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Praise for Message in the Sand



“A sweet story about a small town, and the one summer that changes everything for its inhabitants. Right now, more than ever, we need stories about resilience, strength, and how the people we see every day have the power to change our lives—the latest novel by Hannah McKinnon delivers.”

—Brenda Janowitz, author of The Grace Kelly Dress

“Loyal readers of Catherine Ryan Hyde and Mary Alice Monroe will appreciate the web of relationships spun over decades and the strength of unlikely allies. Blending young love, rekindled romance, and the power of potential, McKinnon’s latest is heartwarming to its core.”

—Booklist

“A gripping, heart-wrenching novel of domestic fiction by Hannah McKinnon… In this gripping, emotional story, a shattering tragedy upends the lives of two young girls and those in their orbit.”

—Shelf Awareness



Praise for The View from Here



“A warmhearted yet clear-eyed look into what brings people together and what tears them apart, this makes a delightful case for shaking off childhood roles.”

—Booklist

“Warmhearted and a perfect beach read.”

—9to5Toys, “Best New Summer Books”




Praise for Sailing Lessons



“If you are a fan of sisterhood-themed beach reads by Nancy Thayer and Elin Hilderbrand, then McKinnon’s latest engaging standalone needs to go on your summer to-be-read list.”

—RT Book Reviews

“McKinnon writes with such imagery that you can almost smell the salt in the air.”

—Booked



Praise for The Summer House



“Sure to appeal to fans of Elin Hilderbrand and Dorothea Benton Frank, The Summer House is an intriguing glimpse into a complicated yet still loving family.”

—Shelf Awareness

“Charming and warmhearted.”

—PopSugar

“McKinnon bottles summer escapist beach reading in her latest, full of sunscreen-slathered days and bonfire nights. Fans of Elin Hilderbrand and Mary Alice Monroe will appreciate the Merrill family’s loving dysfunction, with sibling rivalries and long-held grudges never far from the surface. This sweet-tart novel is as refreshing as homemade lemonade.”

—Booklist



Praise for Mystic Summer



“When two roads diverge… take the one that leads to the beach! Hannah McKinnon delivers a charming gem of a novel in Mystic Summer. I adored this book.”

—Elin Hilderbrand, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Identicals

“Hannah McKinnon’s Mystic Summer is a heartwarming story of lost love and the against-all-odds chance of finding it again…. Mystic Summer is a lovely summer beach read that will keep readers turning the page until the very end!”

—Nan Rossiter, New York Times bestselling author of Summer Dance



Praise for The Lake Season



“Seasons of change take us home to the places and the people who shelter us. Well told, and in turns sweet and bare, The Lake Season offers a compelling tale of family secrets, letting go, and the unbreakable bonds of sisterhood.”

—Lisa Wingate, nationally bestselling author of Before We Were Yours

“Hannah McKinnon’s lyrical debut tells the story of a pair of very different sisters, both at a crossroads in life. McKinnon’s great strength lies in her ability to reveal the many ways the two women wound—and ultimately heal—each other as only sisters can.”

—Sarah Pekkanen, New York Times bestselling author of The Wife Between Us

“Charming and heartfelt! Hannah McKinnon’s The Lake Season proves that you can go home again; you just can’t control what you find when you get there.”

—Wendy Wax, New York Times bestselling author of the Ten Beach Road series and The House on Mermaid Point
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Andi

That was the trouble with family; you could put miles and miles between you, but they always knew your favorite hiding places. No sooner had Andi pulled up to Clem’s Clam Shack at the base of the Mid-Cape Highway, the last stop before crossing the Sagamore Bridge that would officially land her “on Cape,” did her phone ring. It was Hugh. Leave it to her nosy brother, who hadn’t returned her calls in weeks, to buzz her the moment she was about to shove a much-needed buttery bite of lobster roll into her mouth. Andi groaned and let the call go to voicemail. Hugh’s message was impatient. “Where are you?”

To be fair, Andi wasn’t exactly hiding out at the Clam Shack. She just needed a minute. A minute to herself, with her teenage daughter, Molly, who did not care one bit for seafood and was, in fact, still sound asleep in the passenger seat. No matter. Andi would give herself this final family-free moment to savor her hot lobster roll. It was like a skydiver’s last deep breath before jumping out of the plane. Each year Andi pulled over at Clem’s Clam Shack, just as each year the entire family reunited at Riptide, her grandmother’s Cape Cod summer house. Everyone showed up. Her parents, Charley and Cora; her twin brother, Hugh, and his partner, Martin. And their little sister, Sydney, who would be getting married there in just a few short weeks to her fiancé, James, a bright New York commercial Realtor.

The annual Darling gathering wasn’t a standing invitation so much as a requirement. There were no excuses. Exceptions were not granted. Knowing that, each summer the Darling family members shrugged off their usual responsibilities in the various states in which they lived, packed their beach bags, and put on their game faces. You could beg off Thanksgiving; you could even miss an occasional Christmas dinner without raising too many hairs on their mother’s perfectly coiffed head. But no one missed the family vacation at Riptide. It was simply unheard of.

Andi polished off her lobster roll and licked the butter hungrily from her fingertips. Six months after her divorce, she was finally getting her appetite back. But facing the whole family—for a wedding, of all things—was still unnerving. She reached over and tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her still-sleeping daughter’s ear. Molly had inherited that gold-spun head of hair from her father, George. George, who’d promised Andi a family and a future, but had not stuck around to deliver on the last part. Who, after only six months of divorce, was already five months deep in another relationship with a new woman.

