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Praise for The Summer Club



“Put on your summer whites and tuck The Summer Club into your beach bag. It’s an irresistible journey.”

—Susan Wiggs, New York Times bestselling author

“Hannah McKinnon returns with her latest juicy, unputdownable read about an exclusive New England enclave—and a summer that will change everything. Don’t miss this delectable summer treat that is as enjoyable as, well, a day at the beach!”

—Kristy Woodson Harvey, New York Times bestselling author

“I couldn’t put the book down, and the ending had me surprised and moved to tears.”

—Nancy Thayer, New York Times bestselling author




Praise for The Darlings



“A perfect beach read! I loved it.”

—Pamela Kelley, USA Today bestselling author of The Restaurant

“Part delectable family drama, part testament to the various ways in which love blooms, Hannah McKinnon’s The Darlings is an absolute treasure of a novel… Slip this one in your beach bag and share a copy with a friend.”

—Kristy Woodson Harvey, New York Times bestselling author of The Wedding Veil

“In the vein of J. Courtney Sullivan, Elin Hilderbrand, and Jennifer Close, and contrasting picturesque coastal perfection with the messiness of real life, this multigenerational saga sets familial obligations against the freedom of new opportunities, all wrapped up in a heartwarming bow.”

—Booklist







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

“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 stand-alone needs to go on your summer to-be-read list.”

—RT Book Reviews







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






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




Praise for The Lake Season



“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
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For Aunt Alice & Uncle Bruce, who shared the Cape Cod summers from the beginning. Those splendid memories still linger at the shore.









Leah

As she crossed the Sagamore Bridge, Leah Powell did not look down. It was a childhood game she used to play with her little brother James, sitting in the back seat of the family car: who could make it the farthest across the span of the bridge without looking down. The bridge was precariously high, the steep views of the Cape Cod Canal below both breathtaking and alarming. Thirty-five-year-old Leah had bigger concerns.

Despite the surrounding cars teeming with luggage carriers and bicycles and colorful kayaks, Leah was not Cape bound for family fun. Nor was she a visitor. But could she even call herself a local if the only time she’d been back in ten years was when her mother was dying? As her car landed safely on the Cape side of the bridge, she realized it did not matter. Leah Powell was headed back to Chatham, Massachusetts, because this summer there was simply nowhere else for her to go.

At Exit 85 she put on her indicator and let out a shaky breath. She was home, if you could call it that anymore. Only no one was waiting for her back at the gray shingled cottage she’d grown up in. Not her father, who had found it too hard to stay after her mother died and rented it out to zealous vacationers, before moving to New Jersey with his second wife. Nor her brother, James, who lived in a tidy saltbox in Duxbury with his tidy wife and matching towheaded children. The only thing waiting for her at the old family cottage were dust motes and memories.

Until that morning, Leah’s home was in Back Bay with her ex-fiancé, Greg. She’d moved in right after he proposed, three long years ago. At first, it was perfect in too many ways to count, which should have been her first warning. Leah worked downtown in publishing and Greg around the corner in the Prudential Center. Her salary was paltry by comparison to his, and it would never have afforded her the Victorian brownstone on its own. “Don’t worry, we’re in this together!” Greg had said, as he helped her haul boxes of all her belongings from her trusty little Honda Accord, parked at the curb. Still, she had felt funny, moving into his place. After all, Greg had bought it years earlier, before they met. And it was much grander, the neighborhood tonier, than what she’d moved from. Even though he insisted he was happy to pay the mortgage if she covered costs, Leah always had the impermanent feeling that she was a roommate in someone else’s place.

For three years they lived happily, in that dreamy early adulthood state, each working their jobs during the day and hurrying home to order Thai food or whip something up together in the gleaming kitchen for dinner each night. Weekends they tried new restaurants on Newbury Street with friends and went out to the bars. In good weather they wandered the Public Garden and watch the Swan Boats or strolled along the waterfront. On rainy days they perused galleries and museums, lingered in cafés. Boston was vibrant, their options of entertainment endless, and after years of sharing a cramped apartment with three roommates in Somerville, Leah couldn’t believe that Back Bay was her neighborhood; that this was her new life. But as the years went on and the wedding date kept getting pushed back, doubts crept in. Part of it was her fault. Leah was still grieving for her mother and wasn’t ready to celebrate a fresh new marriage with such a fresh loss. Part of it was Greg’s fault. Though she initially appreciated his patience, as the months rolled on and no date was set, he seemed fine to continue to coast. He didn’t worry when other coupled friends, who’d gotten engaged after they did, celebrated first and second anniversaries. Or when they had their first child. He seemed content to be a forever-fiancé, and Leah began to wonder if she might be, too.

