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Praise for The Summer House

“Completely absorbing. . . . 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

“A crisis, unforgettable characters, and dramatic secrets make this book resonate long after the last page is turned.”

—RT Book Reviews

“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

“Beach read veteran Hannah McKinnon returns with a summer family drama that needs to be in your straw tote bag immediately.”

—Bookstr

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

“Mystic, Connecticut, provides an enchanting backdrop for this delectable summer read, in which the pull of home exerts its power on a delightful cast of characters. . . . Hannah McKinnon masterfully shows that you can go home again—it’s what you do when you get there that counts.”

—Meg Mitchell Moore, author of The Admissions

“Hannah McKinnon’s new book reminds readers that the right choice isn’t always the logical one. Beautifully written, Mystic Summer blends the simple allure of past summers with the messiness of the present. It’s the perfect summer read—any time of the year.”

—Amy E. Reichert, author of The Optimist’s Guide to Letting Go

“New adult and women’s fiction fans will find this book appealing. It’s a novel for twentysomethings facing major decisions including love, marriage, first apartments, jobs, houses, and the decision whether or not to have children.”

—Library Journal

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

“A delicious tale of sisters and secrets. Hannah McKinnon’s writing style is as breezy as a weekend at the lake, yet her insights into the murkiness of family interactions run deep. The takeaway of this compelling read is clear: you can know someone your whole life and not know them at all.”

—Mary Hogan, award-winning author of Two Sisters

“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 Ever After

“This is a beautiful tale of sisters, a heartfelt journey of truth and choices that will leave you deeply satisfied.”

—Linda Francis Lee, bestselling author of The Glass Kitchen

“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

“Hannah McKinnon’s The Lake Season is a pure delight. Iris Standish is such an appealing woman, handling an overload of family calamities with good sense and good will, not to mention a few really good times. It’s a bonus that the setting on Lake Hampstead is as enticing and refreshing as McKinnon’s voice.”

—Nancy Thayer, New York Times bestselling author of A Nantucket Wedding

“Sometimes funny, sometimes sad—but always bursting with compassion and sly humor. The Lake Season is a joy to read for anyone who cherishes the complexity and richness of family dynamics. Impossible not to be swept along by the characters. The perfect book to spread out with luxuriously on the beach.”

—Saira Shah, author of The Mouse-Proof Kitchen

“Charming, absorbing and perfectly paced, The Lake Season is as full of warmth as summer itself. Don’t blame Hannah McKinnon if this cinematic tale has you glued to a beach chair until it’s finished!”

—Chloe Benjamin, New York Times bestselling author of The Anatomy of Dreams and The Immortalists

“An emotionally charged story about returning to yourself.”

—K. A. Tucker, USA Today bestselling author of Keep Her Safe
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To the Jackson girls: Jennifer, Chloe & Ari. The Bailey girls have nothing on you.



Prologue


Her mother told her not to go outside. She is lying on her grandmother’s living room couch, under the “sick blanket.” It is plaid and soft and worn in all the right places, and her mother saves it for when any of them are feeling poorly.

Outside the day is gray and thick with fog, the early fingertips of a storm reaching in off the sound and tapping at their shingled house. It has been raining lightly all morning and she is home with strep throat. The doctor advised she rest until her fever broke. And Wren is mad. Missing a day of fifth grade was one thing. But today is Saturday. Her mother and grandmother have just gone out to fetch groceries. Wren had feigned sleep before they left, peeking through one eyelid as they stepped out into the stormy day.

Once again, her father has been sleeping all day. She had wondered aloud if he had strep too, and her mother got a sad strange look on her face. “No, Bird. He’s just tired.” Her father has been tired a lot lately, ever since they moved into their grandmother’s house on School Street. He sleeps whole days when the rest of them go out to school. The clink of the glass on the kitchen table at night is sometimes the only sound of him in the house, the empty beer bottles in the trash bin the next day the only evidence of his having roused But today he has surprised his three girls by waking up as soon as their mother and grandmother have left. He bursts into the living room in tall rubber boots and a slicker and asks, “Who wants to go fishing on Lighthouse Beach?”

Piper squeals with glee. She has recently been given a child-sized pink fishing rod—a toy, really—and she glares when her older sisters remind her of this fact. It is real! And she wants to use it.

Shannon is worried. She loves to fish with their father, and she is good at it. As the eldest sister, Shannon knows how to drag the skiff down to the water’s edge. She can bait a hook without making a face. Her father admires this out loud, robustly, and it is something that makes ten-year-old Wren ache with jealousy.

But Shannon doesn’t want to go today. “It’s too windy,” she worries. “The water will be choppy.”

“Nonsense. The fish love this weather,” their father insists.

Wren does not think their mother would like this, but she doesn’t care; she has been stuck inside for days and despite her achy limbs and woozy head, she wants nothing more than to go. But here their father agrees with their mom. “No, Wren. You stay home and rest. We’ll catch one for you.”

This only makes her head burn hotter. Wren watches them suit up and collect rods with disdain. She listens to the din of them getting ready to go followed by the silence that falls on the house like a pillow the second the door closes behind them.

She throws the blanket back and goes to the door. Outside her father and sisters are walking up the street toward Main. They will turn right toward Lighthouse Beach. She tugs her red polka-dot rain boots on over her pajama feet and zips herself into a hooded coat. It won’t take her long to catch up. As long as she hangs back until they reach the beach, her father won’t send her all the way home.

She trots up School Street. The road is quiet, and at the end of the street lies Lighthouse parking lot. It’s empty. When she reaches the steps that lead down to the beach, she pauses. She’s more tired than she realized. Her father and sisters have already climbed down the steep stairs leading to the sand and are now small dots near the water, just below their friends, the Jackson’s house. The Jacksons own the lovely white house above the beach; they let Caleb store the Beetle Cat there. Wren squints. The beach below is so dense with fog, it’s hard to discern sand from sky.

It takes a long time to get down the steps to the beach. Wren is out of breath, and the wind is strong. What she can see of the channel looks rough. Her limbs ache, and she sorely wishes she were back at home under the sick blanket. Wren is about to turn around when she hears the sound of a girl’s scream. Wren turns, shielding her face from the blast of sand and wind. The sound comes again. Followed by something else. The sound of a man shouting. Her father!