When Andi broke the news of her divorce the previous Christmas, her mother had stared wordlessly out the living room window at the snowy yard, fiddling with the bulbous ruby ring Charley had proposed to her with. It was a familiar tic signifying her distress. Andi had held her breath, watching as her mother twisted it back and forth on her slender finger. “The twist of disapproval,” Hugh had deemed it, when they were little.

“Living alone will be hard,” Cora had said, finally.

How would she know? Andi had wondered. Her mother had been happily married to her father, Charley, a man of great patience and affection, for over forty-five years.

“Mom, living together is harder. This wasn’t a decision made in haste.”

Cora’s gaze had remained fixed on the snow. “Still.”

“She will be fine,” Charley Darling said, stepping forward to lay a hand on Andi’s shoulder. “Andi always finds her way.”

Thankfully, that had been the same Christmas that Sydney and James announced the news of their engagement, giving the family something else to sink their teeth into. It left Andi with some breathing room as everyone rearranged their stricken expressions into smiles and turned their attention to the happy couple.

“You owe Syd,” Hugh had mused, holding out a tall snifter of Bailey’s by the fire while the rest huddled around the dining room table talking reception sites. “Gives you a chance to step out of the spotlight and lick your wounds.”

“I don’t have wounds to lick,” she’d insisted, snatching the snifter glass and taking a deep sip.

But she had. Even though the decision to divorce had been mutual, it was still heartbreaking. In the span of one year Andi lost her marriage, her home, and her bearings. George had insisted they sell the house, which was yet another blow. Sure, Andi knew she couldn’t afford to hang on to it alone, and friends suggested a fresh start might be best. But it was her home, and if ever Andi needed a refuge to heal it was now. Their house was the place Molly had come home to from the hospital. The house where Andi had learned to get her hands dirty and design outdoor living spaces and, after thirteen years, finally established a thriving perennial garden teeming with butterfly bushes and Shasta daisies and hydrangeas. Where she’d painstakingly selected and then painted the soothing earth tones of every room herself and still had the paint-splattered cutoff shorts to prove it. The idea of leaving all of that, of boxing up all the memories of Molly’s childhood and taking them somewhere else, was almost more gut-wrenching than leaving her marriage. Another loss to grieve.

It took her months to find their new place: a little two-bedroom cottage in the center of town with a large maple tree in the front yard. They moved in during winter break, when Andi had a week off from teaching at the middle school and Molly was home from high school. The house was modest and historic, which meant it needed a whole lot of work, but it was theirs. And it was where they would start over. For the last six months she’d pulled out her paint rollers again. Hung her favorite artwork from the old house on the new walls. Purchased shiny new appliances during the Memorial Day sales. Andi knew it would be years before the new place felt like home. But little by little it was starting to.

Since then, she’d avoided traveling to family gatherings for holidays and, instead, holed up at the cottage under the guise of moving, unpacking, and settling in. Skipping Sydney’s engagement party in February, then Easter Sunday, and her parents’ anniversary dinner in May. By then she was as moved into the new cottage as possible, but still she used it as an excuse for staying away. She was too raw. Too tired. She was reinventing herself, according to her girlfriends, whatever that meant. Despite her happiness for Sydney’s upcoming nuptials, Andi just didn’t have the stomach to pour over bridesmaid dress designs or feign joy over reception color themes.

Still, she felt guilty. Her father called weekly to check in. Her mother sent texts asking why her voicemail box was full. She knew she wasn’t being a good daughter or a good sister, but the only thing she had energy to muster for was being a good mother to Molly. And she’d make no apologies for that.

Despite her best efforts, she had not entirely escaped the bustle of the upcoming wedding, even from the safe distance of her Connecticut cottage. From the champagne-infused announcement by Sydney and James that past Christmas (which everyone had made it to that year), right up to this morning when Cora called with a blustery smattering of directives: don’t forget to bring your bridesmaid gown; make sure Molly has her dress shoes; do you recall the last place you saw my antique French hand linens? Cora had to find them for the bridal breakfast!

Andi hadn’t even known her mother possessed antique French hand linens. No one had thought to mention them when she got married.

As she pointed her car toward the Sagamore Bridge, she glanced at the sleeping figure of her fourteen-year-old daughter in the passenger seat. Molly’s expression was especially sweet in slumber, and Andi resisted the urge to reach over.

Her phone buzzed again, and this time Andi picked it up. “What is it, Hugh?”

There was a dramatic pause. “Well, that’s no way to greet your favorite brother.”

“Only brother.”

“Don’t forget Martin.”

Andi smiled wryly. “Martin is my brother-in-law and why he puts up with you, I’ll never know.”

Hugh chuckled. “Uh-huh. So… where the hell are you?”

She glanced at the first exit sign off the bridge: Sandwich. Still a solid hour from the family house in Chatham. “Almost there,” Andi lied. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong? Shall I start with the look on our mother’s face? Or the ten thousand wedding deliveries piled to the ceiling in each room? The damn wedding is still three weeks away and it’s already unadulterated chaos here. I need you.”

As much as she dreaded the sympathetic looks and tiptoeing she was sure she’d get as the recent divorcée at her little sister’s wedding, Andi had to admit it—she had missed her family. She pictured her father in his fishing hat and smiled. Her mother’s clam chowder simmering on the stove for the traditional first night supper. “It all sounds nice, actually.”

“Well, it’s not. But none of that is why I called.” Hugh paused. “You may want to adjust your seat belt.”

“Why?” Hugh was a rabid complainer and dramatist. But this sounded concerningly different. “Did something happen?”

“Oh, it’s about to. Tish is coming.”

