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To my mom, Beth Woodson,
and my aunts, Cathy Singer, Anne O’Berry, and Nancy Sanders, who taught me what it means to be a sister










ONE [image: ] ansley: the best friend a girl can have



Growing up, I didn’t like surprises. Not surprise parties, not presents. Even losing a tooth was steeped in horror, as I couldn’t stand the idea of some tiny Tinker Bell sneaking under my pillow unannounced.


My grandmother, the one who lived her entire life in what was now my white clapboard house on the waterfront in Peachtree Bluff, Georgia’s historic downtown, used to say, “Honey, you better get used to that, because life is nothing but one big surprise after another. You can plot and you can plan, but God will always have the last word.”


As I sat in the porch swing beside Jack, my first love, the one I’d met right here in Peachtree Bluff the summer I turned fifteen, I realized that my grandmother was right. I never would have imagined that our lives would weave and cross and intersect down any path that would lead us back to each other. Yet here we were, not on my front porch but on the front porch of the house next door, the one I had wanted to decorate for decades, the one that Jack had bought. It was right beside my grandmother’s house, the one she left me in her will. She didn’t leave it to my mom, my brothers, or my cousins. Just me. None of us found out until her will was read. Surprise.


My husband, Carter, being killed in the second tower during the 9/11 attacks? Surprise. Having to leave New York and come back to raise my three girls in the town where I had spent my childhood summers? Surprise. My daughter Caroline’s husband cheating on her with a supermodel whom my daughter Emerson then played in a movie? Surprise. And my daughter Sloane’s husband missing in action in Iraq? Yup. Another surprise.


So, obviously, surprises had been a mixed bag at best for me. But as I held the hand of the man I first held hands with, his brown eyes as bright and youthful as the day we met, I realized that I’d developed a newfound respect for surprises. That my brother Scott, a travel writer, helped find and rescue Sloane’s husband floored me in a way nothing else ever had. My feisty, beautiful, and ferociously bold Caroline giving her husband, James, a second chance was the shock of my life, and, of course, Jack and me finding our way back to each other, finding this love in a new way, a bigger and better one, was nothing short of a miracle. So I had to consider that this latest surprise—the one that included a diamond on the left hand of my youngest daughter, a diamond that I assumed would bring her back to Peachtree Bluff and remove her from Hollywood, where she had spent the last eight years pursuing her acting—might work out OK.


I looked across the water toward Starlite Island, my family’s home away from home, the place where I had so many of my best memories. My grandparents’ ashes were there, and now, after a painful but beautiful few months of caring for my mother at the end of her life, my parents’ ashes were there, too. I had to consider that one day, Jack and I would also become a part of the island that had defined our childhoods and, to a large extent, our adulthoods, too.


The swing rocked rhythmically, facing into the most beautiful sunset in the world, the view almost completely unobstructed. But I had to admit that I loved the view down the street, of a dozen more white clapboard houses of various shapes and sizes, almost as much. It wasn’t only the houses that I loved (or, maybe, that the decorator in me loved) but the people, too, the ones who had wrapped their arms around my family and refused to let go, the ones who had loved us back to life after it felt like tragedy would define us forever.


As if he were reading my mind, Jack’s voice broke into my thoughts as he said, “Ansley, I have honestly never felt this happy. Getting you back is the biggest surprise of my life.”


There it was again, that word: surprise. I leaned my head on his shoulder. “You know, Jack, after a lifetime of hating surprises, I think you might have taught me to love them.”


He kissed my hand and whispered, “I hope I never stop surprising you.”


It said a lot about Jack—about us, about our relationship, about how, though I longed for the slow and steady, the comfort and rhythm that I had come to rely on in my marriage to Carter, Jack still relished the unknown. And I was OK with that.


As long as I had this front porch and this sunset, I would be OK. I could roll with the punches and face the surprises head-on, with an open heart. It was a happy thought, a good one. And unbeknownst to me, it was one I would need over the next few months when the surprises—good and bad—just kept coming. I spent a lifetime thinking that surprises were the enemy. These next few months, I would learn that wasn’t true at all. Surprises, if you take them for what they are, can be the very best friend a girl can have.










TWO [image: ] emerson: the middle



Peachtree Bluff is one of those places that everyone can’t wait to grow up and leave. Only no one ever does. Not really. Because they get out in the real world and realize that regular cities, normal places, they don’t care about you like your hometown. They don’t love you no matter what, don’t say hey to you in the grocery store or remember your favorite lunch order. Because to the people in the real world, you won’t always be the head cheerleader.


So maybe that’s why, even though my plan had been to go back to LA and continue to chase my acting dreams, my boyfriend Mark’s marriage proposal was tempting. Marrying Mark would remove the stress, take the unknown out of the equation. I would come home to Peachtree. Coffee Kyle would bring me my favorite latte every morning. I would have babies and stroll them down to Sloane Emerson, Mom’s store named after yours truly, in the afternoons. Everyone would know my name.


And that’s what I wanted, right? Everyone to know my name? Wasn’t that why I had gotten into acting in the first place? It was so hazy now. I’d like to think that I loved my craft, that becoming famous—or a little famous, like I currently was—was the by-product of that. But I was twenty-six years old. If that fame I had longed for hadn’t happened yet, would it ever? And if I wasn’t ever going to get to the top, did I want to keep clawing and scratching to keep myself in the middle?


But I didn’t think about any of that in the moment Mark proposed. I’d only been back in Peachtree Bluff for six months, had only been back with Mark for five. But I’d dated him for three years before, so it wasn’t like we were starting from scratch. It was more like hitting the refresh button.