The other issue was that each of them was already married to their job. Publishing was just as tough an industry to survive in as it was to survive on. Leah toiled in her career, starting at the bottom as an editorial assistant her first year out of college at UMass, barely earning enough to survive. Two years later she was promoted to assistant editor where she had a stroke of luck editing a debut bestseller. Her work on that project earned her the title of associate editor to Lindsay “Bestseller” Boyer, who had her own imprint. Lindsay was legendary, rumored to have the magic ear for discovering bestselling debuts. For the next few years, Leah felt simultaneously thrilled and intimidated to be part of Lindsay’s team. Her increasingly postponed nuptials didn’t concern her nearly as much as establishing herself at Morgan Press.

Don’t worry, she’d tell herself in moments of doubt. One of these days you’re going to make it to editor. But she knew that to distinguish herself at Morgan, she needed to discover new talent, which is why she always kept her eye out for fresh manuscripts. Unlike others in her office who stuck to assigned projects, Leah trolled the slush pile of unsolicited submissions. That was where she’d stumbled across Luna Hoya, a new voice with an edgy pitch for a memoir. It was so compelling she’d stayed late at work in her tiny cubicle, so late that Greg had texted, asking if she were alright.

“I think I’ve found something!” she’d gushed into the phone. “This writer. Her opening, I can’t put it down.”

Greg had laughed. “Can you tell me the rest over takeout?”

It’s exactly what she’d done, and even Greg, who wasn’t much of a reader outside of the odd John Grisham, had to admit he found Luna’s story absorbing. Over fried rice and dumplings Leah read the first twenty-five pages aloud, and then more at bedtime. “You should show it to Lindsay,” he said, before he turned out his light. “First thing tomorrow,” Leah agreed.

Two things had happened the next morning. Lindsay, who was initially reserved about Luna’s sample pages, finally relented. “Well, Leah, you’ve been looking for a passion project. If your gut is telling you this is it, go ahead and ask the author for the rest of the manuscript.”

Leah was thrilled by the greenlight. Lindsay didn’t offer them liberally.

The second thing to happen that day was Greg’s old girlfriend, Rebekah, reached out to him from out of the blue. “She’s back in town and asked to meet for a drink, that is if you don’t mind,” Greg said sheepishly that night.

“Oh. Rebekah.” Leah knew all about her. Greg and Rebekah had dated as undergrads at BC, and maturely, because that’s how Greg described her, decided to part ways for graduate school. The last Leah had heard was that she was living in New York and never attended reunions. Which was perfectly fine with Leah. Greg was a good-looking guy, but from the old college photos Leah had stumbled across in a box in the hallway closet, Rebekah looked like she’d been plucked from a prep-school brochure: blond, confident, pearls.

“She’s new in town, and I think she’s feeling out of sorts.” Leah did not point out that Rebekah had gone to BC and therefore knew Boston like the back of her manicured hand.

“I don’t know,” she said, not wanting to make a big deal out of it but unable to ignore the stirring of anxiety. “Is it just a drink?”

Greg nodded vehemently. “Just one. Just as friends.” Then, “You should join us.”

Leah declined. She was tired from the adrenaline rush of her workday, and she trusted Greg. “Go ahead,” she’d told Greg. “No harm in one drink.” It had been such a good day, nothing could touch it.

Six months later, Luna’s manuscript had shaken Lindsay Boyer’s imprint and the rest of her publishing house to its very foundation with a scandal that made national news. The debut story that had landed on every major most-anticipated list was still deserving of the acclaim: the problem was, it wasn’t Luna’s. She’d stolen it from someone else.