Tish, their paternal grandmother. Who pretty much never made an appearance unless someone died or was born. Who owned the summer house, but hated vacations. And the beach. And often, it seemed, her own family.

“No way!” Then, “How’s Mom?”

Hugh let out his breath. “Three gin and tonics in.”

“Oh, God.” Their mother did not drink.

“So we’ll see you soon?”

Andi groaned. The call ended. She merged into the fast lane.

Hugh wasn’t wrong. This was big news.

Their father’s mother, Tish, was no grandmother beyond her calligraphed branch on the Darling family tree. For a short time she had permitted the children to call her “Grand-Mère,” with the appropriate French accent, but even that could not stick. Standing at all of four foot eleven and weighing no more than ninety pounds (as Hugh liked to say, including all her diamonds), Tish was a life force. Despite the scarcity of her involvement in her grandchildren’s lives, she maintained a chilling air of import and ability to inflict trepidation, especially when it came to their otherwise unflappable mother, Cora. The two women had never warmed to each other. It was just how it was.

As such, the Darling grandchildren had rather untraditional memories of their grandmother. She drank dirty martinis. She did not bake cookies, nor did she wipe noses. According to her, birthday parties were savage events best reserved for those under the requisite height to ride a roller coaster, and come Christmas her only nod to family festivities was a card from faraway places like St. Barts or the Maldives. In their father’s own words, Tish was an accomplished and cultured woman who’d provided everything her only son could ever need. Except hugs.

In that vein, Tish had not been to the beach house in decades. Though she’d been invited to the wedding, the family wasn’t holding out much hope. At best, those who welcomed the idea, notwithstanding Cora, expected a brief appearance followed by a lavish gift and swift departure. What she was doing there, three weeks in advance of the big day, was an outright mystery.

As she tried to pass cars on the narrow two-lane highway, Andi glanced down. She was not dressed for Tish. Though no one in the family ever really was, except maybe Hugh and Martin. A quick look at the passenger seat confirmed that Molly was still sleeping. Should she rouse her? Molly had only met Tish twice in her life, but had somehow been left with a rather favorable opinion of her great-grandmother. And the feeling seemed mutual. While Tish had never approved of her ex-husband, George (“a simpleton”), she had looked favorably upon infant Molly at her first meeting. When Andi had carried Molly into the living room, Tish had inspected the baby from the safe distance of a wingback chair. Then, after tossing a withering look at their mother, Cora, she remarked, “See that glint in her eye? Finally, some hope.”

Andi groaned. She hadn’t even told Tish about her divorce.



Indeed, the divorce had not been decided upon in haste. If anything, Andi and George had clung to the frayed edges of their marriage too long. They’d tried therapy; for two years they went. They’d committed to weekly date nights, even though the sitter cost a fortune and it was hard to muster forced smiles and small talk over linguine at La Fortuna. At her best friend’s suggestion, Andi tried going back to church. She’d always been what her mother called a Christmas Catholic. But even though she found some comfort in those Sunday mornings, George had not, and Andi felt like impostors standing among the other seemingly united families at coffee hour. As a final attempt to reconnect, they’d left Molly with friends one long autumn weekend and driven the winding leafy roads to Lake Champlain, Vermont. The foliage had given its all that year; the mountains were resplendent in bright shades of coral and red and yellow. But after three days in the most picturesque inn, even the perfect weather and pumpkin-laden streets of Burlington couldn’t save them. Outside of Molly, there was nothing to talk about. They’d decided on the drive home to call it quits. Despite knowing they’d tried, it still felt as endings do: sad and uncertain. Andi was still trying to figure out a new beginning.

But that was for another day. Today she was going to the summer house to celebrate her sister, Sydney. With one hundred and fifty guests heading up the Mid-Cape Highway in the next few weeks, Sydney’s new beginning was just about to unfold. Whether Andi was ready for it or not.

By the time Andi swung her old Volvo into the driveway, everyone had arrived and taken the good spots. She was hot and tired from the traffic-filled drive. And she could really use a shower. As she unfolded herself from the front seat the front door flew open.

“Here they are!” Her father stepped out on the front porch looking at them like they were the best things he’d seen all day. He threw open his arms just as Molly hurried into them. “Who is this beautiful young lady?” Charley Darling was a people person and, while it was a line any other person might use, Andi knew he meant it. He held Molly at arm’s length as she bashfully allowed herself to be looked at. Andi made a happy mental note of this fact: at the perilous age of fourteen, Molly didn’t like anyone looking at her. She didn’t even like Andi to breathe in her presence.

Now Andi watched in awe as Molly allowed herself to be pulled in for a second hug. “So glad you’re here, sweetheart! Now the real fun can begin.” He beamed as Andi walked up to him.

“Hey, Dad.” Andi inhaled her father’s familiar and comforting scent and a wave of nostalgia washed over her. She was five years old again and he was soothing a skinned knee. If only it were true, that her father could make it all better.

“How are we doing?” he asked, looking over his glasses at her in earnest. Since the divorce he’d worried about her, she knew. It was another fallout of divorce; feeling like those you loved also shared the burden.

“I’m fine, Dad.”

“Good. There’s a whole lot of wedding hoopla going on in there,” he said, nodding toward the front door. “I was thinking it might be a good time to head down to the pier.”

Andi laughed. “Fishing? Is that the new cure-all for single divorcées at family weddings? Or is that the cure for a son avoiding the arrival of his mother?”

Her father shrugged. “Tomato, to-mah-to.” He forced a smile but Andi felt bad for him; he’d had too many years of trying to balance the force field between his mother and his wife. The man was tired. “Come inside and say hi to your mother! Let’s get you girls settled.”