We’d been sitting at the end of Kimmy’s dock, on her farm outside of town, resting after picking early summer’s blueberries and tomatoes. It was a decrepit, rambling dock with uneven boards and nails sticking up, the kind of dock that some people would think needed to be repaired. It would never have flown in the historic district where Mom and Mark lived, where tourists paced and the Historical Association inspected with a disapproving eye, where appearances needed to be kept. But Kimmy, Peachtree Bluff’s produce girl, didn’t care about appearances. In fact, she was probably the only person in the whole town who didn’t care what anyone thought. I loved that about her. But it kind of scared me, too. People caring what other people thought was the basis of our society. It was what allowed people like me to be famous.


“Can you even imagine?” I asked Mark that day. We had slipped out of our flip-flops, skimming our toes across the water. Had some schoolkids not been roaming around, I would have peeled my clothes off, jumped in, and made Mark do the same. But they were. They were too little to really know what was what, but my mom would hear about it, and she would be mad. It was a battle I didn’t feel like fighting that day.


I rested my head on Mark’s shoulder, and he laced his fingers through mine. “Imagine what, babe?”


“Being Sloane right now.” I paused. “Or Adam, for that matter.” My older sister’s husband had been MIA in Iraq for months, and, against all odds, our uncle had done the unthinkable. He had found Sloane’s husband. Or at least helped find him, anyway. It was one of those things that made you believe in miracles, that made you know that there are so many things in life that can’t be explained.


What Mark said next was one of them. “Don’t go back, Em.”


“What?” I said, my feet still lazily trailing in the water.


“Don’t go back to LA,” he whispered.


I had been in Georgia for the past six months, filming a movie about a model named Edie Fitzgerald. It had been a dream job—until the news broke that my oldest sister Caroline’s husband was having an affair with the real-life Edie Fitzgerald. That had not gone over well, as you can imagine. I would be finished filming at the end of the month, and then it would be time to go back home.


Home.


It was funny, after being back in teeny-tiny Peachtree Bluff for so long, to think of sprawling LA as home.


I kissed Mark’s cheek and yawned, not wanting to have this conversation now, not wanting to disturb the feeling of the sunshine on my face and the soft breeze in my long blond hair.


“Do you remember the night Peachtree High won state?” he whispered.


I laughed, my head still on his shoulder. “You mean the night you won state?”


His turn to laugh. “Well, I mean, I didn’t want to say that… but if that’s how you remember it.”


Mark had been the star of the Peachtree Bluff basketball team all four years, had been recruited by several wonderful colleges, and had gone to UGA on a full scholarship. He probably could have gone pro if he wanted to, but that wasn’t Mark. After he graduated, he’d been ready to come home, take over the family shipping business, take over the care of his mother, who, I’ll be honest, was the only black mark on the man’s record. Thank the Lord for me that crazy bat had moved to Florida for more sun and fewer taxes.


Everyone had been jealous of Mark and me, Peachtree High’s version of a power couple. He would play in the NBA, and I would be the basketball mogul’s trophy. Only, I didn’t want to be a trophy. I wanted to be a star. And that was all on me.


“Do you remember how that felt, Emerson?” Mark asked now. “All those fans cheering in the stands, that anticipation of those final moments, feeling like your entire life hung on that shot, knowing that, win or lose, you would never be the same?”


I smiled. “I couldn’t ever forget it, Mark.” Those nights became a part of us. A piece of me would always be the flyer, the top of the pyramid. Sometimes I longed for the simplicity of those days, for the feeling that life would never get better, I would never get better. Sometimes it scared me that maybe I had been right.


“That’s exactly how I feel right now,” Mark said.


I laughed and sat up, looking at him. “What do you mean, that’s how you feel right now?”


He cleared his throat. “You know, Em, this wasn’t really how I was planning to do this, but I can’t wait anymore.”


I could feel my brow furrowing. “Do what? What are you talking about?” My pulse quickened, but I had no idea what was coming next, no inkling of how my life was getting ready to change.


“Emerson, I used to look at you when I was standing on the free-throw line, when you were jumping up and down in that crop top and car-wash skirt, and I knew even then that everything I would ever do for the rest of my life would be for you. I wasn’t only making those free throws for you. I was making a future for you. For us.”


Now my heart was beating really fast. Part of me thought this was just a typical Mark confession of undying love. The other part of me thought that maybe this was something more. “Mark, I—”


He cut me off. “I tried to move on, Em. I swear I did. But no one else is you, and it is so abundantly clear to me that you are the one true love of my life. No one is ever going to make me feel the way you did.” He took a deep breath. “The way you do.”


I was having a hard time swallowing or breathing or any of the other things that are supposed to be automatic biological functions, because he was pulling his feet out of the water and shifting onto his knee.


I wanted to stop him, say something, do something. But before I could, Mark reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring box.


“Oh, my God,” I said, my hand over my mouth. “You have a ring.”


When they have a ring, it’s not a spur-of-the-moment thing. It’s a real thing.


“Emerson Murphy,” Mark said with a huge grin on his face, “will you marry me? Please?”


I gasped, and I could see the hope written all over his face. Did he seriously think that I would say yes? That a big, sparkly ring could counteract all the conversations we’d had about our future? I couldn’t count the number of times over the past few months we had talked about the impracticality of this. I wouldn’t, couldn’t, stay in Peachtree. He’d contended that he couldn’t leave his business behind and run off to LA. I was willing to commute, to fly back and forth, to live a life between two places. But Mark wasn’t. And that was the sticking point for us every time. That was where we always ended the conversation, where it got too hard.