“It’s a real shame,” Lindsay said when she let Leah go. “You’re a talented editor, Leah, but you should’ve vetted her more carefully. There must have been some red flags along the way that you missed.” After nine years at Morgan Press, Leah was jobless.

If that seismic blast wasn’t enough, it was followed days later by a miserable-looking Greg calling her into the living room one. “I don’t know how to say this,” he’d begun.

Leah already knew what bomb was about to be dropped. “Just say it,” she’d managed, lowering herself onto the couch.

“It’s about the marriage.”

She’d sunk into the depth of the cushions, staring past his handsome profile at the clouds forming outside as if on cue. “You mean the wedding.”

“I mean the marriage. Who are we kidding? We’ve been engaged three years and haven’t been able to pick a date, let alone a venue. Have you even narrowed down a dress?”

She had not. But that was on both of them. “Have you picked out a suit?”

He sat down beside her. “Neither one of us seems invested anymore. And now, with everything that happened at Morgan…” At least he’d had the decency to tear up. “I’m sorry, Leah. I really am. But I don’t see a path forward for us. Things are just too uncertain.”

“My joblessness or your feelings about Rebekah?” she’d pressed, hot tears streaming down her cheeks. Greg didn’t answer.

When she shared the news with her father, he swiftly removed the Cape house from the Realtor’s summer rental listing. “Come home,” he’d said.

Leah really did not want to scoop her tail between her legs and run away, but she didn’t have any other option. Her friends were Greg’s friends, her job was gone, and she had little savings outside her severance.

“How about I drive up from New Jersey and help you settle in at the cottage?” her father had offered softly over the phone. He was still shy with both her and James, acting almost guilty since he’d remarried.

“Thanks, Dad,” she told him, “But I could use some time on my own.” To be fair, Leah didn’t know if that was true. From where she sat, a whole future of aloneness awaited her.

Now, she parked in the narrow seashell driveway and surveyed the house. The lawn was overgrown in that scrubby coastal way that was wind-worn and salt-blown; rugged more than unloved. The scraggly beach pines surrounding the house appeared taller, casting the small patch of yard in shadow, but the blue hydrangeas that flanked the front door were vibrant, bursting with hope. Leah smiled sadly. How many years ago had her mother planted those? She had not been back since her mother’s funeral, and staring at the flowers now was bittersweet. Perhaps someone was here to welcome her home, after all.

Leah found the key under the giant clamshell tucked among the hydrangea; the same spot they’d hidden it since she was a child. When she opened the front door, the air inside was hot and stale. Leah paused on the threshold, wondering if she’d walked into the wrong house. The pine paneling had been painted white, reportedly at her brother’s wife’s urging when her father decided to rent the house out to summer vacationers, and for a beat she missed the warm honey-tone of the wood she’d grown up with. An unfamiliar slipcovered sofa sat where the comfy old plaid sectional had been, two impractical wicker chairs tucked at its elbows. To the right, the kitchen had also received a coat of paint, the wood cabinets were now a deep nautical blue and the old appliances had been replaced. Leah was relieved to see the butcher block countertops remained, though she doubted it was because her father realized they’d come back into vogue. He was a practical man, if nothing else. When she opened the fridge, she was almost surprised not to see the package of bologna and the six-pack of Budweiser her father always kept on the bottom shelf. Leah had to admit, as sparse as the house was, it did look charming if not completely familiar.

After throwing open the doors and windows she tackled the car. It was full of everything she could cram into it from Boston, from clothes and books and toiletries to an antique brass reading lamp and a box of framed artwork, vintage New England prints she’d collected. Greg surely wouldn’t miss those; he was probably already hanging his Red Sox paraphernalia on the exposed nails she’d left stuck in their brownstone walls. She hung towels in the bathroom and made a quick grocery list on an old notepad she found in a kitchen drawer, wondering if the local market still closed at seven. Eggs, Coffee, Yogurt, Blueberries, Sourdough, Tomatoes, Cheddar. By then, the sky was turning a burnished apricot and her stomach was growling mad.

As she was hiding the key beneath the clamshell in her mother’s hydrangea, she heard the rumble of a truck coming down the narrow lane. Standing, she shoved her sad shopping-list-for-one into her back shorts pocket, barely registering the faded blue Ford that slowed as it passed her driveway. If the man behind the wheel leaned out his truck window to stare at her, Leah Powell was too exhausted to notice.