She kicks off her boots. When her bare feet hit the sand at the bottom of the steps, she pounds at it with her heels, digging her toes in for speed. Ahead she sees the Beetle Cat. It is bobbing on the surf, and her father’s yellow slicker is slipping in and out of the water beside it. She realizes then it is flipped over.

By the time she reaches the edge of the water, her lungs are roaring with effort. The boat is not far offshore, and she begins to run toward it. A wave hits her in the knees, knocking her backward. When she regains her footing, the yellow slicker by the boat is gone. Now there is another head bobbing beside the boat. Wren screams. “Shannon!” Where is her father? Where is Piper?

As if he hears her cries through the currents, her father surfaces. He whips his head back and forth, coughing, shaking off water. And then Shannon disappears. Wren screams again. The boat rocks on the water, whitecaps crashing around it. Shannon is still under the water. “Shannon!” This time it is her father. Wren watches in horror as he reaches into the dark depths, head bent. He dives. Now it is just the boat.

Up the shore, Wren sees two figures walking. No, they are running toward them. With a dog. “Help!” she screams into the gusty wind. She has no idea if they can hear her. Just when she thinks her lungs will explode, Shannon and her father burst through the surface together. Her father swings Shannon up and over, onto the hull of the flipped Beetle. Shannon flops like a rag doll, all soaked hair and clothes and limbs. But she is holding something against her chest. Something slippery and dark. Their father throws his arm over the boat, reaching and scrambling to push Shannon up to safety. To pull himself up. It is then Wren realizes what is stretched across the boat between them. It’s the limp form of Piper.

Wren surges through the water. From out of nowhere a man runs past her, leaping over the waves. He dives and makes his way out to the wreckage, his arms cutting through the surf. There are more arms: strong arms that grasp her middle. “It’s okay,” someone cries in her ear. A woman. “I’ve got you.”

Wren is kicking and paddling toward the boat. She is a good swimmer. This woman doesn’t understand. She has to get to her family.

But she can’t. The arms are stronger than she is, the grip relentless. All the air goes out of her. Wren is dragged back to the beach. There is a police siren behind from the parking lot. There are more people now. And hands. So many hands, rubbing her shivering arms and legs. Laying her back on the wet sand. The last thing she sees is the sky. The sun is breaking through.

When she wakes up, the light is bright. Too bright. But it is not the sun. There is the incessant beep she heard in her dreams. The fluorescent hum overhead. Wren blinks and tries to sit up. She’s in a bed. Beside her, propped up in another bed, is Shannon, her face as blanched as the sheets enveloping her. Her mother’s face appears above her; a sob escapes her throat. She cups Wren’s face.

“Piper?” Wren’s voice is sandpaper.

Shannon’s head turns slowly on the pillow. “I got her, Wrenny. She’s okay.”

Lindy presses her forehead to Wren’s. “Piper’s just down the hall, baby. She’s having some tests, and we can see her soon,” she whispers.

It’s then Wren notices her father. He’s slumped in a chair. His head is between his knees. A keening sound she has never heard before emanates from his corner of the room.



One


Hank

There would be no sixty-fifth birthday party after all. To be fair it was not the dog’s fault. Bowser, oversized in limb as he was overzealous in tongue, could not entirely be blamed.

“He needs hip surgery!” Lindy announced as she fluttered into the kitchen, wringing her hands so that all her silver bracelets jangled nervously up and down her elegant arms. “Oh, and we took your car, honey. I’m afraid there’s a rip across the backseat, but that hardly matters now.”

Hardly? They (being Lindy and the dog) had just returned from the vet, and Hank could feel the back of his neck prickle. He was so distracted by the news of their chosen mode of transport and the subsequent backseat damage, that he had not fully processed what his wife was saying about the dog. He knew this would happen. To his consternation, he’d discovered his new car was not in the driveway when he’d gone out to retrieve the morning paper from the stoop. Only Lindy’s car remained—the dog car—aptly named for its age, its wear, and its accompanying odor. It was parked beside the rose bushes, its dented green fender reflecting the morning sun coming up over the house. He groaned.

Lindy had sworn not to let Bowser in the new car. Hank’s new car: a sensible and pristinely kept Volvo wagon, his only splurge being the buttery leather interior he had no intention of marring with Great Dane toenails, and whose windows he would prefer not be shellacked in dog drool. He pictured Lindy zipping through town, Bowser’s head thrust out the back-left window, his tail sticking out the right. “How big is the rip?”

Lindy waved her hand in the air, her new focus on to the hulking espresso maker, which she jiggled and rattled impatiently. “How does this thing . . . ?”

“The lever on the right,” Hank began. “You have to pull the lever.” Unlike his car the coffee maker was not new, and yet they went through this every morning. But never mind—he was still picturing the backseat of his car.

Lindy tugged the lever twice, and Hank let out his breath as the steaming concoction coursed into her cup. She dumped in a heap of sugar, shaking her head as she spoke. “He was just neutered last month. And now he needs hip surgery. My poor baby.”

My poor wallet, is what Hank was thinking but did not dare say. First the Volvo seat and now the dog. Though he should’ve been used to it by now.

His wife was gifted, no—cursed—with an attraction for wayward animals. Stray cats who appeared at the back screen door. Baby birds fallen from nests. Just yesterday the slow-moving disc of a snapping turtle that needed to be ferried across a busy road, a move he later learned Lindy did all by herself as the two men, who had also pulled their cars over, stood warily aside verbally noting the dangerous size of its jagged mouth. Animals in distress always found Lindy Bailey. If anyone had bothered to ask Hank, he would’ve declared himself an animal lover as devout as the next. He’d had plenty of pets as a kid: a handful of hamsters, several cats; he couldn’t recall a dogless school year if pressed. But it paled against what Lindy had going on.

•  •  •

The fact of her boundless canine love was the second thing she’d told him on the night they met at the Squire. “I have three headstrong daughters. And we love dogs.” Whether it had been a confession or a warning, he had not been sure. Were the headstrong daughters the reason for the dog-loving requirement? Was it a condition they’d set forth for their single mother: the measuring stick against which all prospective suitors of their mother would be judged? Or were the dogs and daughters independent of one another—two equally imperative pieces of information that Hank needed to be made aware of? It didn’t matter. Lindy’s unblinking blue eyes had been so earnest it had gone to his heart. The second those words were uttered, she’d swept a lock of blonde hair girlishly behind her ear and tipped back the glass of bourbon that had shown up during her telling. In that moment, had she asked him to join the circus, he would have.