I couldn’t bear to say no to his proposal. I loved Mark with all my heart. And maybe this proposal meant he would change his mind, he would be willing to compromise. But I couldn’t quite say yes, either. I wanted to marry Mark. I even wanted to have his babies, which was a big damn deal, considering how important looking flawless in a swimsuit was to my career. But I also wanted to go back to my old life. No, I wasn’t wild about the traffic or the high rent, but I was wild about the thrill of being in front of a camera, of becoming someone else. It was an incredible feeling.


But this was an incredible feeling, too. Thinking about spending my life with Mark, waking up with him every morning and going to sleep with him every night. It was all I had wanted as a girl.


“Mark, I…” I started, but I didn’t know how to finish.


He was looking at me now, his green eyes so full of anticipation and hope, his hair mussed from the day on the farm. He was so handsome, but he didn’t know it, preppy in that good Southern way where he could put on a tux and take you to the ballet, pull on a pair of work boots and plow a field, or don camo all day in a deer stand and bring home dinner. My heart swelled so full of love for him that I leaned over and kissed him.


“Is that a yes?” he said, pulling back from me.


Damn. I knew I shouldn’t have kissed him.


I bit the inside of my cheek. “It’s a let me think about it for a minute.”


“A minute?”


I shrugged. “A day?”


“Oh,” he said sadly, looking down at his feet.


I had ruined everything. Again. I had ruined it when I left for LA and Mark left for college, when he had pursued the plan, taken the basketball scholarship, and I, instead of choosing electives and picking out a roommate, had hopped on an airplane, found a waitressing job and an agent. And now I had done it again. Tears of guilt puddled in my eyes as Mark stood up, looking so forlorn that I wanted to pull him back down and say, Just kidding! Of course I’ll marry you! Then we could revisit the skinny-dipping plan I had formulated earlier.


But he was already walking away. If I had to guess, I would bet tears were puddling in his eyes, too, and he didn’t want me to see.


The moments that followed felt like something out of one of the movies I’d shot. With the sun high in the sky over the water and the farm grass up well past my ankles, this place seemed so foreign yet so familiar, this landscape such a piece of my past yet so unimaginable in my future. I could hear children’s laughter reverberating across the acres. I couldn’t help but smile, despite the tears coming down my cheeks.


I thought back to earlier that week, when my sisters and I had been talking about my future with Mark. I’d been sitting quietly with them on Caroline’s front lawn, arms wrapped around my bent knees, neither of them saying anything. That’s the thing about my sisters. Caroline has a big, giant mouth, and sometimes you think she’ll never shut up, but she also knows when to just sit with you and rub your back. In the world’s grandest ironies, she’s quite nurturing.


With tears coming down my cheeks, I choked out, “I don’t know what to do. Whatever choice I make, I’m giving up something I love.” I had thought I was upset then, and the proposal hadn’t even happened yet. It wasn’t even real.


“I just don’t understand.” Sloane had finally piped up. “This isn’t the 1950s. Relationships aren’t cookie-cutter. If Mark doesn’t want to live in LA, then fine, but I feel like there has to be some way to travel back and forth and work this whole thing out.”


Caroline slid her arm through mine and rested her head on my shoulder. “Mark wants a really traditional relationship. If you don’t, that’s fine, but pretending you can gloss over that is kind of naive and silly.”


I thought of my sisters that day as I trailed behind a very upset Mark, the wildflowers almost up to my knees. Life holds no guarantees, as my sister Sloane well knew after the hell she had been through these past few months.


Love was rarely easy, and sometimes it meant sacrificing something, even a piece of yourself. My sister Caroline could tell you that after the months she had spent trying to repair her relationship with her cheating husband. As the sun hit my eyes, making me squint, I realized that life was never going to be perfect. Not even mine.


I thought of my mom, of Jack, the man she had loved so much but given up in favor of my father, of us, really, since Jack never wanted children. I wondered if she regretted that decision, if she wished she had chosen him first instead, if she wished she had compromised more for love.


I thought of Mark, of how wonderful he had been these past few weeks as I dealt with doctor appointments and blood work to figure out why I was so tired and dizzy and why I seemed to bruise like a peach. He knew I might have aplastic anemia, that bone-marrow transplants and blood transfusions might be a reality of my future, and that children—as much as it broke my heart to think so—might not. I thought of how he’d stood by my side through all of that, how he’d come through for me while Grammy was dying.


And as if the breeze had carried in my answer on its wings, I knew exactly what I had to do.


“Mark!” I called, running behind him, the grass and dirt on my bare feet cool and soothing. He didn’t turn. “Mark!” I called, feeling myself get out of breath, reminding me that just because we hadn’t named it, that didn’t mean I wasn’t sick.


He finally stopped and turned to look at me, and I could see the pain in his face. But even still, when I reached him, he couldn’t help but wrap his arms around my waist.


“Mark,” I said softly, smiling up at him. “I think I’ve had enough time.”


“What if I’ve changed my mind now?” he asked, grinning boyishly down at me.


“You can’t change your mind.” I shook my head. “There’s no turning back now.”


“There’s not?”


I shook my head again, trying to be myself, trying not to slip into the character of a bride saying yes. I kissed him softly. “Mark, I love you. And I know you love me, too. And there are some things—some big things—for us to work out. But I believe that the two of us can get through whatever life throws at us.”