Lucy

Lucy!” her mother’s voice called up the stairs. “We don’t want to be late for your sister.”

Late was a stretch, given that her eighteen-year-old sister, Ella, did not keep time. That she had no idea what day it was. And, as Lucy feared in private moments, might never keep time again.

“Coming,” she called back, obediently.

She could hear her mother’s impatient sigh all the way up the stairs, and it grated on her nerves. But Lucy did not let on. Not like she would have a few weeks ago, groaning audibly, pushing back against being dragged out somewhere she did not want to go. That was then.

Now, Lucy kept her thoughts and feelings to herself. Always. Since that night, there were so many feelings roiling in the Hart house on Bay Street that Lucy sometimes feared the walls would blow out, or the roof might cartwheel into the sky from the force of it all. So where there were plenty feelings, there were few words.

She brushed her teeth quickly, knowing her father was already waiting in the car, his face grim. It was the only expression he wore nowadays, leaving Lucy and her mother to discern his thoughts, though it was not hard. Since that night, the heartache was shared silently among the three of them like airborne particles, breathed in and out each night in slumber, swallowed with morning coffee, choked down with whatever they threw together for dinner if someone remembered to shop. Some days the air was so thick with it that Lucy struggled to breathe, even as she forced a smile at anyone she bumped into in town, especially when they asked how her family was doing. The well-meaning inquiries were the worst, the uncertain expressions and awkward consolations offered little comfort. Lucy never repeated these conversations to her parents.

Lucy dragged a brush roughly through her hair and considered her reflection. It was still startling how unchanged she appeared on the outside, when her heart had basically been torn out of her ribs. There were the same large brown eyes, unlike Ella, who was the only member of the family to inherit their grandfather’s sea-glass green eyes. There was her ordinary face, (also unlike Ella), and the same long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail so tight it was perhaps the only thing holding her head together. Long ago Lucy had decided she was neither pretty nor ugly, which landed her in the safe if wholly forgettable zone as far as looks went in their high school hallway. She had never kissed a boy, never kicked a winning soccer goal, though she’d come close, but also never failed a test in her life. As her grandmother liked to say, Lucy was dependable as the sun in summer. She’d meant it as a compliment. But how Lucy yearned to be interesting. Impulsive. Wild, like Ella.

Today, just like yesterday and the day before, they were making the drive to Spaulding Rehabilitation in East Sandwich to visit her. But was it really Ella who lay in that bed? Lucy was not convinced.

Her mother was. “We have to talk to her,” she urged, in the small breathless voice she’d acquired since that night. “Ella needs to know we are here. It may make all the difference.” Her mother’s eyes, brown and deep and sorrowful like Lucy’s, would widen with emphasis and Lucy would try to do as she was asked. As such, she brought books to her sister’s bedside, books that she knew Ella loved, just as dearly as she did. The well-read dog-eared pages were probably the only thing the sisters still shared in full. They were favorites from childhood, before Ella grew up and away from all of them, busy with soccer and her popular friends, and most recently, her boyfriend. Ella was older by only three years, but lately it had seemed light-years. And though there had still been glints of Ella’s old self, like when she tackled Lucy playfully from behind in the kitchen to steal her ice cream bar or slipped into her bed late at night for girl-talk, their foreheads almost touching as they whispered so their parents wouldn’t hear, those moments seemed few and far between. Lucy loved her big sister, obviously. But there were also moments she felt betrayed by the leggy and vocal young woman who strode confidently through their front door and seemed to draw the whole family out of whatever separate rooms they were in, like a magnet. The same as she did in the high school cafeteria or the swanky boutique she worked in on weekends or the one party Ella had convinced Lucy to go to, where she danced on Mason Farrell’s kitchen island and sang “American Pie” at the top of her lungs before showing Lucy how to climb up the rose trellis to sneak back in the house after curfew. The sisters had grown up in the same quiet house with the same loving, if serious, parents. They shared the same bloodlines. So why hadn’t the glittery aura that enveloped Ella ever hovered over Lucy?

