while. I could get out of town, take Vivi. But where to go?


I can’t explain why Peachtree Bluff popped into my head. But suddenly, all the things I had hated about it—its tiny size, the quiet streets, my mom not having a TV—seemed incredibly appealing. No TV. Nowhere to watch the damn Ladies Who Lunch. It was perfect, actually. I was sure I could talk that sweet headmistress Mrs. Stewart into giving Vivi a spot in her cute private school.


I sat down beside Vivi and rubbed her back. She was lying listlessly on the bed like the brokenhearted ex-girlfriend in some teen movie.


People can say what they want to about me, but I am a terrific mother. I’ve never doubted that. I momentarily wondered if escaping would be teaching Vivi to run away from her problems. But instead, I realized that running away for a couple of months would help to keep her young just a little bit longer.


“I know this is horrible, sweetheart. And we can talk about it all you want to. There’s nothing you can’t ask. OK?”


She sat up and nodded. “I hate Dad.”


I hate Dad, too. No. I didn’t hate James. Not really. Not even in that moment. James had broken my heart. Shattered my world. Shattered my child’s world. There was a difference.


“I’ve been thinking,” I said, as though this was an idea I’d been mulling over for months, not the past ninety seconds. “You know how we always say we’re going to spend the summer at Gransley’s? Go out on the boat, learn to fish, take surfing lessons?”


She nodded sulkily. I couldn’t blame the kid.


“Well, what if we do that now? We could spend the spring there instead.”


She jumped up and threw her arms around my neck. “Mom! No, you’re kidding me!”


I shook my head. “I am not kidding you. Not at all. Every good New York girl knows when to take a break from the fast pace.”


She squealed. “You are the best mom in the whole world.”


I relayed the entire scene to Sloane and Emerson on the phone that day and was met with total silence on the other end, suddenly punctuated by a loud sob. I rolled my eyes. Oh, Emerson. “Look,” I said, “I love you both, and we’ll have plenty of time for family therapy, but right now, I need to keep it together and just get home. OK?”


Nothing.


“Guys, I mean it. I can’t fall apart, for Vivi’s sake.”


“OK.” Emerson sniffed.


I heard Sloane take a deep breath. “I understand, Caroline.”


She paused. I could tell, even from across the miles, that there was so much she wanted to say. It was killing her.


But instead of grilling me, Sloane said, “Wait. Emerson, why are you leaving LA?”


“Oh, right,” she said, sniffing again. “I’m filming in Atlanta and around Georgia for a few months. I found this awesome town house to rent.”


This was the best news I’d heard in a long time. Maybe this wouldn’t just be the pathetic divorcée coming home. It would be fun sisterly bonding. “Wait! No! You should come live in Peachtree Bluff, too!”


“Well…”


She sounded skeptical. “Come on, Emerson,” I coaxed. “It will be so fun. We can paddleboard and swim and go over to Starlite Island like old times.”


“You guys know I have major FOMO,” Sloane said.


“You should bring the kids for a couple of weeks,” Emerson said. “To visit Caroline, Vivi…” She paused dramatically. “And me!”


“Yay!” I cheered.


“Actually,” Sloane said, “Adam just got deployed for nine months.”


“Oh, Sloane,” I said, feeling my heart break for my sister. I didn’t know how she did it. “Un-yay.”


I could hear the tears in Emerson’s voice as she said, “Sloane, no. Not again.”


“Girls,” Sloane said. “Yes. Again. This is his career. Buck up.” In this regard, Sloane was just like me. She never let anyone see her sweat.


“So you come, too!” I said. “Bring the kids, and come to Peachtree Bluff. It will be like a fun sisters’ retreat!”


“I guess I could,” Sloane said. “At least for a month or so. That will be so much better than sitting around here worrying by myself.”


That was when my heart began to race. Mom’s guesthouse was plenty big for Vivi, the new baby, and me. It had two stories; the upstairs had two bedrooms, and the downstairs had one, with its own kitchen and living room. It was almost as big as our apartment in New York.