Mark picked me up and spun me around in the air and kissed me again. “We can make it through anything,” he said, setting me down and sliding the ring onto my finger.


I nodded and grinned. And I hoped like hell that it was true.










THREE [image: ] ansley: chopped liver



Thirty seconds earlier, all I had been able to think about was the email I found when I inadvertently opened my daughter Emerson’s MacBook Pro instead of mine. The email on the screen from Park Avenue Hematology and Oncology that said my daughter’s test results were back. It had made my blood run cold. Something might be wrong with my daughter. I stared at the screen. I tried to convince myself that it was nothing more than run-of-the-mill anemia like I had in my twenties. But as a mother, I’d become an expert at having thoughts that spiraled completely out of control. That part of me was certain it was terminal cancer.


Moments later, when I heard Emerson calling “Mom!” from the front porch, I ran out to confront her, to find out what she had been keeping from me, with my little dog, Biscuit, in my arms. But when I saw the look on her face and Mark standing beside her, when I heard her calling her sisters, too, I realized this was not my moment.


When she squealed, “We’re engaged!,” her blue eyes flashing, an entirely new set of worries flooded in.


Now, twenty minutes later, I sat stock-still while Jack paced nervously around the living room. I wasn’t sure exactly why he was nervous. It was sweet that he was so concerned for Emerson even though, unlike Caroline and Sloane, she wasn’t even biologically his. But this reaction seemed disproportionate. If someone was going to be nervous, shouldn’t it be me, the mother of the bride?


I took a sip of the champagne that Caroline had poured for all of us before my girls left to tell their friends the good news.


I sighed. “He didn’t ask me for permission, Jack. What does that say about him? I mean, sure, he couldn’t ask Carter. But what am I? Chopped liver?”


Jack stopped pacing. “I thought you loved Mark. I thought he was your dream husband for Emerson.”


“Well, he is,” I said, setting my glass on the marble-top coffee table. “But my concern is that he’s my dream for Emerson, not Emerson’s dream for Emerson.”


I started crying, realizing that my child might be sick, that all her dreams might be put on hold. “Whether she decides to marry Mark might be the least of our worries,” I said, wiping my eyes and clearing my throat.


“Why?” Jack asked, jerking his head in my direction, a look of terror on his face.


“Jack, what is going on with you?” The Emerson situation was worrisome, sure. But I couldn’t help but think Jack’s nerves were coming from another place.


He shook his head and sat down beside me on the couch, squeezing my knee. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just anxious.”


“I can see that. But why?”


He didn’t say anything, and it hit me. I laughed out loud. “Oh, Jack, I know,” I said.


“Know what?” he asked, a little too quickly.


The poor man. “You’re afraid that Emerson getting married means it will be a terribly long time before we can.”


He leaned back against the couch and exhaled, long and slow. “Oh, um, right,” he fumbled. “You know me too well. Does that make me selfish?”


I squeezed his hand. We had talked about getting married, eventually. I could see now that Jack’s eventually was sooner than mine. “It makes both of us selfish, because I’m thinking the same thing.”


This would be Emerson’s first and—I hoped—only marriage. I didn’t want anything to steal her thunder.


“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” I said.


He shrugged again. “It’s OK. I just want her to be happy.”


I leaned over and kissed him. He was the best man in the entire world. He was the one who got away, the one who came back, the one who had given me so many of the things I had wanted for my life. He had never asked me for anything in return. And now I got to have this man who had sacrificed so much for me, forever and for always.


Jack took my hand in his. “Let’s pretend, just for a minute, that we were the engaged ones. What would we want for our wedding?”


I looked into his handsome face, the lines around his eyes that made him seem kinder yet also more distinguished, the gray around his temples where time had replaced the brown hair that the sun used to bleach lighter in the summer. “I want what you want,” I said, smiling.


“I have an idea,” Jack said, “but it might be crazy. In fact, I’m positive it’s crazy. But I want to do it anyway.”


I laughed at his enthusiasm. It was like we had switched roles: he was the effusive bride; I was the apathetic groom. “Then please, by all means, let me in on the idea.”


“Well, I’ve been thinking about this a lot, of course.” He cleared his throat. “In fact, I’ve been thinking about it for thirty years or so.”


I wanted to say, Spit it out, Jack. For heaven’s sake. But I didn’t, of course. What I said was, “Right. So have I.”


“So I’m thinking we should do it on the sandbar.”


I almost spit out my champagne. The sandbar was a special spot for us. It was where Jack and I first met, where we shared our first kiss, where we danced as teenagers until the tide rose to our knees, and maybe most important of all, the place where we were forced to realize that all these years later, maybe nothing had changed, not really.


“So is that a no?” he asked.


I laughed. The sandbar came and went with the tide. It wasn’t a permanent fixture. “Jack, it’s preposterous. How would that even work?”


He put his arm around me and pulled me in close. “It will be exactly like the sandbar parties we had as kids. We’ll time it with the tide and go from there.”


I laughed. “But Jack, that was a few cases of beer and some chips. This is our wedding.”


He put his hand up, painting the picture for me. “Moon tide, stars glowing, breeze blowing, bare feet in the sand, all our friends gathered around as the priest pronounces us husband and wife. Then we can move over to a real venue for the reception.”


Now I was getting into the spirit. “Forget a real venue,” I said. “Let’s do the reception on Starlite Island.”


He shook his head and kissed me. “Now you’re getting the picture.”