The second she opened the door, almost four decades of memories swept over her. Riptide had the scent of her childhood: the not-unpleasant smell of a closed-up cottage about to be aired out for another summer, the scent of sunscreens spilled, and the faint whiff of salt air that had worked its way through every crack in every wooden surface, couch cushion, and old book contained within the walls. Simply put, Riptide smelled like summer. Andi dropped her bags and looked around. Nothing changed here. The chintz curtains in the kitchen. The sun-bleached chestnut floorboards. The bookcases lined with dog-eared paperbacks and dotted with driftwood and sea glass.



“You’re here!” Her mother, Cora, hurried from the kitchen and pulled them both into deep hugs. As always, she smelled like a mix of the French lavender soap she favored and whatever delicious buttery confection she was cooking. Cora was an incredible cook, and despite the lobster roll she’d just had, Andi found her mouth was watering.

“Is that…?”

Cora glanced over her shoulder at the red Dutch oven simmering on the stove. “Yes. Your favorite.”

It was the traditional first meal of every family vacation at Riptide, where steaming bowls of chowder would be passed, wine would be uncorked, and the dinner table conversations would run long into the night as everyone talked over top of one another, giddy with arrival energy and promise of three weeks at the shore.

“Molly, why don’t you bring our bags upstairs and I’ll help Grandma.” She turned to her mother whose smile went tight.

“You heard. She’s coming.”

Andi felt for Cora. Her grandmother, Tish, reserved a special brand of ire for her mother. “What can I do to help?”

“Nothing! There’s nothing anyone can do. That woman is impossible. And now I have to host her as well as help your sister host a wedding.”

“Vacation is ruined.” Hugh dashed down the stairs and hopped off the last step, throwing his arms up in a dramatic imitation of their mother. “Ruined!” Then, he closed the space between them and picked up his twin sister and spun her around. Martin and Sydney were right behind.

That was one good thing about arriving last: the greeting was a big one.

“You’re here!” Sydney squealed. “How was the trip? Did you remember Molly’s bridesmaid dress? And yours?” Sydney put her hands to her flushed cheeks and exhaled. Her enormous solitaire diamond ring caught the light, firing off a million tiny sparkles in the air between them.

“Good, yes, and yes!” Andi assured her.

“I’m sorry,” Sydney gushed. “This wedding has sort of taken over, but I promise it won’t take over the family vacation.”

“It better not,” Hugh said. “It’s not all about you.” Despite the smile, Andi knew that he more than halfway meant it. And despite the fact that they were twins, Andi had long felt like the middle child of the three of them, since Hugh and Sydney had a bit of a long-established rivalry for their parents’ attentions. Adulthood hadn’t improved it.

“She’s overwhelmed with wedding plans. Hasn’t slept in weeks,” Martin reported, with far more empathy.

“It’s true. I’m going to look like a zombie bride.”

Andi shook her head. “Stop. You look great, and whatever needs doing we’ll get it done together.” That was the thing about Sydney; no matter what was going down, she always looked dewy and beautiful. Unlike her sister’s and brother’s dark hair and fair, freckled skin that blotched easily or looked downright sallow in the wrong light, Sydney had been born the perfect color of a peach: tawny skin and blonde hair. Now she flashed Andi her signature smile. “Really? Oh, I’m so glad you’re here. Let me go find my wedding folder, and I’ll show you what’s left.” Before Andi could reply, Sydney was dashing back up the stairs to find the folder.

Andi and Martin exchanged looks. “And I thought I needed a glass of wine.”

Martin wagged his finger. “In the last hour I think your mother has taken first place in that department.”

“Yeah, keep the gin away.”

“I can hear you!” Cora sang out from the kitchen. She’d returned to her post at the stovetop.

Andi went to the kitchen in search of wine. “Did we not know she was coming?” she asked, referring to Tish.

Cora grimaced. “She wasn’t due to arrive until the evening before the wedding. She’s three weeks early! It’s high season here. The only place she’ll stay is Chatham Bars Inn, but God knows if they’ll have an opening this last minute.”

It was unlike Tish. Riptide was hers only in name. On the rare occasion she came to the Cape, she always reserved her own room at the Bars. They dressed up and met her there in the Star dining room for a formal dinner. And that would be the beginning and end of the visit. Never did she come to Riptide. In fact, Andi couldn’t recall a time she’d ever seen her grandmother set foot in its living room.

“Did she say why she’s coming early?”

Cora pressed her fingers to her forehead. “You know your father. He doesn’t ask questions. God forbid we offend the queen.”

Andi felt genuinely bad for her mother. Tish’s visits were trying for her.

There was a bottle of chilled Riesling in the fridge and Andi made quick work of opening it.

Hugh joined them. “Is there no vodka?” He rummaged through the fridge.

Andi poured herself a glass and took a long swallow. She’d just arrived and was already drained. But there would be no relaxing yet. She could feel Cora eyeing her. “Yes?”

Her mother made a face. “I need some more littlenecks. Would you make a run to the fish market?”

“Right now?”

Hugh slammed the fridge. “The fish market it is.” He winked at his twin. “After the liquor store.”

Andi groaned inwardly. The last thing she wanted to do was get back in the car right away. “Isn’t this supposed to be the start of my vacation?”

Hugh was already in the driveway starting his Jeep. Sydney trotted down the stairs and held out a bright pink binder, the word “Wedding” written across its burgeoning cover in silvery script. “Found it!” she announced.

Outside in the driveway came the honk of a horn.

“I need those clams,” her mother said again.

Only Martin eyed her with sympathy.