But if Emerson and Sloane were coming home, I wouldn’t be the only one who wanted that prime location. And now it was more essential than ever, because if I didn’t get the guesthouse, Sloane’s germ-ridden children would be near my baby all the time. I couldn’t have that happening. I cringed at the mere thought of those noses, always a little runny like the drip hoses Mom kept on her roses.


“Girls,” I said casually, “don’t worry a bit. We will stay in the guesthouse so no one has to hear any of that pesky middle-of-the-night crying.”


There was a long pause. I knew Sloane wouldn’t say anything. And what could Emerson say? It wasn’t like she could justify taking the guesthouse with its three bedrooms when she didn’t have any children.


But I didn’t want to risk it. So I said, “Oh, my goodness. I have to run. My lawyer is calling.”


I hit End abruptly. I hadn’t hired a lawyer, so my lawyer wasn’t calling. But my credit cards were. Better put those babies to good use before the separation was finalized.


In reality, I was lucky. James couldn’t cut me off. New York was a fault state, and he had cheated on me. Even if the settlement didn’t go the way I thought, I knew I had the nest egg Dad had left for us to fall back on.


I felt it again. That lump in my throat. I cleared it. Only three shopping hours left before Vivi would be home from a birthday party. A spa birthday party. I rolled my eyes. I’m not sure I had realized how ridiculous our lives had become.


It was increasingly evident that we needed to get to Peachtree. And fast. Plus, I had to stake my claim to that guesthouse before anyone else could.


It occurred to me, briefly, that I didn’t know what Emerson’s new role was. No matter. I’d find out soon enough. Maybe she would get to play the lead this time. Maybe this would be her big break.


I wondered briefly if you actually recognized your big break as it was happening to you or if it was only in hindsight. Then I grabbed my tote and walked out the door, calling the mover to pack up all our things as I did. Really, when you thought about it, this was going to be the best thing that ever happened to my mom. She obviously didn’t have anything going on in that sleepy town of hers.


It was a sucky time any way you sliced it. But it made it a little bit better to think that Mom was going to be so happy.
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I’m not sure why my grandmother chose to leave her Peachtree Bluff home to me. It didn’t make sense that she wouldn’t have left it to her children. Or at least to all of her grandchildren. I’ve never been quite so shocked as when my mom told me the news after the funeral, with a bit of a put-off air, that I was the new owner of the Peachtree compound. My cousins never went to Peachtree anyway, but my brothers, Scott and John, did. Scott, in true Scott fashion, couldn’t have cared less. He was off on his next adventure before it had time to be a blip on his radar screen. But John had a fit.


It was so childish, as though I had gone to Grandmother and begged her to leave me the house, as though I had tricked her into rewriting her will and held the pen while she was doped up on morphine. I had no control over her actions and promised my siblings and cousins that they could use the house anytime they wanted to. But that wasn’t enough for John. In fact, he quit speaking to me altogether for quite some time. Over the years, I had received a terse sympathy phone call from him when Carter was killed and had talked to him a few other times. I thought it would blow over quickly, be no big deal. My brother was going to disown me over a house? It didn’t seem possible. But he had. Since the day after Grandmother’s funeral, nothing much between us had changed.


In similar fashion, I was pretty sure nothing about this boat had changed since 1974 when it was built—at least, nothing for the better.


This was a beautiful old motor yacht, no doubt about that. If it had been a house I would have said it had great bones. But houses didn’t have to float on water. Or run. I was unconvinced that this once-proud vessel could competently do either.


The white boat had huge flecks of paint missing from its sides and two of the windows were broken.


“Yikes.”


“Bad hurricane,” Sheldon said, unconcerned.


I could tell from the look on his face that this project meant a lot to him.


“Hey there, Ansley, Sheldon,” I heard Dockmaster Dan call from behind us. It really was uncanny. It was as though you had to have a name that would alliterate well with your chosen profession in order to live here. No one could believe I wasn’t an architect. Kimmy had been Kale Kimmy for an entire hour. But she wasn’t having it. And she has a lot of tattoos, which makes people uneasy. So everyone dropped it.


“Good morning, Dan. Looks like you’ve got a full house today.” He was tall and sinewy, as darkly tanned as Sheldon with deep lines accentuating his face. He was wearing a hat that said, “No Thinkin’, Just Drinkin’.” Charming.