Now, fifteen years later in their Cape Cod kitchen, Hank’s adoration for Lindy Bailey had not thinned in its concentration. Her youthful frame still barely filled the kitchen doorway when she entered each morning, blinking, lured from bed by the scent of the espresso he brewed for her. These days there were creases that had etched their paths around her eyes, but they were still eyes that crinkled with easy laughter. What made him happiest was that Lindy now possessed an air of contentedness in her posture that had replaced the too-slow-to-empty recesses of worry she’d carried in her limbs when they’d first met. Back then she was an overwhelmed single mother to three preteen girls who not only needed but also demanded her attention like ravenous eaglets in a nest. Her devotion to them was something that had pulled Hank to her, a surprise since he had no children of his own and could not recall ever wanting any.

In that vein he’d had to learn how to navigate around Lindy, and later, her girls. Like everyone else who crossed their paths, he was helpless in the wake of their glossy hair, their urgent chatter, the beguiling flood of laughter that erupted as easily as their tempers. The Bailey women had that effect on people, and despite his thinking otherwise, his years of worldly travel and education during his quiet bachelor life had been no match for them.

Lindy sipped her espresso and stared absently out the window overlooking the green stretch of backyard and the salt pond beyond it. “I’m afraid we’ll have to cancel our trip.”

Hank blinked. “Tuscany?”

“I’m sorry, dear. But don’t worry, we’ll still have a party.”

Hank was not an extravagant man. The idea of the birthday party thrown in his honor was not something he relished. That he’d agreed to a party at all had been cause for celebration. Lindy and Shannon had seized upon it, and since then the party had taken on a life of its own, morphing from an intimate backyard gathering into an event. His September birthday was still three months away! And yet a caterer had been sought. A tent had been mentioned. Hank cringed at every turn; he hated being the focus of attention. He hated getting older. He hated, most of all, a fuss.

But the real cause for celebration—the sole saving grace of this party—was the trip! He and Lindy would finally be going to Tuscany. The planning for which was as long and winding as the years he’d spent acclimating to family life with the Bailey girls.

The seed for the trip had also been planted that first fabled night they met at the Squire, just after mention of the daughters and the dogs. The third thing she’d told him that night was that she’d never been to Italy. He’d lifted one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug; many people had not been to Italy. But she’d turned to him then, leaning in close and lowering her voice, as in confession. He’d mirrored her, their noses almost touching. He was so engrossed by the lingering smell of bourbon on her lips—fuller lips he’d not seen—that he almost missed what she said next. That she longed to eat wild boar pappardelle and sip Vin Santo in a trattoria. That she could not imagine her life without biking along a village road and finding a field of sunflowers beside which to set up her art easel. The images that took root in Hank’s mind had caused him to steady himself on his barstool. This woman, who so far had spoken only of wild boar and even wilder children, was unlike any person he had ever met. He’d decided right then they would go together.

No matter that that decision had taken a backseat to fifteen years of ballet lessons and soccer carpools and, later, college tuitions. To leaving Boston and getting married and moving in together in the sleepy seaside hamlet of Chatham. To walking the ever-quivering wire that was stepparenting three children who on some days clung to him like lovestruck monkeys and on others could wither his insides with their passing glares. On occasions of particular struggle, like the time Piper ran away from Girl Scout camp in upstate Maine to find a boy she’d met at the camp across the lake, or when Shannon and five classmates handcuffed themselves to the band teacher’s desk to protest the board of education’s defunding of the district arts program, Hank had wondered what on earth he’d gotten himself into by marrying into a full-fledged family. By what stroke of madness had he given up his quiet Brookline apartment with its leather wingback chair overlooking the cityscape? In those moments of doubt he’d drawn strength from the gauzy memory of that first meeting with his wife at the pub: the burn of bourbon on her lips, the fearless glint in her gaze, and the promise of a Tuscan voyage, just the two of them. And so with that sole reason to steel himself by, Hank had weathered it all, eventually finding himself so bewitched by each of the three Bailey girls that he committed to seeing them through their complicated adolescences into adulthood year after year. Until this year, with all three finally sprung from the family house, when he and Lindy had booked their tickets for his birthday trip to Italy. They had made it. They would, after all, embrace in slumber in some faraway hotel under a Tuscan moon.

Hank stared back at his wife. “We’re canceling Tuscany?”

Lindy set her empty mug in the sink and ran the tap. “You poor thing.”

But she was not referring to Hank. “I knew hip dysplasia was common in large breeds, but Bowser’s so young. The vet quoted the surgery at five thousand dollars. And then there’s the physical therapy afterward: at least eight weeks. But I think we can do some of that here at home.” She turned to look at Hank, a soapy dish in her hand. “We can’t not do it, honey.”

As if on cue, Bowser ambled into the kitchen and collapsed on the antique pine floor to nap. Lindy beamed. “Look. Look at that face.”

Hank did as he was told, but Bowser did not return the gaze. He was too busy staring back at Lindy with the singular and abiding love a dog holds for its person. Hank was not that person.

Hank sighed and looked instead at his feet that were tucked into worn sheepskin slippers. He needed new slippers. The dog needed a new hip.

Behind him Lindy clattered a pan in the farmhouse sink. “Don’t worry, darling. Tuscany will still be there.”



Two


Wren

“Damn it.” There were two missing boxes. Maybe three. Wren tore the shipping slip from its plastic sleeve and scrutinized the order. Bas relief art tiles: clamshell, crab, plover. Seahorse, schooner, shark. The shark motif had been a custom request, and she was thrilled when Carol, the artist, agreed to make a limited-edition series for her.

Ari, her shop assistant, looked up sympathetically from behind the cash register. “No sharks?”

“No sharks.”

Thanks to a rise in great white shark sightings in recent years, Chatham had become famed along the eastern seaboard and was now known as the new shark capital. To the surprise of the chamber of commerce, instead of deterring tourists, so far the influx of sharks along Chatham’s shores seemed to be luring them. In that spirit, local shop owners and businesses were trying to embrace the arrival of their finned visitors. The Chatham Merchant’s Association launched a shark artwork installation on the front lawn in front of the Eldredge Library. Five-foot-long “sharks” were sponsored and decorated by local businesses and then displayed in front of the library steps. They were quite popular among both locals and tourists, so much so that on a few occasions a shark had been “poached,” leading to a reward being offered for information about the stolen piece of art. As her own nod to the great white visitors and as a whimsical touch to her new boutique, the Fisherman’s Daughter, Wren had commissioned a special shark tile to be made for her shop. But now it was missing.