Andi tipped her glass back and grabbed her purse. Who was she kidding? This was family vacation.



The Chatham Fish Market was a regular stop for vacation dinners. Now in the passenger seat of Hugh’s Jeep, Andi stretched her legs out and tipped her head back, letting the wind whip her hair about. The wine was working its happy magic, settling into her limbs. For once, it was nice to have someone else figure out dinner. Do the driving. Maybe this wasn’t so bad.

“So how the hell are you?” Hugh shouted over the wind.

Andi smiled. “Better, now. It’s good to see you.”

Hugh reached over and smacked her knee as they turned down the main drag into the village center. “You, too. You look good, kid.”

The fish market lot was packed, and they had to stand in a long, hot line outside. Every now and then a flush-faced woman wearing an apron and a severe expression swung the screen door ajar to shout “Next!” Andi couldn’t wait to be allowed into the air-conditioned recess of the store. They were positively melting on the sidewalk.

“So how have you guys been? Martin looks happy to be back on the Cape. The guy’s a saint.”

It was hard to read his expression behind his Ray-Bans, but Hugh’s mouth tightened. “It’s good we have a vacation.”

“Everything okay?”

The line started to move, and Hugh didn’t answer right away. When they got to the door, he took his time reading the blackboard specials. Andi wondered if he’d heard her question when he finally turned to her. His voice was so low she had to lean in to be sure she’d heard correctly. “Martin wants a baby.”

“Oh.” Such big news.

For all the endless chatter they engaged in, the Darlings had always been tight-lipped when it came to personal matters. It was one of the reasons Andi had taken so long to tell any of them about her divorce last year. They just weren’t good with vulnerability. She studied her brother. “And you don’t?”

Hugh shrugged. “I used to think I did. But here I am in my midforties. I like to travel. To entertain. To go to a late show in the city and sleep in. I worry at this age I’m too set in my ways. That I won’t be good at it.”

“How so?”

“Kids seem so specific. Cut the crust off the sandwich. Peel the skin off the apple. The chicken has to be shaped into dinosaur nuggets. It’s exhausting.”

Andi raised her eyebrows. “Wow. Have you been babysitting on the side?”

“Friends of ours have kids. It seems like most of them do, lately.”

“Ah. So you’ve had a chance to get a good look.”

Hugh narrowed his eyes. “It’s not pretty.”

She smiled. “Sure as hell isn’t.” And one thing was certain about Hugh: he liked pretty things.

Hugh and Martin lived well and lived out loud; picturing them with juice boxes strewn about the floor of the Range Rover or their cashmere sweaters covered in spit-up was not easy to do. “It’s a big deal,” she allowed. “Didn’t you guys talk about this before you got married?”

“Sure. It was something we both left up in the air, a maybe someday. Neither of us was dying to open the door. Neither wanted to close it.”

“And now Martin wants to open that door.”

Hugh looked at his flip-flops. “Wide open.”

At that moment the screen door swung ajar. The woman in the apron glared at them. “Hurry up, we’re not getting any younger.”

Andi tried to hold her laughter in, but could not.

“Yeah, yeah. Serendipity.”

Inside they got their clams and got out of there. “C’mon. Cora is going to lose it if Tish beats us to the house.”

On the drive back, Andi thought about what Hugh had shared. A baby. She just could not picture her twin as a father. Sarcastic, opinionated Hugh taking care of something besides himself? But as they drew closer to Riptide, other thoughts occurred to her. Hugh begrudgingly playing dolls with Sydney when she was a toddler, to keep her busy while Cora and their father made dinner. Hugh spinning Molly through the waves when she was younger; reading bedtime stories to her upstairs at Riptide. The way he took care of Martin, always pouring him the first cup of coffee and taking it upstairs to their room before he had his own. In spite of his best efforts at being a pain in the ass, Hugh had a profound knack for caring for those he loved. Maybe this fatherhood thing would be something he was very good at, after all.

To their combined relief, there was no sign of their grandmother Tish’s town car in the driveway. Hugh grabbed the paper bag of littlenecks and Andi grabbed the bottle of vodka they’d stopped for.

“Wait,” she said, handing him the bottle. “Bring these in. I’m going to cut some hydrangeas for the table. Mom will like that.” The blue hydrangea bushes were synonymous with Riptide and they grew all around the property, bordering the seashell driveway, the front door, and stretching all the way around the house to the backyard patio that overlooked the water. It was the only decoration Riptide needed in summer.

Andi retrieved shears from the small shed and went to the fence where the shrub was most dense. She was clipping the heavy blue flowers when she heard a noise on the other side. She stood on tiptoe.

The neighbors’ house, which she still fondly called the Beckers’, was completely changed. Gone was the cute little gray-shingled cottage that had been next door every summer she could remember. In its place was a dark, sleek, modern take on coastal living. Andi scowled. The house had been listed for sale the previous year; it came as little surprise, since the Beckers had retired to Florida and hadn’t been back to the Cape in years. But it made Andi sad to see how much the new owner had changed it. She glanced at the Ford Bronco in the driveway: New York plates. Figured.

She was just about to go inside when she saw someone walk out onto the side porch. Even though she was on her own side of the fence, she felt like ducking. But she didn’t. The man on the porch made it impossible. Andi lowered her sunglasses. He looked to be about her age, maybe younger. Sandy-brown hair highlighted by the sun. And an athletic physique she couldn’t help but notice as he was dressed only in red board shorts.

Andi sucked in her breath. However ugly his house was, he most certainly was not. She’d have to find out if her parents knew him.

“Mom?” She spun around to find Molly on the porch. “What’re you doing in the bushes?”