A few weeks before that night, Ella had graduated from their tiny coastal high school. She was getting off the Cape, would be attending Tufts, in Boston. The whole community was proud of her. Now they were pulling for her. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t possible.

It had been just over two weeks since the accident. Two weeks since the police banged on the front door so hard that all three of them tumbled out of their beds to see what was the matter. Two weeks of numbly registering texts and calls from worried well-wishers. Two weeks of digging forks through tasteless casseroles and tearing open the pastel envelopes of get-well cards. Now, Lucy dragged the brush through her ponytail so hard it hurt. If she opened one more card with flowers on the front of it again she would set it on fire.

“Lucy!” her mother called more shrilly. “Be a good girl and hurry.”

“I’m getting the book.”

She snagged the old copy of Anne of Green Gables from her bed and raced down the stairs and out the door and into the back seat of the car. As an ordinary summer day swept by the car window, Lucy gripped the book. Today, once more, she would pull up a chair beside Ella’s bed and open the book to the page marked. Lucy understood she was the only person who could perform this task. Her voice did not shake like her mother’s. Nor was it mute, like her father’s. It rang loud and clear and bright, a sound Lucy could not believe came from her own chest. But that was the power of the page.

While Lucy read aloud it gave her mother permission; permission to let slip the silent tears that streaked her cheeks. To still her hands and steady her breath, things she did not otherwise allow herself to do anymore. Her father, too, was affected. His gaze would swing to the window overlooking the woods and soften, if just a little. Lucy was not sure if she read more for Ella or her parents, but it was clear that the act of reading aloud was as vital as oxygen to each of them.

Whether Anne of Green Gables was sitting in her schoolhouse or sharing her lonely thoughts from the dusty hayloft of the barn, it was an escape hatch for them all. The words, belonging to someone else, allowed the Harts to feel the things they could not express. These were not the words of their sudden tragic story. Or from the inside of a get-well card. They were not words of any heartache that belonged to them. But there they were, nonetheless, and the three of them hovered close every afternoon by Ella’s bed while Lucy’s voice spoke them aloud.







Eudora

There is no such thing as a bad dog.” Eudora Shipman made a small noise of approval in her throat as she read the meme on her Facebook thread. “Just bad people,” she muttered to herself.

Eudora was not in the habit of hating people, exactly. No, hate was too strong a word. Loathe applied. Despise did, too. Let’s be clear, this was not aimed at all people. Just the ones who earned it, and as a woman who volunteered (toiled) in canine rescue, there was ample opportunity.

Just that morning she’d received a message from the head of the Texas-based dog rescue group, Kathy, informing the volunteers of an abandoned dog and her litter of puppies. Kathy was a saint. Dumped mothers and puppies were sadly nothing new, and though each time Eudora tried to steel herself, it was just not possible. That morning’s rescue was a scruffy terrier mix (Eudora’s favorite! Even though she swore she did not have one) that had been left behind, locked in a house suddenly vacated by its no-good renters. A Good Samaritan neighbor had heard the barking and whining, peered through a window and called the police. Eudora scrolled through the photos Kathy shared. The little cinnamon-colored dog was matted, filthy, and emaciated. But she was alive, as were all five of her multicolored pups, thank God. Kathy had taken the whole family to her vet and would be updating the group later. Eudora closed her laptop and rubbed her eyes. So many lovely dogs, so many awful people.

“Mom, I’m starting to worry about you,” her daughter, Caroline, had said on her visit a few weeks ago. Caroline was Eudora’s only child and now lived in Delaware with her two children and husband. They had two scruffy rescue dogs, facilitated by Eudora. “You spend so much time on your rescue work, and so little out of the house these days.” These days. Code for since Dad died.

Caroline’s father, and the love of Eudora’s life, Milton, had passed away two years ago. In some ways it did not seem possible. It often felt as if Milton was just here having coffee with Eudora in their little cottage kitchen. But other times it felt like an eternity since she’d heard Milton’s hearty laugh. Felt his knobby-knuckled hand in her own. Rolled over against his comforting bulk beside her in the night. Oh, how empty her house and her heart had become without Milton. It was one of the reasons she’d gotten involved with dog rescue.