Wren scanned the open boxes strewn across the shop’s hardwood floor. The crabs, clams, and plovers were accounted for. The rest of the order was not. Wren slapped a box shut.

It was the first week of June, and though tourist season officially started Memorial Day, the real stream of visitors wouldn’t clog the Mid-Cape Highway until school let out. It was her deadline to have the store stocked and ready for them.

“Want me to call UPS?” Ari asked. “We placed the order. We know Carol made them.”

“Please do. They’re custom pieces. It’s not like we can refill a missing order by next week.” She checked her watch: Lucy would be home from school in twenty minutes. “I’ve got just enough time to hang these before I go. Though I really want a coffee.”

Ari scrutinized the boxes and then the look on her boss’s face. “I’ll get it. How about a green tea? It’s calming.”

“The usual will do: two creams, one sugar, please.”

Ari shrugged and took the five-dollar bill Wren handed her on the way out. She was the new hire—the only hire—freshly home from her first year at BC and as new to retail as the boutique was to Main Street. But if she had zero experience in sales, she was also unlike the other candidates who answered questions with an apathetic air, seemingly more interested in scoping out the proximity to the beach or keeping their nights free. Ari, her last interview of the day, had walked in with a book under her arm and then halted in the middle of the store, eyes narrowed.

“What?” Wren had asked. By that point, she’d had no patience and even less hope of finding someone.

Ari shook her head. “Nothing.” But her gaze roamed across the painted shelves of maritime artwork that lined the wall, the rack of earth-toned organic cotton clothes, and finally rested on the old pine table in the center of the room where spindly arms of driftwood displayed bracelets, necklaces, and rings crafted by Cape jewelers. Wren watched as she set her book down and moved thoughtfully through the store, peering into the glass jewelry case by the cash register, running her fingers over a teal scarf.

“That scarf is made from seaweed.”

“So this is all local?” Ari picked up a necklace, and turned the pearly amulet at its center over in her hand.

“All of it. And eco-friendly. That’s an antique button,” Wren said, pointing at the necklace in Ari’s open palm.

“Huh. It looks like carved oyster shell.”

Wren smiled. “Which is why I love it.”

Ari looked around once more and nodded, but her expression was hard to place. “Yeah. This place is different.”

Wren felt her defense going up. “How so?”

“I don’t know. I guess it feels like you brought the ocean indoors.” And with that statement, Ari was Wren’s right-hand girl for the summer.

•  •  •

But the store had yet to open its doors. Wren had signed the lease that winter and had been fiercely working to ready the space since. There were dark frosted nights when she made dinner for Lucy, tucked her into bed, and left her in Lindy’s care only to drive back into town to scrape and sand the baseboards or prime the display shelves with paint into the wee hours. The short gray days had been filled with making phone calls and placing orders to handpicked artisans. Like Carol, from Provincetown, whose ceramic sculpture tiles were glazed and kiln-dried. Or Joseph, from Sandwich, who provided hand-dyed seaweed scarves so soft your fingers lingered in the twists of their fiber. All of the previous fall Wren had driven up and down the Cape to find these wares and their makers, visiting craft fairs and dipping into local boutiques. Main Street Chatham was already teeming with trendy clothing stores, galleries, and gift shops. Wren was purposefully not like them: she did not possess the largest inventory or carry the trendiest souvenirs. A business move that had initially worried her family.

“No Lily Pulitzer?” Shannon had asked, blinking. Wren suppressed her irritation. She’d fully expected her older sister’s pragmatism. After all, Shannon did not run a large home over on Stage Harbor and ferry her three children from violin lessons to chess matches to lacrosse practice, while also assisting at her husband, Reid’s, office, without running a tight ship. Reid and his family, all Boston natives, owned Whitcomb Group, the largest commercial and residential brokerage on the Cape, and it was he who had tipped Wren off about the upcoming retail space on Main Street before it even listed.

“Not her style,” Lindy said, briskly coming to Wren’s defense. Lindy had loved the ecofriendly-boutique concept from the start. Of course she had—she was an artist—but she, too, expressed some measure of doubt. “What about a few pairs of sunglasses? This is a summer resort town, honey.”

“Not my vision,” Wren explained. Then, winking, she said, “No pun intended.”

Only Lindy laughed.

“What? I want to be unique,” Wren said.

Shannon was not giving an inch. “You want to survive past Labor Day, too, don’t you?”

Wren told herself she didn’t care if her family didn’t get it. She knew what downtown Chatham retailers had to offer, and she knew what was missing. There would be no Sperry Top-Siders or CAPE COD hoodies in her window. Nor would there be booming music or throngs of teenage girls bent over a basket of sailor-knot bracelets. She wanted her clientele to feel as if they were stepping onto the beach, or back in time. The whitewashed walls were like a stretch of sand bar, the artwork on them like seashells waiting to be picked up and examined. The clothes were fashionable but comfortable: a soft organic cotton sheath, a little girl’s brightly printed smock dress. Wren sought out goods that were not only a pleasure to look at or wear but could also make her customers feel good about where they were putting their dollars. Her family would come around, she told herself.

It finally happened last week. Shannon sailed in to the shop on the way home from school with the kids and stopped dead in her tracks. Wren led her around, first to the glass case of silver necklaces, then to the rack of flour-sack dishtowels printed with fish, which Shannon had promptly picked up and blown her nose directly into.

“What on earth?”

“I’ll pay for it,” Shannon blubbered. “I’m just so proud of you, Wrenny.”

Only Piper had yet to weigh in. Wren’s little sister had seen the original shop space back in March when she’d come home to the Cape for spring break, when it was still raw and faceless. Curious, she’d tagged along and spent a couple of late nights helping Wren paint the walls a color called “sailcloth.” Though “helping” largely meant keeping Wren company, sitting cross-legged on the unfinished pine floors with a flask of Fireball, regaling her sister with anecdotes about her Boston roommates while Wren was perched on a ladder with a roller. Piper had never been a roll-up-your-sleeves kind of girl. But she was reliable entertainment.