“Shhh!” Andi put a finger to her lips. “I’m not in the bushes.”

Molly frowned. “Yes, you are.”

Andi looked down. She was completely in the bushes and her sneakers were dirty. “I’m just collecting some flowers.” She prayed the guy next door couldn’t see them. She prayed he didn’t hear her either.

“Grandma wants you to come in. She said a big storm is coming.” Molly glanced skyward as Andi untangled herself from the hydrangea bushes.

“Yeah, well, your grandma is quite the forecaster.” Andi glanced at her watch. Damn—Tish was on her way and she wasn’t changed for dinner. And when in Tish’s presence, everyone changed for dinner.

“What’s Grandma talking about?” Molly stared up at the bright sky. “There’s like zero sign of any storm.”

Andi scurried up the porch steps and handed Molly the bunch of hydrangeas. She glanced again at her watch. “Stick around. The worst ones blow in fast.”






Tish

Riptide had been her husband Morty’s idea. Morty, God rest his beautiful soul and big ideas. They’d been on Nantucket to attend his Columbia roommate’s summer wedding and decided to fritter away a few days on the Cape afterward. Why not? They were young and unencumbered and smitten newlyweds themselves. It seemed all their friends were getting married that summer of 1954, and it lent a festive sensibility to the already radiant New England season. Tish had never been to the Cape before. She was a New York native and an urbanite at heart. Summer was the only season she’d ever wished to escape her city, when the heat was oppressive and the streets became rank with odors. As a child, the only summer spots she had any familiarity with whatsoever were Coney Island and Rockaway Beach, both crowded and noisy, barely a stone’s throw from the city. Until that weekend, Cape Cod was just a postcard notion.



They’d gotten off the ferry in Hyannis and pointed their hunter green Austin Healey north, up the elbow of the Cape. Tish had liked Hyannis just fine and wondered aloud why they couldn’t just stay there. The bustling village streets were lined with colorful convertibles, the boutiques and restaurants teeming with tourists. It seemed like the quintessential hub of summer activity. It was good enough for the Kennedys! But Morty had wanted to explore the more rugged environs of the Cape, and had suggested they head north toward the Cape National Seashore, where the coast was less developed and the waves were legendary. “Don’t worry, I’ve found us a lovely hotel along the way,” Morty promised her. “It will be romantic.” One thing about her late husband, he understood romance.

Tish herself was a pragmatist. Raised in an Irish-Catholic family of seven children in Yonkers, she’d had to be. A working-class daughter of the Great Depression, she knew a thing or two about rationing food, mending clothes, and stretching a dollar. Her childhood had not been easy or anywhere near the vicinity of comfortable. But somehow her parents had managed to feed their large brood, her mother working on and off as a cleaning lady and church secretary, and her father as a felt hatter, where he stood before the factory cauldrons in the scalding room making ladies’ hats. How different Morty’s childhood had been, growing up the only child of a successful banker in Manhattan. Even during the throes of the Depression, his family remained comfortably ensconced in the safe netting of family money, escaping the city for his grandparents’ looming estate on the Hudson. Morty’s education had never been interrupted, his stomach never empty at bedtime. Had they grown up on entirely different planets, their early years could not have been any more dissimilar.

But by the fall of 1951, when they first met at a Columbia Lions football game, from all outward appearances they were simply two ordinary college students attending a homecoming game on a golden October afternoon. Tish and her cousin, Maribeth, both second-year nursing students, were taking a rare break from their studies. Tish hadn’t even known there’d be a football game that weekend; sports didn’t hold much interest for her. Outside of academics, her college experience consisted of a morning commute to campus, attending classes, and an evening trek home to the crowded family apartment on Devoe Avenue. Tish was the first girl in her family, and the only child besides her brother, John, to go to college. “Marry a nice Irish boy,” her mother had urged her when she first expressed interest in school. “Settle down.”

But Tish had other designs. A child of the thirties and forties, she was desperate to change her life. And she did just that, gaining acceptance to the Columbia nursing program. “I’ll be able to get a job at any hospital in the city,” she assured her parents. What she did not say was that she’d finally be free.

Tish had no thought of marriage or men; she’d never really even had a serious boyfriend. Her childhood was spent helping to raise her younger siblings and keep house, balanced with school. The little taste of adulthood she’d had had been devoted wholly to her studies. Now on the cusp of graduation, she could not afford to waver. Finally, her hard-earned fresh start was within arm’s reach. What she did not realize was that meeting Morty Darling at the Columbia Lions game that fall day would also be a fresh start.

As she stood in the stands shivering in her wool sweater, she did not notice the handsome young man seated on the bleachers beside her. When he offered her his coat, she barely glanced at him before declining. Tish hoped the game would end soon; she had to get back to the library. Not once did she sense anything special was about to happen. But as soon as he’d laid his gentle brown eyes on her, Morty Darling had other plans.

Two nights later they went out on their first date. He took her to Keens Steakhouse, a place she’d only dreamed of eating at. But she would not allow herself to be swayed by the fine cut of his suit. Or his genteel manners. As she dug into the decadent plate before her, she told him all about her big family in the small apartment in Yonkers. About the burns on her father’s hands when he came home from the hat factory. And the confusion in her mother’s eyes when Tish first told them she wanted to go to college. By the time she polished off her prime rib and sautéed spinach, Tish felt laid open. And unable to look away from those gentle brown eyes any longer. “I’m going to be someone,” she told Morty Darling. Though it came out sounding like a warning.