“Totally unique.” I smiled. “Totally us.”


“Exactly.”


“So it’s settled. We’ll get married on the sandbar and have our reception on Starlite Island.” I sighed. “Someday.”


He nodded and smiled at me. “Someday, Ans.”


I kissed Jack again, this time deeper, this time letting myself really feel it, that overwhelming joy that here was this man I had loved for a lifetime who would be my happily ever after. He pulled me closer, and it was only then that I felt it in the very marrow of my being, knew once and for all that his nerves and his jumpiness weren’t about the timing of our wedding. I had known this man since I was fifteen years old, and I could tell he was keeping something from me.


I knew all about keeping secrets, had kept the secret that Jack was the biological father of my eldest two daughters since the day they were born. When we discovered my husband Carter’s infertility, when a rare infection from a routine intrauterine insemination had almost killed me, when Carter and I made the life-altering pact to get these children in a very unconventional way, and when I promised him that he would never have to know who the real father was, I had known about keeping secrets then, too.


Carter had eventually discovered that Jack, my first love, was the father of our first two girls. It had broken something inside him, made the pain run deeper, despite the fact that it had soothed me for my babies to be made out of love. I had wondered ever since if the truth had set either of us free. It had felt, instead, like the truth only complicated things, only put a gray haze over our marriage during one of its best times, when Carter and I had conceived our miracle baby, Emerson, all on our own.


Part of me wanted to press Jack now, to push him further into telling me what was on his mind. But the part of me that knew that sometimes the truth does more harm than good just leaned into him, sighed, and remembered that even though I might want to, I would never truly know all of another person. Not my daughters. Not even Jack.


To this day, Jack and I shared a monumental reality, the deep, dark truth that he was the father of my eldest two girls, who knew they were from a sperm donor but had no idea that their sperm donor was the man I almost married before their father. They had no idea that the sperm was donated not through a test tube but through real, true love, the kind that never ends. With that huge thing between us, I always felt I could tell Jack anything, that he could do the same.


As he cleared his throat for no reason, always a dead giveaway that he was hiding something, it scared me to wonder what he felt he had to keep from me. It terrified me to think what in our present could possibly be bigger than the behemoth of our past.










FOUR [image: ] emerson: the indomitable murphy women



After about twenty phone calls to Mark’s parents and our best friends and a feverish lovemaking session on the kitchen island, where I tried to ignore the fact that because of whatever mystery illness was haunting me, I would certainly have bruises the next day as a souvenir, I realized I had a wedding to plan. So I walked to my mother’s house, pushing away the doubts I’d had previously, flung the door open dramatically—I mean, I was an actress, after all—and exclaimed, “Get out Grammy’s veil!”


If you ever need to know for sure how you are feeling, just look at your mother’s face. It’s like a mirror. Her mouth said, “Oh, yay! Honey, you are going to look gorgeous.” Her blue eyes, the ones that matched mine perfectly, said, Are you sure this is a good idea?


She shot me the tight-lipped smile I knew well from days of bombed performances that she tried to put a positive spin on. “I am so happy for you, sweetheart, but I know you’ve had your concerns about Mark and the logistics of this relationship. Are you sure about this? Because you don’t have to rush into anything.” She ran her fingers through her layered, shoulder-length hair, and it occurred to me that it was significantly lighter than its usual chestnut. I wondered if it was summer sun or great highlights.


“Really, really sure?” Jack reiterated.


I rolled my eyes. Great. Just because I didn’t have a dad, that didn’t mean I needed Jack interfering in my affairs. I felt guilty almost immediately. Jack was a very nice man. But I kind of wanted him to leave, and I didn’t really want his opinion.


Before I could answer, my sister Sloane’s voice traveled from the kitchen and into the living room, calling, “Mom, do you have any mayonnaise?”


As if my oldest sister, Caroline, could detect someone talking about a fat other than avocado and had to come save the day, she walked through the front door in a maxi dress cinched at her tiny waist, looking as if she’d stepped off the pages of a magazine. “I should certainly hope not,” she said by way of greeting. Her long hair was lighter, too, the exact same brown-but-sunkissed shade as Mom’s. That’s when I knew they had gotten their hair done together. I felt a little pang of jealousy that they hadn’t invited me.


Caroline looked at Mom accusatorily. “Why would you have mayonnaise, Mom? Surely you know better than to have that artery-clogging excuse for a condiment.”


Sloane, in a pair of faded sweatpants and one of Adam’s old T-shirts, her noncolored, regular brown hair in a messy bun on top of her head, crossed her arms. She had put back on a little bit of the weight she had lost while Adam was missing in action, and her face had regained that natural, Neutrogena glow it had always had. Having Adam back home had made her look so much healthier. It had also made her brave. Very brave. Brave enough that sometimes she even stood up to Caroline. “Adam and I have started buying the organic kind made with sunflower oil, and I think it’s a healthy fat that way, actually.”


Caroline nodded knowingly, and for a second, I thought she was agreeing with Sloane. Instead, she said, “Ah, yes.” She gestured at Sloane. “I’ve found the person who actually started buying doughnuts when they”—she paused to make air quotes—“took out the trans fat.”


This was totally beside the point, and I knew I shouldn’t say anything. But I couldn’t help myself. “Wait,” I said. “Who was it again who took us all to McDonald’s a couple of months ago?”


Jack was looking helplessly at Mom now, and I wondered if he was rethinking this quest he had undertaken to be with her. I didn’t doubt he loved her, but was she worth all of this? All of us?