Now, Wren glanced around the store. Two weeks until opening day. The walls were painted, the floors finished, the old-fashioned cash register installed. Fliers had been made, social media announcements posted, and an interview with the local paper would run next week. Stocking the last of the inventory was all that remained.

The bell above the shop door dinged. “French vanilla, cream, two sugars.” Ari handed Wren the warm cup. “Oh, and here’s the mail.”

Wren riffled quickly through the envelopes. Only ten minutes to get across town for Lucy’s school bus.

“You’d better hit the road. Lucy will make you pay if you forget her again.”

Wren groaned. “I didn’t forget her.”

“Try telling her that.”

It was a half truth. Lately the store had become a bit of a time vortex for her, and the school had called not once, but twice, last week to say that the bus was sitting at the curb in front of Wren’s house and where was she? Lucy had been returned to the school where Wren had found her, arms crossed and her mouth fixed in a straight line, sitting on an office bench. When Wren tried to explain, Lucy lifted one small hand. “I already know. You were at the store.”

Wren glanced at her watch. “You’re right. Will you sort the mail for me?” She thrust the pile of envelopes back at Ari, but in her haste they fell out of her hand and spilled across the floor.

“Just go,” Ari said. Wren was about to step over the mess when a pale blue envelope caught her eye. She reached down for it.

Wren Livingston Bailey, The Fisherman’s Daughter. The scrawled handwriting was as familiar as the veins on the back of her hand. She sucked in her breath.

Ari glanced up at her. “You okay?”

Wren jammed the envelope in her back pocket. “I’m late!” She grabbed her purse and keys from the counter and hurried for the door. “Thanks for the coffee.”

When she was safely inside her car, she pulled the envelope out and stared at it. Livingston came from her great-grandfather, on Caleb’s side. Caleb Bailey was the only person who ever used her full name. Wren swallowed and shoved the envelope in the glove box. It had been twenty-three years since she’d gotten anything in the mail from him, since she’d heard a word, spoken or written, from her estranged father. She threw the Jeep in gear and turned toward home.



Three


Shannon

“Avery, you need to get moving. Tennis starts in ten,” Shannon called up the sweeping staircase. Her oldest daughter had retreated to her room since school ended to presumably work on a Mayan civilization social-studies project that was due the next day.

Shannon had checked the family calendar twice. George was in red. Winnie in green. Avery in blue. Reid jokingly called it the command center. Shannon didn’t care; with three busy kids it was what kept them afloat. “I don’t see anything listed here for social studies.”

“The teacher assigned it today. It’s a graphic novel.”

“You mean like those comic-book stories?”

“I guess. But in French.”

“Wait . . . I thought this was for social studies?”

Avery rolled her eyes. “It is.”

“In French?”

“Mom. It’s interdisciplinary.”

“Oh.” Interdisciplinary and due tomorrow. She supposed she should at least be grateful the last-minute assignment required just colored pencils and paper, and not a shoe box, an assortment of Styrofoam balls, and acrylic paint. Colored pencils she had.

•  •  •

Shannon returned her attention to the cutting board: two halved carrots, a split stalk of celery, and a cucumber whose green watery depths she’d already scooped the seeds from and sliced.

“I hate celery,” George informed her, strolling into the kitchen and peering sideways at her work.

“I know. It’s for your sister. And please don’t say hate. It’s such a strong word.”

He blinked. “I don’t care for cucumber either.”

Shannon set down her knife. “George.”

“What? I don’t.” He sat down at the island and rested his six-year-old head on the mahogany surface.

“What’s for snack?” Winnie breezed into the kitchen, her soccer bag slung over her shoulder, her cleats making clicking sounds on the new cork floor.

Shannon swiveled around. “Winnie, the floor. Your cleats!”

“Oh, sorry.” She reached around her mother and popped a carrot in her mouth.

“Why can’t we have Doritos?” George mumbled, his head still resting on the island.

“Because you’re growing and I want you to eat something healthy. It’s my job.”

“What’s your job?” Avery appeared in the doorway, tennis racket in hand.

“Vegetables,” George replied.

“Didn’t I see you get off the bus with a bag of Doritos today?” Avery asked him.

“Did not.”

Shannon glanced from her eldest to her youngest. “Is that so?”

George pressed his lips together. “Michael Donnelly gave them to me. His mother lets him have Doritos.”

Shannon checked her watch, silently calculating how much time she needed to drive across town and drop Avery at the Chatham Beach and Tennis Club and zip over to Monomoy Middle School for Winnie’s scrimmage. She still needed to pick up chicken for dinner. Every Friday was chicken piccata night. “Next time tell Michael Donnelly to keep his Doritos to himself.” She thrust a carrot in his direction, and to his credit, he took it. She ruffled his hair.

They piled into the Suburban and eased out of the garage. She still wasn’t used to the breadth of the new car. On the way to service at United Methodist that past Sunday, Reid had found himself behind the wheel for the first time and wondered aloud if they really needed the hulking SUV. “It’s a beast. A behemoth beast.”

Shannon had asked him when the last time was that he’d loaded up dinner to go and ferried half the soccer team to a game in Dennisport. This car was her second home. Though, to be honest, she probably spent more time in it than the house. And as much as she was loath to admit the gas it guzzled or the fumes it spewed, she loved the damn thing. She loved riding high up off the road as others whizzed by balancing coffees and phones on their steering wheels, she loved the safety she felt with her small brood safely ensconced in its steel nest. With all the unpredictability in the world today, Shannon would’ve driven a tank if she could have.

As soon as she dropped the girls off, she headed south on Route 28 toward Reid’s office. It’d been two years since George started school and she’d joined the team at Whitcomb. And she’d loved it. The job was great—but what was best about it was getting dressed, putting on lipstick, and seeing other adults. She didn’t care if it was seventy-nine-year-old Sheila, who hadn’t sold a single house all year but who brought in cranberry scones for the staff each morning, or if it were a moneyed New York couple fresh off the tarmac at Chatham Airport on the hunt for a beachfront summer residence. It meant she was out of the house and convening with people above the age of twelve. Not that Shannon didn’t love her children or her home. Their Stage Harbor residence was a stately, shingled colonial that she and Reid had had their eye on since they were married, right along the water. Since buying it three years ago, they’d renovated it to near perfection. Every drop of her coastal New England taste was etched into that house, from the beveled marble subway tiles over her professional-grade range to the sweeping mahogany island top that her red O&G Colt barstools surrounded. It was a designer Cape Cod dream home, once featured in Elle Décor. She’d been raised in her grandmother Beverly’s School Street village house, just off Main Street in Chatham proper. She hadn’t gone far. Stage Harbor was just across town to the west, but those miles had landed her in another universe entirely.