Morty had smiled. “Sweetheart, you can be anyone you wish,” he said, reaching across his untouched plate to take her hand. “But I hope, someday, you’ll also be my wife.”

Tish’s eyes still well up at the memory. Who did Morty think he was, saying such an outlandish thing to a young woman he’d just met? Well. He knew very well who he was. And as soon as she got out of her own way, Tish eventually did too. Morty was a family man even before he’d started his own. And what he saw in Tish was a future together. Despite all the trappings he’d grown up with and the sparkling prospects his family status assured him, what he wanted was her. A no-nonsense, first-generation Irish-American girl with steel-blue eyes and a stubborn streak.

By the time he took her to the Nantucket wedding that summer weekend, they’d been married six months. Tish was tired from the wedding festivities and a little queasy from the ferry ride. What she wanted was to get to their hotel. They were only a few miles from it when Morty slammed on the brakes.

“What on earth?” she exclaimed, grabbing onto the car door to steady herself.

“Sorry, honey. But you have to see this!” Before she could object, he threw the car in reverse.

Just as he had with her, Morty knew what he needed the moment he laid eyes upon it. “Will you look at that.”

Tish slid her sunglasses down the slope of her nose and squinted down the narrow driveway at the house for sale. “It’s not much to look at.”

She wasn’t wrong. The shingled cottage was small and squat, sitting in a yellowed, treeless yard as if it had dropped from the sky.

Morty threw open his car door and walked around to her side. “Come on. Let’s check her out.”

Reluctantly, she followed her husband down the driveway. “What time are we expected at the hotel?”

But Morty couldn’t hear anything over the hum of his excitement. At the front door, he peered through a smudged window. “Looks like it needs a little love and care.”

Tish sniffed. “It looks abandoned.” Up close, the shutters hung crookedly. The cedar shingles were bleached by sun and sea salt. The only paint the cottage boasted peeled away from the door in faded red curls.

Undeterred, Morty swung around to the back of the house.

He did this sometimes, stumbled across something. Fell in love hard. Like he did with the matted little stray terrier he named Harrison that he’d found cowering behind a restaurant garbage bin one night and brought home with a sheepish smile. By that day, Harrison had been cleaned and fattened up and awaited their return from the cushioned depths of his dog bed, back in their New York apartment. Morty was acting just as he had when they were on their way home from a play last spring and saw contractors tossing the unwanted contents of someone’s apartment into a street dumpster, when something sparkly had caught his eye. Morty had stopped, rolled up the cuffs of his tweed trousers, and climbed right into the dumpster himself. At first Tish was shocked and embarrassed, but a moment later he cried out triumphantly, poked his head over the side of the dumpster, and held up an old chandelier. The light that caught the crystal pendants was no match for the smile on his face. “Reminds me of my grandmother’s! We can polish it up and hang it in the dining room.” And that’s exactly where it hung today; a restored Tiffany chandelier, found for free and brought back to life. It was wholly endearing, Tish’s girlfriends said. Morty was a man of means and yet he loved to rescue unwanted things. Tish couldn’t agree more. But in private moments, it gave her troubled pause. She couldn’t help but wonder: was she included among the unwanted things Morty rescued?

Now as she waited for her husband in someone else’s Cape Cod yard, the sun slanted lazily across the sky signaling the late hour. Tish glanced at her watch. “Honey?” she called. “When are we supposed to check in at the hotel?”

There was no answer.

“Morty?” she called, louder this time.

The grass under her open-toed sandals prickled up against her toes. She thought of the plush hotel slippers she’d grown accustomed to in her recent travels with her new husband and wondered idly if their Cape Cod inn had anything like those.

“Tish!” Morty’s call came from somewhere around the back. “Hurry.”

“Are you all right?” She lurched toward the edge of the house.

But there was no one in the backyard. Her eyes roamed across the overgrown swath of grass: past the picnic table, the clothesline affixed from the back door to a lone pine tree. “Morty?” she cried. “Where are you?”

“Down here!”

She spun around. Behind her the yard gave way to a thin grove of scrubby trees, light flickering through the narrow branches.

Morty appeared at an opening in the trees, a wild look in his eyes. He extended his hand. “You have to see this.”

“I didn’t know where you were. You scared me.” But he was smiling, tugging her breathlessly between the scrubby trees and down a sandy path.

“Wait, my shoes.”

He paused only long enough for her to bend and quickly slip out of them. “Leave them,” he urged, pulling her hand.

She looked up, her breath catching in her chest. The path ended, spilling them into an open sea of green dune grass. So this is where he’d been. “Wait until you see!” he puffed, squeezing her hand in his.

As they crested the dunes the view unfolded before her like a summer postcard. A movie scene. What she’d imagined heaven to look like. The beach spilled out beneath them, a golden blanket of sand that rolled right into the roiling sea.

Morty turned from the view to face her, sunlight illuminating the joy in his own. “It’s heaven, right? Am I right?”

Tish laughed. “Well, yes. This is… incredible.” She was at a loss for words.

“What do you think?” he asked, wrapping one arm around her and pulling her against him.

What did she think? It was unspeakably beautiful, no doubt. The surf rolled in below, lapping at the sand in frothy waves. “The view is lovely, Morty. I’m so glad you showed me. But it is getting late.” She touched his cheek. “Aren’t you the least bit hungry?”

Morty’s brow creased. “Hungry?” He looked out at the ocean, then back at her. “This place is for sale.”

She’d seen the wooden sign out front. But surely he couldn’t be serious. “Is that why you brought me here?”

“Tish, it was pure luck! I didn’t even know it existed until you did. But now that we’re here…”

It was completely unlike any of the weekend houses Morty’s family had, and they had many. “But it’s so rustic. So small. Nothing like your family’s place in Sag Harbor. Or the one on the Hudson.”