“Sure do,” he said. “If I get any rich-looking ones I’ll send ’em your way.”


I laughed.


“Got you a doozy here,” Dan said. “But she’ll be right purty when you get her all shined up.”


Sheldon only nodded.


“Am I safe to climb on?” I asked.


“Oh, yeah,” Sheldon said. “She won’t bite ya.”


“I was more worried about falling through the deck.”


Sheldon said nothing but helped me climb aboard, so I could only assume that he felt safe. Inside, the carpet was mildewed, and the captain’s chair was missing. A thin layer of silt covered everything from the teak-and-stainless steering wheel to the berths where mattresses should have been. Everything in the galley had a singed look about it. I looked at Sheldon questioningly.


“Small kitchen fire,” he said.


I shook my head. “Poor girl.” Then added, “Who in his right mind would buy this thing?”


Sheldon grinned. “Nobody said he’s in his right mind.”


We both laughed.


“I’ll be back,” Sheldon said. “But you take your time.”


“What about the owner?” I asked. “Shouldn’t I get an idea of what he wants?”


Sheldon looked at me like I was dense and “girly parts” passed through my mind again. “Right,” I said. “He probably doesn’t care what it looks like. But he does probably care what it costs.”


Sheldon nodded. “Yup. I’ll see if I can round him up. Ain’t like there are too many places to hide in this town.” He laughed.


I took a moment to pull out my phone and call Emerson. “Mom!” she said breathlessly. “I have the best news!”


I’ve learned over the past couple decades or so, ever since Emerson became competent at speaking in full sentences, that sometimes her “best news” and my “best news” were different. So I took it in stride in case the news was that a new juice bar opened up right across the street from her.


“Well, don’t keep me in suspense, love bug!” I ran my hand across the shelf in the master stateroom. My hand was black. Yuck.


“I got the lead in a new TV movie. You’ll love it. It’s so Southern.”


I gasped. This was a dream come true for my Emmy. I knew that. I was, as I think mothers often are, ambivalent at best about her becoming famous. But it was what she wanted. And so, again, as mothers do, I reveled in her joy. “Emerson, no! That is amazing!” This was so much better than the juice bar opening I had anticipated.


“Mom, that’s not even the best part.”


I was crouching down, peeking into the kitchen cabinets hesitantly, afraid of what might potentially jump out at me. The teak had been immaculate. You could tell that. But they would all need to be replaced. “What’s the best part, sweetie?”


“We’re filming in Georgia. I’m coming home for like six months!”


“Wow!” I said, feeling excited but also a little nervous. I hadn’t had a child living with me in quite some time. “That’s great.”


“We’re all coming,” she said, and for a brief second, I had an image of the entire cast of her new movie bunking with me. Until she added, “Mom, it’s bad. Adam is getting deployed again and Caroline’s husband left her”—her voice broke—“for Edie Fitzgerald.”


“Oh my gosh,” I said. Even I knew who Edie Fitzgerald was. That was really saying something. “What happened? Is she OK? Is she getting divorced? Is Vivi OK—”


“Mom,” Emerson interrupted. “I don’t know any of that.”


“Right. Sorry. But all of you means all of my girls?”


My heart began to race. I was stressed and sad for Caroline, worried for Sloane, excited for Emerson. Everything.


“And the kids, too!”


“Amazing,” I said. “I need to go call Caroline, hon.”


“Yeah,” she said. “But she doesn’t want to talk about it, just so you know. She said she has to be tough until she gets home.”


I nodded, though Emerson couldn’t see. I stood up, not wanting to notice the creak in my knees as I did, and looked out the window to the glittering sea beyond.


“Okay, Em. Well, I love you. Let me know when you’re planning to arrive.”


“Love you too, Mom.”


Before I could even dial Caroline, my phone buzzed in my hand.


Caroline: You were right. That asshole James is going to be on TV with his supermodel girlfriend. Vivi wants to start school there this semester. We call the guesthouse. Don’t call me. I can’t talk about it until I get home.