From the outside, Shannon knew how she appeared to others. She’d married her best friend, moved into the quintessential coastal house, and freelanced for the realty group as a photographer. But what few knew was that none of that squelched the worry that coursed through her flesh and bones at various voltages day in and out. It didn’t matter that all three of her children had been born healthy and continued to thrive. Nor did it matter that they were good students, strong athletes, and each had their fair share of equally well-adjusted friends. She knew shortages of those very things were what kept other parents up at night. What kept her awake, on the nights she did not pop one of those sleek Ativan tablets that Dr. Weber, her psychiatrist, had prescribed for her last spring, was her anxiety over the safety of her children. “The kids are fine, Shannon. They’re tucked in their beds, sound asleep. I just checked on them. I don’t understand what you’re stressed about.”

“Anything can happen in a heartbeat,” she’d say quietly, pulling the sheets up.

Shannon and Reid had known each other since the summer of their junior year in high school, even though they grew up in different parts of Massachusetts. Reid had lived in Sudbury, in the Boston metro area, and came to Chatham every summer to visit his grandparents, who’d retired on Barcliff Avenue. His grandfather had started the Whitcomb Group, a residential and commercial real-estate agency in the 1960s, where Reid worked each summer. It was now run by his mother, Elizabeth (Bitsy), who’d moved to Chatham when Reid was in college. Even though three generations of his family had Chatham ties, Reid would forever be considered a visitor.

Shannon, however, was a local. Bred and born. Her family ties to Chatham were not as vacationers or summer residents—her great-grandmother Mildred, had been the daughter of a farmer turned cod fisherman, and they’d resided above Main Street on Tipcart Lane when it was just a hillside of rolling field and farm animals. Having been raised largely by the women in her family, her upbringing had been less conventional than Reid’s. He empathized with her that her father had left the family at a vulnerable time in her adolescence, that he had not been there for her or her sisters when they were growing up. But he also pointed to the fact that Shannon turned out largely unscathed: She was valedictorian of her high school class. She went on to Wellesley, where she majored in both finance and art, which amused him. “See honey? You left no stone unturned, even in your college studies.” They’d begun dating seriously during those years and had stayed together since. Now, fourteen years of marriage, three kids, and a dream house later, they were happy, weren’t they?

They were. How could they not be? But for her anxieties.

Living on the Cape it was assumed you loved the beaches. You were surrounded by them—Hardings, Ridgevale, Cockle Cove. Oyster Pond, Stage Harbor, Monomoy Island. The ocean was everywhere—in channels and salt ponds. In the protected bay beaches. In the twin harbors, Chatham and Stage Harbor. Beaches were what drew people out to the Cape.

But Shannon was terrified of the water. Of big surf, of deep currents, of boats. It began that morning of the accident on Lighthouse Beach, with her father and sisters, and it had stayed with her, silhouetting the years since like a dark shadow.

Unlike the other mothers on the Cape, Shannon did not take her children to the beach. Rather, she kept them enrolled in summer swim and sailing lessons where professionals could teach them and monitor them on the water while she worked. On weekends, she politely declined offers by friends and neighbors to go out on their boats. She would not go fishing or sailing, claiming instead that she was prone to severe sea sickness. At the yacht club, she kept herself busy with fund-raisers, picnics, and barbecues, all land-based forms of participation. It was manageable that way, living on the water without actually interacting with it.

But Dr. Weber had long warned her that she needed to confront the root of her anxieties head-on before it confronted her. In the meantime, Shannon met with him twice a month and relied on her prescription as needed for the bad days. Shannon was not a pill-popper; she’d heard plenty about dependency and its side effects. Only on those nights that her hands were clammy in the dark and her skin stuck to the sheets with perspiration did she take an Ativan. Though there were other things that helped, things that were more socially acceptable. Like her vodka tonics. She mixed herself one most nights as she cooked dinner. That was fine—all her friends had wine most evenings. And even if she did need a sip or two at lunch on occasion, it wasn’t often. Shannon was doing fine—in fact, she’d go so far as to say she was doing great. Now, as she turned the car into town Shannon ticked off the remains of her to-do list for the day. She’d designed a brochure for a contemporary renovation up on Briarcliff, a unique listing against the usual cottage styles and Capes for sale in the area. She wanted to see if the brochures were in from the printer and ready for the open house that weekend.

Unlike most residential realty groups, where nowadays agents worked remotely from their homes and took calls on their cells, Bitsy Whitcomb had put her well-heeled foot down and insisted that their office maintain a level of personal touch. As such, agents were expected to show their faces in the office. The Cape, in full summer, was different, Bitsy said. People wanted last-minute rentals. Tourists rolled through town, finding themselves spontaneously inspired to peruse seller listings after happening upon “the cutest little cottage over by the lighthouse.” And the Whitcomb Group would be standing by with glossy listings in hand when they did.

Shirley, the office manager, piped up from behind her desk before Shannon and George were halfway through the front door. “Oh good, you’re here! Got a minute?”

“What’s up?”

“We have a new seller off of Ridgevale,” Shirley said. “You know that colossal renovation at the northern end of Nantucket Drive?”

Shannon did. It had been on the market all year, listed at $2.5 million. The owner was notorious both for the four-year renovation timeline and the fact that the house had been listed and pulled from three different brokerages in the last six months. Despite his difficult reputation, Bitsy had been courting the owner. It wasn’t about the money. She had plenty of listings in that price range and more; this was about selling the unsalable. Something all the competing firms had so far failed to do. Which meant Bitsy would be the exception. The firm’s mission statement stated just that: Exceptional service for exceptional homes. Suddenly Shannon had a feeling about who Bitsy had been out of the office having lunch with all afternoon. “The Banks place?”

“That’s the one. Everett Banks. Nasty man. Nice house.”

“When did we land it?”

Shirley’s eyes widened. “Just this afternoon. Bitsy had lunch with him at Chatham Bars. Came back like the cat who swallowed the canary.”