“No, no, you’re right,” Caroline said. “I tell you what: why don’t you get married and have Mark go on a reality show with some slut and then give me a call and let me know how you react. ’K?”


I smirked at her and told myself the lie that every bride has to in order to fling herself down that aisle. My marriage will be different. But I said, “Mark doesn’t even want me to be on TV.”


Mom stood up now, too, the four of us in a circle.


“I love Mark,” Caroline said, “and I love you, and I love you two together. But we all know you’ve had your doubts about this relationship…”


“Actually,” I said, “I thought about what my brilliant sister Sloane said the other day at your house, and Mark and I don’t have to have a cookie-cutter marriage. I can be in LA some and here some, and even though he doesn’t want to move, that doesn’t mean he can’t travel back and forth every couple of months for a week or so. I mean, we’ll work it out.”


I could see the worried look on Sloane’s face, those double wrinkles she got between her eyebrows. But she didn’t say anything, so I ignored them.


Then Caroline started singing. “Goin’ to the chapel and we’re…”


Mom chimed in, “Gonna get ma-a-arried…”


Sloane started on the verse, “Spring is here, the-e-e sky is blue, whoa-oh-oh…”


Then they were all in full song, and for the first time but not the last, I realized it: I was going to be a bride. I was going to walk down the aisle and wear a white dress and get married. It was then I realized I didn’t have anyone to walk me down said aisle. I decided immediately I would get Adam to do it. If he was walking right by then. He had sustained multiple injuries in the helicopter crash that led to his capture and even more during the months he was MIA. But the man was a soldier. He knew all about fighting a hard battle and coming out the other side.


A few minutes later, when the squealing and singing and general noise had stopped, I noticed Jack still sitting on the couch, looking something between amused and terrified. You couldn’t blame the man. I would wonder what I had gotten myself into, too. I also noticed that Kyle was now leaning on the open front door, admiring all of us. Well, maybe not all of us. Maybe just me. Either way, my heart skipped a beat. But I got myself back together. It had been one night. Just one night. It had meant nothing.


“What are you doing here?” I asked.


He shrugged. “Stopping in to say hi on my way home from work.”


I kept meaning to ask my mom if Kyle always stopped by on his way home from work or if it was only when I was around.


I felt suddenly tongue-tied, and instead of responding, I said, “You know what would be so great? I’m totally in the mood for some green juice.”


Mom and Sloane groaned, while Caroline said, “Oh, yes, yes, yes!”


Mom sighed. “I love you, Em, and I’m glad you’re being healthy, but the mess in the kitchen after you juice is too much.”


“I can see there’s a lot happening here tonight, so I’ll come back in the morning,” Kyle said, laughing. Then he added, “Congrats, Em. You’re going to be a beautiful bride.” The words seemed to taste bad in his mouth.


“Please,” Jack pleaded. “Please, Kyle. Take me with you.”


Kyle put his hand to his heart, as if it genuinely pained him to say what was coming next. “If only I could, my good friend. But you know as well as I do that when it comes to the indomitable Murphy women, it’s every man for himself.”


Maybe it was only in my mind, but I felt like he looked at me a beat too long when he said it. And it made me wonder if Kyle thought about that night every now and then, too.










FIVE [image: ] ansley: a nice gesture



I had known Kyle for seven years. I had drunk his coffee every day. And for the entire time I had known him, I had begged him to do just one thing. Last week, he had finally agreed.


My assistant, Leah, had taken over a lot of the ins and outs of my daily design business, but this was something I knew I had to do myself. I made my way to Kyle’s shop, Peachtree Perk, with a bag full of samples I planned to drop off: black and white tile for the floor, wood choices for the booths that would be handmade at Peachtree Furniture, leather for the cell-phone pouches that would hang on the walls to encourage people to disconnect so they could reconnect. I had pictures of industrial barstools and renderings of a sophisticated, modern white quartz bar with metal trim that we would install in the center of the café.


When I walked in, Kyle was rushing around behind the counter as two women old enough to know better—or at least hide it better—admired his chiseled jawline. “So what’s the damage?” he asked, never stopping his movement.


I slid a piece of paper across the counter with the quote. My time would be free, obviously. Kyle was like one of my children.


Glancing at the paper as he walked by, he said, “Solid. Let me know when I need to close for the installation.”


I held up my bag. “Don’t you want to see some samples? Choose some things?”


He finally stopped moving, his hand on the steamer as he prepared a latte, and looked up at me. “Ans, you don’t tell me what to put in your coffee. I don’t tell you what to put on my floors. We’re artists. I trust you.”


I smiled. “You’re going to love it.”


“No doubt.” He started moving again, and as I walked back out onto the sidewalk—wedding planning with the girls called—I got lost in my thoughts.


I wanted to ignore it, tried to ignore it, hoped it would go away. But there were no two ways around the fact that Jack was acting very oddly toward me, skittish, almost. We had made a pact not to eat any sugar the entire week—a real feat for both of us—and when I was making dinner at his house the night before, I had found a Snickers bar in the pantry. I turned to him, arms crossed, and said teasingly, “Jack, do you have something you need to tell me?”


He went completely white and stammered, “Oh, um…”


I pulled the Snickers out from behind my back, laughing, and he visibly relaxed, his shoulders going soft. I wanted to ask what was going on, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to. I got the feeling it was news I wasn’t going to like.