Morty nodded. “Exactly the point.”

“I can’t even picture your family here.”

“Neither can I.”

“They’d hate it,” she told him.

“Indeed.”

So that was part of the appeal. Tish followed his gaze across the beach. It was too late. Morty had already fallen. “You want this place? For us?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m as surprised as you are, but something about it just feels right.” Morty laughed and threw his hands up. “It’s crazy, I know.”

It was crazy. “We live in New York. So far from here.”

“It’s only five hours.”

“Five hours!”

“Well, more like six.”

“Morty.” Tish shook her head and turned back for the path.

“Honey, don’t go.” He followed closely behind.

The sand was still hot, so she veered onto the grass, but it prickled her bare feet. “I’m hungry. And tired.”

When she reached her shoes at the end of the trail she bent to retrieve them. Morty waited patiently. Saying nothing.

They traipsed across the backyard and still he trailed behind her, despite the fact that they were no longer sharing a narrow beach path. She could feel his discouragement hovering like a cloud. Morty was always so much fun. And she was… so practical.

At the edge of the house she halted and turned to face him.

Morty’s hands were jammed in his pockets. He offered her a small smile. “Let’s get you to the hotel. You’re right, it has been a long day.”

The sun flickered through the pine trees, splashing them in gold. A swell of salt filled the air between them. Tish closed her eyes.

“We’re here,” she said.

Morty raised his eyebrows in confusion.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “You like this place.”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I like what I’ve seen.”

“Don’t shrug. You do know. You like it and you’d like to see more of it. In fact, I’m betting you even love it.”

He pretended to consider this. “Love is a strong word.”

“Morty.”

He smiled again. “Like you said, it’s getting late and I am starting to get hungry. If we want to look at it, we can always come back and stop on our way out.”

He was saying it and she knew he meant it, because Morty was a good man like that. Unselfish, even when he wanted something badly. Accommodating, even if he wasn’t really tired or hungry—like she was. It drove her mad, and it was also why she was mad about him. “Come on.” This time she grabbed his hand.

“Where to?”

Wordlessly, she tugged him around to the front of the house and right up the two sagging steps to the door. There wasn’t even a proper walkway. Tish stood on her tiptoes and ran her hands over the top of the doorframe.

“Honey, what’re you doing?”

Her fingers darted back and forth across the wood. Nothing. “You want to see the place.”

“Well, yes. But we can make an appointment with the Realtor. For another day.”

She bent and lifted the edge of the threadbare welcome mat. Nothing there either. “We’re here now.” There were two scraggly hydrangea bushes on either side of the door, the only living things in the yard. The bleached grass didn’t count. Tish bent and reached her hand along the base of each bush, feeling around the ground.

“Honey, please. This is silly. You’re going to ruin your dress.”

It was too late for that; her skirt had already caught on the branches twice. But she wasn’t upset. A whiff of rebellion whirled up inside her. Unwilling to give up, as a last resort she tried the door handle. When it gave, she spun around to face her husband, a triumphant grin on her face. “How about that?”

Morty beamed. “Atta girl.”

The inside of the cottage was exactly what she’d feared. Dusty. Dark. And positively musty. But it was tidy nonetheless.

The main room held a small wicker couch and coffee table. In one corner stood a round kitchen table and two wooden chairs. The kitchen was situated against the back wall, light filtering through a small window over the sink.

“It’s tiny,” Tish said.

Morty pushed open a small door off the kitchen. There was one square room, barely large enough to house the double bed in it. “And spartan.”

With nowhere else to go, they stood shoulder to shoulder in the center of the house, looking about them. Examining every angle.

“Well?” Tish said, turning to face her husband. “Are you satisfied?”

Morty draped his arms around her waist. “With you as my wife?” His brown eyes twinkled. “Until today, I did not know I was married to a vandal.”

“The door was open,” she reminded him.

“Still. You’re a trespasser.”

She smiled back at him. “Which makes you…?”

Morty pressed his lips to hers and a thousand promises passed between them. One thing Tish knew for sure: this man loved her above all else. And would never hurt her. If she did not like this house, which she really did not, he would leave it at that. That’s how Morty was.

“You hate it, don’t you?” he asked, his voice soft.

Morty knew her too well for her to lie. She lifted one shoulder. “I suppose I do.”

He nodded. “All right then.”

“Wait.” She placed both hands on either side of his face. “But I love you.”



By the end of that weekend, the cottage was under contract in their name. Instead of a lazy hotel stay on the Cape shore, they’d spent the better part of their little vacation swathed not in sunshine but in the fluorescent lighting of the Realtor’s office, signing papers. And then, back at the cottage, which they’d already begun to clean out. The previous owner had passed away, and the contents were theirs with the house.

Wasting no time, Tish rolled up her sleeves, pulled her hair back in a silk kerchief, and began cleaning and emptying the kitchen cabinets. She was no stranger to hard work. Morty tackled the heavy stuff, dragging the old furniture out into the yard for the garbage men to take away. Straightening the shutters. Coaxing open the old windows that had swollen shut. As they were finishing up and preparing for the long drive home to New York, Morty came back inside. He found Tish scouring out the old kitchen sink.

“She needs a name.”

Tish chuckled. “So she’s a she?”

“It’s a coastal New England tradition. The houses have names. Kind of like boats.”

“So what have you got in mind?” She knew darn well he’d already thought of something.

“We’ll call her Riptide!”

Tish squinted out the freshly polished window. “Because of the ocean?”
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