Shannon smiled inwardly. She knew just the look on her mother-in-law’s face. What she didn’t know was why Reid hadn’t called to tell her the big news yet.

Shirley twisted her pearl necklace, looking pained. “It seems the owner wants something different this time around.”

“Different?”

“As in marketing and photography. It seems Bitsy is going to arrange a photo shoot for the place. She’s planning to bring in an entire film crew with stage lighting and everything—she’s even hiring a drone photographer to take aerials.”

So that was the reason Reid hadn’t told her yet; she had long been the agency’s photographer. But now Bitsy was bringing in outside help. Professionals. Shannon wondered when they were planning to tell her.

“Your work is so good, honey. I don’t know why all the fuss. If it were up to me . . .”

Shannon forced a smile. “It’s okay, Shirley. It wasn’t your decision.”

“I know it’s the tip of the weekend, but do you think you could run over there and take some stock photos? Bitsy wants something basic to show potential crews when she interviews them. She won’t take anyone out to the property until it’s the right team. The seller was very particular about his privacy.”

Shannon nodded, ignoring the growing heat that was rising in her cheeks. “So she hasn’t hired a crew yet?”

Shirley twisted her necklace again, and Shannon worried it might pop. “Not that I know of.”

Shannon felt bad for Shirley. Leave it to Bitsy to hand the nicest person in the office the task of delivering her most unpalatable messages. Reid would never have asked her to do the prep work for an assignment that would ultimately be given away to a third party. He would’ve insisted that she get the job, or at least a chance at it. But if what Shirley said was true—maybe there was still a chance.

“I’ll head right over.” There were two things about this deal that stung: the fact she’d been overlooked as the talent. And the fact of the listing’s address: Ridgevale Beach.

Shirley’s cheeks deflated like a balloon with relief. “Thank you, honey. You know I’d rather it was you—your pictures sell these houses. Reid always says so.”

Reid did say that, if his mother didn’t. It was one thing about her husband Shannon knew she shouldn’t take for granted. He saw her hard work. Her juggling of the kids and the house and the office. In all of that, he saw her. But she was still seething about Bitsy’s decision. And she wanted to talk with him about it.

“Any idea when Reid will be back?” she asked.

Shirley shrugged. “I think he said six o’clock? Though I’ll be gone by then.”

“Thanks,” Shannon said, grabbing her purse. “C’mon George.” They had thirty minutes before she had to pick up the girls.

At the tip of Ridgevale Road was a dense grid of sandy lanes and narrow streets that stretched along its same-named beach. It was a very desirable part of town. The sound flanked the road on the left, a shimmering stretch of sea that caused drivers to slow their cars and roll down their windows. For Shannon, however, it had the opposite effect. This was also the road she had grown up on, the last place they had lived as a family of five before Caleb Bailey had left for good.

As she turned right onto Nantucket Drive, she kept her eyes trained straight ahead as she approached number 22. It didn’t matter that it had been years since she’d been down this lane; she knew what she’d see by heart. The hydrangea bushes that flanked number 22’s front door would be thrust in full-blue bloom. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed a flash of coral pink. Shannon tsked. Gone was the lobster-red front door. But the rest of the house appeared unchanged, the shingles the same weathered gray cedar. In the rear was the shed in which her father had stored the boats. If you looked carefully, there was even a hedge of wild rose that ran along the picket fence into the back where she and her little sisters used to play on their swing set. But that was long gone now, and there was no life beyond the thrust of vegetation. She accelerated past.

At the end of Nantucket Drive, her childhood home safely in the rearview mirror, Shannon slowed and pulled in to number 36, the tires of her Suburban crunching on the white shell drive.

“Oh no. We’re here to take pictures, aren’t we?” It was an accusation. George puffed his cheeks out in the backseat, and she met his exasperated gaze in the mirror.

“Come on. You can help.”

“I don’t want to help. I want to go home. I’m tired.”

Shannon raised an eyebrow. George had taken a “semester off” of soccer, something she did not relish but a move that Reid had encouraged. “These kids have more activities each season than I did in all of my childhood. Give the kid a season off.”

“Come on, buddy. I’ll let you snap a few photos.”

Begrudgingly, George followed her out of the car.

The house had just had a facelift. Like the others on the street, it was a well-kept two story with an inviting front porch. The honey-colored shingle siding was brand-new, untouched by the salt air or the New England seasons. The windows and trim work had a fresh coat of sea-green paint. Her work was halfway done for her.

Shannon set up her camera, opting for a 40-millimeter lens. She didn’t have a set routine when it came to photographing the houses for Reid, rather she walked the property first and got a sense of the place. Sometimes it was the angle of the steps leading up to a sweeping back deck that inspired her; in others it could be the light bathing the smooth arc of a porthole window, the square edges of the front door. She moved about the front of the house, taking shots, and checking them. George trailed her into the backyard, hands stuffed in his pockets.

“Can you guess?” she asked him. It was a game she played when he tagged along on jobs, in part because he seemed interested, unlike his sisters, and this delighted her. And in part because it distracted him so she could get her work done.

George scowled up at the house. He was not going to smile. “The roof,” he said, pointing to a shiny line of copper gutter.

“Ah!” she said glancing up. This house was not short on aesthetic appeal. “Good try, but that’s not it.” She snapped a few shots of the sprawling side deck. Then the outdoor shower, with a half moon carved in the door.

“The windows?” he asked. The windows were wavy glass, and she wondered if they’d had the panes specially made or if they were salvaged originals.

“You’re getting closer!” she said, snapping a few more shots. They walked around the rear to a small patio.

George was getting bored. “I give up.”

“Whitcombs don’t give up.”

“Fine. Last one.” He glanced around the yard and up to the roofline. “Wait. I know. The whale!”

Shannon grinned. “Attaboy.” Atop the roof sat a giant copper weathervane, the same rich patina as the gutters and fascia, in the shape of a whale.

She swapped out her lens and set the camera on its tripod in the far corner of the backyard. The nautical mammal came into view.

Shirley’s words came back to her. “Your photos sell these houses.” Shannon glanced down the street in the direction of their old family home.

Besides her children and husband, capturing images was one thing that had always brought pleasure. And yet it was the same thing that haunted her. It was the only gift Caleb Bailey had left her with, all those years ago. Shannon turned away from 22 Ridgevale. She looked back in the viewfinder, snapped twice more, and was done.