And while I was mostly wrapped up in the Emerson wedding-planning fest, it was hard to ignore that Caroline and Sloane were also acting strangely. It wasn’t unusual for Caroline to be a touch chilly toward me, but Sloane? When she snapped at me about letting the boys have cookies after school, I wrote it off as stress over Adam’s difficult physical therapy that day. But when she didn’t call me or drop by a single time for three days, I had to think it was me.


I wasn’t that worried about my daughters being upset, because I only assumed I had done something inadvertently to offend them. It wouldn’t be the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last. But the Jack part worried me.


Being back together with your first love is one of those things that sounds sweet and romantic, but all the craziness of the past few days must have been eye-opening, to say the least. I couldn’t help but worry that the magic was wearing off and Jack was changing his mind.


Caroline was supposed to be heading back to New York, to her permanent home, but she had decided (and rightly so) that she couldn’t possibly leave all of us alone in charge of the wedding planning. I didn’t doubt that she wanted to be here to micromanage every detail of Emerson’s wedding, but I also felt there was something more, something she wasn’t saying, underneath her gesture. I was sure she would miss us, of course, but I also wondered if thinking about being back in the city with James was becoming harder than she’d imagined now that it was almost here, if it made her rethink taking him back. But you couldn’t ask Caroline things like that. She was very defensive when she felt her decisions were being questioned.


Caroline was the first to arrive at my dining-room table, with a huge white binder in her hand. I mean huge huge; I’d never seen anything quite like it. She was wearing a pair of white jeans and an off-the-shoulder top. It wasn’t anything special, but she looked unfathomably glamorous even so. Sloane walked in behind her, still in her flannel pajamas.


“Sloane,” Caroline scolded, “did you seriously walk down the street in those?”


She shrugged. “It’s two doors down, Caroline. Honestly.”


Caroline sighed. “Where is Kyle?”


I smiled. Coffee Kyle delivered us our favorite beverages every morning, as he did to the rest of the locals. He usually brought mine to Sloane Emerson—my waterfront design store a couple of blocks away—but he knew I’d be home with all the girls.


“The coffee shop was slammed this morning,” I said. “Plus, it’s a nice gesture that he delivers to us, Caroline. We’re not on a schedule or anything.”


She rolled her eyes and sighed. “I see those bills you get from him every month. You should be on a schedule, for what you pay.”


Sloane and I shared a glance. It seemed like scary, controlling Caroline had come to our wedding-planning meeting today, which worried me. Whatever Caroline acted upset about was usually a deflection from her true pain. In that way, she was masterful at hiding her emotions.


She looked at her watch, a diamond-encrusted Cartier piece that James had recently surprised her with, which sat inches below the massive apology diamond ring he had given her a few months before. I could have told him that my baby couldn’t be bought. But if she was going to stay with him despite his idiocy, she at least deserved some nice gifts.


“Where is the happy couple?” Caroline asked.


“They stayed out way too late last night celebrating,” I said. “I heard Emerson come in after two. I’m shocked she’s already out and about this morning.”


But Emerson rarely missed her morning run, no matter what was going on. Sure, she was an actress and had to keep her figure, but Emerson said running was more than that for her. It was her therapy. It was my torture, so I couldn’t really relate, but whatever made her happy. Plus, if she was running, she couldn’t be sick. Right? I was bursting to ask her what was going on with her health, but I hadn’t found the right moment.


“That’s sweet,” Sloane said. “I’m happy she’s so happy.”


I felt Caroline’s mood shift from foul to pleasant as she said, “I want her to have everything she has ever dreamed of.”


I knew that was true. Caroline was the one who had encouraged Emerson to follow her acting passion—in fact, she had been the one who had persuaded me to allow Emerson to act when she was younger. I didn’t want her in the spotlight and had been worried about what that life might be like for her. But you can’t deny your children their passions. I got that uneasy feeling again, as I hoped that Mark was her true passion. I had always believed that work was important, but it was nothing compared to finding your life partner.


Mark and Emerson burst through the door, giggling, breaking my thoughts. You couldn’t help but smile. They were both in black running shorts, Mark in a T-shirt and Emerson in a form-fitting jogging top. And they were both really, really sweaty.


“Gross,” Caroline said under her breath.


No one exercised more than Caroline, but she always showered immediately afterward.


“I’m sorry if our love is gross to you, Car,” Emerson said.


“I love your love, Em. I just don’t love your sweat.”


“I love your sweat,” Mark said, kissing Emerson’s nose.


“I love your sweat, too,” she said back adoringly.


“Sorry in advance about the soon-to-be-sweaty dining-room chairs, Mom,” Emerson said, sitting down.


Mark sat down beside her, but instead of facing the rest of us on the other side of the table, he sat sideways, staring at Emerson, rubbing her antique-diamond-clad hand with his. His expression said it all: he couldn’t believe she’d said yes. He couldn’t believe that he would get to spend the rest of his life with this woman, who had been a fantasy for him for so many years. The rest of us couldn’t believe it, either.


She’d only been engaged for a day, so we hadn’t bugged Emerson yet with the finer points of the relationship, but we’d get our answers soon. Caroline and I had been up late—we were the night owls of the bunch—debating whether Emerson was making the right decision. I had gotten the nerve up to ask Caroline, “Does Emerson seem OK to you? I mean, does she seem well? She hasn’t mentioned to you being sick or anything, has she?”


Caroline had looked at me like I was crazy and said, “No. She seems great to me.”


That eased my fears. If something serious was going on with Emerson, she would have told her sister.