Now I really felt like a heel for not answering Caroline’s call. Of course, all I wanted to do was talk to her. But I understood her point of view. When you call your mom, you fall apart. She couldn’t fall apart. My heart was breaking for her. And for Vivi. And the new baby. So many questions. I just needed to get her home.


And I didn’t hate James. I simply knew he was trouble from the start. But mothers don’t say “I told you so.” Well, at least the good ones. Instead, we bring our children home, soothe their wounds, and tell them how wonderful they are until they’re ready to go back into the world. And so that was what I would do. Gladly. But that didn’t keep a tiny feeling of uncertainty from creeping in. Things between Caroline and me could be great or not so great. I realized I had been holding my breath when I exhaled while reading the next message.


Caroline: At Barney’s. Bringing you a new wardrobe. And new antiaging skin-care line. When I saw you a few weeks ago, you looked… tired. And 50. Need to spruce up.


I shook my head. Oh, Caroline. I was actually fifty-eight, so I didn’t think looking fifty was such a bad thing. Caroline viewed my aging with disdain like older children viewed younger children’s youth and ridiculed them for it. It wasn’t something we could help, but it was distasteful nonetheless.


I laughed. No doubt about it. For better or worse, my simple life as I knew it was over. I didn’t care what she said. She was my daughter, and I was calling her. I felt like I needed to hear her voice.


I walked out onto the deck. The teak stain was peeling and damaged, but this part was salvageable. The sun was so bright it took my eyes a few minutes to adjust, and I couldn’t see the screen of my phone at all. As I was telling Siri, “Call Caroline,” I saw someone walking down the dock, toward the boat. I figured it must have been the owner. As he got closer I almost thought he looked like…


“Oh my God, Jack,” I said. The phone slipped out of my hand and fell to the deck with a crunch.


Because that’s what happens when your heart stops beating.


“Ansley?”


The blood was rushing to my face so fiercely I couldn’t hear anything but my own heartbeat in my ears. But it registered with me that he definitely wasn’t expecting to see me, either. Jack was as shocked as I was.


“What are you doing here?” I asked, too frantic and frazzled to worry that my face was, I was certain, a telltale shade of beet. But his was a ghastly white, so we were even.


“This is my boat,” he said. “I just picked it up and brought it to Sheldon to be reconstructed.”


I thought about saying something witty about the boat. Wanted to. Tried to. But nothing would come out. So then I tried for something, if not witty, at least normal. Maybe, “How are you?” But the words were stuck in my throat. I felt lightheaded, like I couldn’t breathe.


All I could think of was the last time I had seen Jack, decades earlier, and the last words I had said to him: You can’t flip the script on me now, Jack. You agreed to this. This is what you asked for. You didn’t want children, I did. We couldn’t be together. Remember? I have Carter. I’m happy. I have a whole life. I won’t let you ruin it.


I’ll never forget the way he looked at me that day, the sun beating down on half of his face. Betrayed. That was the best way to describe it. As though I had taken all of our history, all of our years together, all of our past and used it to slap him across the face.


“I’m not going to ruin your life, Ansley,” he had said, emotion lacing his voice. “I love you far too much to ever hurt you.” I remember sadness being in there, maybe a touch of anger, an incredulousness that made me feel terribly guilty.


That last moment hung between us. No, not hung. Stood. Grew as tall and dense and wide as a cinderblock wall.


All I could do all those years ago was run away. I hadn’t even been able to let him finish talking, to have an adult conversation, because everything in my body was telling me to run. And so I did. I ran then and I knew I would run now. I picked up my phone, which was, predictably, shattered into a million pieces, and rushed past him, walking quickly down the dock.


I could see Sheldon just ahead, and as I passed him, I called, “You’re going to have to find someone else to take the job.”


He didn’t say anything. I wanted to run but I also wanted to breathe, so I settled on the fastest I could walk until I got to my house where, finally, I sat down on the brick front steps, closed my eyes, put my hand on my heart, and focused on deep, slow breaths.


I had almost calmed down when I realized that Jack was here. Jack was in Peachtree Bluff, only blocks away from my house. My girls were coming home, I remembered. Jack and my girls would both be here for who knew how long. And I had only one thought: I had to get him out of here.
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