Four


Piper

She awoke with a start. The morning light was too intense. She leaned over the side of the bed; strewn across the floor were her clothes: her blouse, her wedges. That damn red skirt he liked so much.

Piper lifted the sheets very carefully and rolled out from under them. She tiptoed across the bedroom, scooping up her things as she went. Behind her, Adam stirred. She slipped into the bathroom and dressed quickly. Fuck. She never should’ve come back here.

She ran the tap until it was good and cold and splashed her face. There was one message on her phone. But it was just Wren: Please call. Important!

Piper deleted it.

Staring at her tangled red hair in the mirror, she struggled to recall the night before. Piper had not gone out intending to see Adam; quite the opposite, she’d planned an evening out with her girlfriends, hoping to run into Derek. Some of his Boston Universtiy department faculty often met up for a couple beers after Friday classes.

Instead, she’d followed her roommate Claire and their friend Hillary into the dimly lit pub and run smack into Adam. He was seated at the bar with a few guys, dressed similarly in crisp shirts and ties, watching a game on the flat-screen. He broke into a smile when he saw her. “Piper!”

“Adam.”

Adam had never been good at containing his feelings. It’d been a few months since she called things off with him, and yet here he was just as bighearted as a Labrador retriever. She ordered three beers and tried to focus on the game on television.

“Want to join us?” Adam introduced her to his colleagues. They’d met at the university last year, but Adam had finished his MBA and now worked downtown.

She’d gestured over her shoulder. “Thanks, but I’m with some friends.” Piper watched him look past her with curiosity into the crowd, but Adam was predictably too polite to inquire further. She wished the bartender would hurry up.

Three tall glasses of amber ale arrived and she shoved two twenties across the counter. “Keep the change.” Piper really couldn’t afford to leave the change. But she couldn’t afford to stand there with Adam one second longer either.

“May I?” Before she could object, Adam stood and collected all three pints. She’d always liked his hands. “Where to?”

Piper deflated. His chivalry was ruining her good mood. “There.” She pointed to Hillary and Claire, who were waving at them from a corner booth. A booth with plenty of extra room, she noticed with displeasure.

“Want to join us?” they said, when Adam delivered their drinks.

Adam glanced at Piper, but she didn’t echo the invitation. “Thanks, but I think I’ll leave you ladies to it. Have a good night.”

“You, too.” Piper slid into the booth.

“So that was Adam?” Hillary leaned across the table to clink glasses. “He’s cute.”

“And still seems interested,” Claire added.

Piper took a long swallow of beer and relished the cold rush in her throat. “Come on, guys. The past is the past.”

Hillary leaned in. “How long did you guys date?”

“Long enough to know he’s a bore.”

Claire narrowed her eyes. “You mean, long enough to know he’s one of the good ones. Not to mention available.”

Hillary feigned deep interest in her drink but Claire stared right at her. Piper knew her friends didn’t approve of her new relationship with Derek. It wasn’t undeserved.

The first time she’d gone to Professor Derek Cane’s office in the English department at BU, it was to recite a poem. Despite the fact that that class was supposed to be an easy elective toward her education degree, she’d gotten a zero on a quiz after sleeping through class after a late night out. Cane had told them at the start of the term that they were allowed one do-over. They had to memorize a piece of work by a poet and recite it. When Piper knocked on his office door, John Donne’s “The Ecstasy” dog-eared in the weighty anthology under her arm, redeeming herself academically had been her only intention.

The professor’s desk was a mess; stacks of folders flanked a small clearing in the center where he flipped open his laptop, squinting at the screen. He appeared distracted, and she wondered if she’d gotten the time wrong. “Piper Bailey, right?”

She nodded.

“Whenever you’re ready,” he’d said, leaning back in his office chair. It creaked, the only other sound in the room beyond her breathing. The formality of the assignment was overshadowed by the intimacy of the office—his desk too close, his gaze too absorbing. She’d not noticed his blue eyes before. Nor the way his dark brows knit together, as they did then when she began. He couldn’t have been more than ten years older than she was.

She recited the opening stanza too quickly.

“Breathe,” he interjected.

Ruffled, she paused and cleared her throat, beginning again. It seemed like forever to get through the next stanza, although she knew every word and every pause by heart. But by the time she got to the next, she’d relaxed into the flow of the language, the rhythm of the lines. She closed her eyes midway through and the rest poured from her mouth in the same mannered way it had when she’d practiced it in front of the bathroom mirror that morning. On the closing line, she opened her eyes, triumphant and relieved.

Professor Cane nodded indifferently. He opened his ledger and made a note, saying nothing.

Confused, she retrieved her bag from the couch and started for the door. She’d chosen the longest poem, the most complicated stanzas. She hadn’t missed a single word.

“Why that one?” he said, finally.

She paused, her hand on the doorknob. “Excuse me?”

He looked amused. “It’s a provocative title. An imposing length. What about this poem made you choose it?”

Something in the air shifted. “It’s not obvious.” She hesitated, wondering if this, too, would be reflected in her grade.

He waited for her to go on.

“The language is erotic, coy. The riverbank is ‘like a pillow on the bed.’ It’s also ‘pregnant.’ But it’s more than that. Donne compares the young lovers to planets, their souls leaving their bodies.”

“Meaning?”

Here she did not hesitate. “That love is more than physicality. It’s the fusion of the body and the soul. That is what makes them ecstatic.”

She’d gotten an A. Days later she bumped into the professor at the student center kiosk. He bought her a coffee. Now, five months later, she was sneaking him into her apartment whenever he could get away from home. And hiding the fact that she was desperately in love with him. She’d not thought of Adam Brenner since.

Claire glanced over at Adam at the bar. Piper saw what she saw. The polished suit. The manners. That easy smile. “I don’t get it Piper; I just don’t get it.”

Piper sighed and checked her phone. No messages. She tipped her beer back, emptying half the glass. “No one ever does.”

They ordered another round. Then a pitcher and some tapas. Soon the pub filled, rounding out with the hot din of conversation and the clank of dinnerware. Eventually Piper relented and texted Derek: At the Cambridge Queen’s Head. If he wanted to see her he’d make it happen.

She tried to focus on the conversation. Hillary had just wrapped up her master’s in education, like Piper, and was interviewing for teaching positions. She had a second interview lined up at her first-choice school in Watertown. “I’m tired of interviewing. I’m so ready for a paycheck.”
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