I loved that Caroline and James were letting Sloane and Adam live in their house while they got back on their feet. I loved that my grandsons were right down the street. I loved that Caroline, Vivi, and Preston had to stay with me because their house was occupied. And I would love it if Emerson stayed in Peachtree, too. But I wanted her to put her happiness first.


“OK,” Caroline said, opening her massive book. “Let’s get down to it. I think the first thing we need to pick is the venue. Then we can nail down a date.”


“Actually,” Emerson said, “we’ve decided we want to get married Labor Day weekend. All of our friends will be down here already, and…” She paused dramatically. “I have to be back in LA the next Tuesday.”


She cut herself off, but we could all tell there was more to that story.


“Why do you have to be back in LA the next Tuesday?” Sloane took the bait first.


“Well,” Emerson crooned, looking ecstatic. Mark looked less ecstatic. “I just found out that I am playing Sissy in the new film version of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn.”


I heard my gasp before I felt it in my chest.


Sloane jumped up from her seat and ran around the table to hug Emerson. “I don’t even care that you’re sweaty!” Sloane exclaimed.


“Wait just a minute,” Caroline said. “You mean to tell me that they hired you to play Sissy? The one with all the cleavage?”


Looking at Emerson, who had a body more like Twiggy than Marilyn, I had to admit it was a fair question.


Emerson crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “That’s what push-up bras are for, Caroline.” We all laughed.


“Em,” I said, “this is unbelievable.” I could feel tears in my eyes. I was so proud of her. She had worked so hard for every role, big or small, that she had gotten.


“It really is unbelievable,” Mark said under his breath. I didn’t love the way he said it, as if what was really unbelievable was that someone would leave him. But acting was Emerson’s first love. Anyone who was with her would have to understand that.


Caroline glanced at me across the table. This was exactly what we’d talked about last night: Mark wanted Emerson all to himself.


Sloane, oblivious to our silent discussion, was crying. “You’re going to win an Academy Award. I’m going to have a sister who’s an Oscar winner!”


Emerson laughed. “OK, OK. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It’s an amazing part, but an Academy Award?”


You could almost see her goose bumps as she said it.


“I wanted to complain about having to plan your wedding in two months,” Caroline said with a smile, “but now that I know you’re getting ready for the role of a lifetime, I’m going to be OK about it.” She opened her binder again. “Labor Day will be absolutely glorious anywhere in Peachtree Bluff.” She paused. “I’m assuming you want to have it in Peachtree? I mean, I have an entire section of destination-wedding locales if you’d like to look at those.”


I looked at Caroline in astonishment as Emerson said what I was thinking: “When did you have time to put this all together?”


“She’s a vampire,” Sloane said. “She doesn’t need sleep.”


“Exactly,” Caroline agreed. “But I do need coffee. I’m going to kill Kyle if he doesn’t get here soon.”


“We’d like to get married in Peachtree,” Mark said, chuckling. “But thank you for your thorough research, Caroline. It is much appreciated.”


“In that case,” Caroline said, “I have several options, but the one I think you’ll like the best is getting married at St. James’s and then having the reception at the Yacht House.”


The Yacht House was a beautiful old shingled building with twenty-foot ceilings whose entire back wall opened onto the water. It had a huge deck and the prettiest view of the sunset. I could get on board with that.


“I love the Yacht House,” Mark said enthusiastically.


Emerson scrunched her nose. “Why don’t we do the rehearsal dinner there?”


“OK,” Caroline said, jotting it down in her notebook. “Do you still want to do the ceremony at the church?”


Jack walked in from the kitchen, sat down beside me, and squeezed my shoulder, seeming like his usual self today. He kissed my cheek, and I smiled, but neither of us said a word. This was wedding planning. It was serious.


Emerson shrugged. “I want something kind of different.”


Caroline ran her hand through her hair. “You could do the Bluefish Club, or the Sea Oats.”


Emerson looked bored. “That’s definitely not different.”


“What about the Historic Site?” Sloane asked, referring to the beautiful green space in the midst of Peachtree Bluff’s oldest part of town, which included a historic jail, an apothecary, a schoolhouse, and a beautiful home complete with a full catering kitchen.


Caroline nodded. “We could tent the whole thing and have Peachtree Grocery cater.”


“That might be cool,” Mark said.


“Maybe,” Emerson said unenthusiastically.


Caroline looked at Jack, and he looked at her, and there was something unsettling in that look, but I couldn’t put my finger on what. I could tell Caroline was getting a little desperate now, because there were only so many venues that could hold 150-plus people in the Peachtree area. And knowing Emerson, she was going to have a big wedding.


“You could do it here,” I said, wondering if that was the right offer.


“Or at my house,” Jack chimed in.


Emerson nodded. “That would be better, but…”


“I know!” Caroline exclaimed. “I’ve got it. It’s perfect. You can get married on the sandbar.”


Emerson gasped, and Mark laughed.


“Yes!” she squealed. “Yes, yes!”


I felt my heart drop into my stomach. I looked at Jack, and he smiled sadly. There went our wedding. At least we still had Starlite Island.


“But there’s no way the sandbar will stay out long enough for us to do a reception there, too.”


“Oh, my gosh!” Sloane exclaimed. “We could do the reception at Starlite Island.”


“Yes!” Emerson said.


Never mind.


“We could transport all the guests on Jack’s boat,” Caroline enthused. She paused. “I mean, if it’s OK with Jack, of course.”


He nodded and smiled, but I could see the disappointment in his expression. This was our wedding. I think this might have been his first lesson in parenthood: your children’s happiness is more important than your own.
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