Her therapist, Maeve, whom Caroline had insisted she see, came up with the idea. “It might be healing for you to get involved in something outside of your usual routine,” Maeve had said. “Something outside of the home where you’re reminded of your grief.”

Eudora had prickled. At that time all she wanted was to work in the garden and cook and read books at home. That was healing.

“I know it feels daunting to try something new when you suffer anxiety, Eudora. But I promise, it can introduce you to new people and opportunities that can bring comfort.”

The last thing Eudora wanted in her life was new people. The joy of her life had passed away, left her swiftly and silently in the middle of the night with a cardiac episode so discreet that it didn’t even rouse her from sleep. It was so Milton, slipping gently out of her life as if he’d just left the room to fetch a snack. No emergency fall. No drawn out disease or hospice, like her poor friend Mary whose husband had suffered deeply through pancreatic cancer right to the end. Still, despite his elegant exit, Milton was gone and Eudora was bereft. And mad. She would have liked a little warning. She would have liked one last walk to the pier, one last sunset dinner on their little back porch. So, no! to Maeve’s suggestion to meet new people. Eudora had lost the best person of all.

“What about animals?” Maeve asked. “You’ve mentioned you like dogs. Maybe visiting the local shelter and taking a dog for a walk would be a good place to start.”

Dogs. Maeve was not stupid. Eudora loved dogs, always had. But later in life Milton developed a sudden allergy to them, and when their last dog, Barkley, passed away they could not have another. Eudora was not stupid, either. She knew Maeve was not so interested in dogs as she was in getting Eudora out of her house and interacting with people. She was just as maddening as Caroline. But the pressure to do something from both was a teakettle at near boil. As it was, Caroline was hinting more and more that Eudora should leave Cape Cod behind and move down to Delaware, near them. As much as she loved her grandkids, Eudora also loved her house full of memories here on the Cape. She did not want to leave it behind. “Fine,” she’d relented. “I’ll check out the local shelter.”

The drive there gave her an anxiety attack that took her breath away and made her have to pull over twice, but oh, the dogs! Their wagging tails and sad faces! The big dogs were a bit boisterous for her to manage at her age, but the smaller ones she enjoyed immensely. The trouble was the driving. Getting out of the house was not like it used to be when she worked as a guidance counselor at the high school and sailed out the door ready for whatever the day threw her way. These days, at seventy-five, Eudora was afraid of so very many things.

That’s how she stumbled across Kathy’s online rescue group. Shaggy Dogs specialized in small, scruffy mutts, and they were always on the lookout for people in the northeast willing to foster dogs as they awaited their forever homes. Eudora jumped at the chance. First she fostered Matilda, who was potty-trained and shy and just needed a loving touch. Then along came Spanky, who was wild and silly and not potty-trained, but one new area rug later—all set! The third foster was the failure. Little Alfred, with his whiskery downturned mouth and crooked tail. His expression was fixed in judgment, and so was he, it turned out. Alfred would not eat, did not care to socialize with other dogs, and preferred the comforts of home. On his daily jaunts, he hit the brakes if he saw anyone coming the other way and dragged her swiftly back to the safety of the house. It was a match made in heaven. Now Eudora knit, cooked chicken and rice for Alfred’s meals, and they avoided the neighbors each day together.

This just did not cut it for Caroline, however. “Mom, it’s unhealthy to stay home with the dog. I worry you don’t socialize with actual humans.”

“I know plenty of humans,” Eudora countered. She was about to list names, but when she thought about it, aside from Mary who’d moved to Florida, the only people she talked to were Caroline, her postwoman, and Maeve.

“What about a book group?” Caroline suggested. “You love to read. I saw online that the Eldredge Library has a monthly group.”

Eudora sighed. If her daughter had already done this much sleuthing there was slim chance of getting out of it.

“The library is so close you can walk. All you have to do is sign up and go.”

“Fine,” Eudora said. She would go to the library group.

She was not happy. She was still thinking about it that evening when she took Alfred for a walk. Eudora’s neighborhood was modest, neatly tucked away from beach traffic and Main Street, a little rabbit warren of narrow lanes with wooden signs that had kept its simple old Cape charm. It was an older neighborhood, built in the thirties and forties, formerly comprised of local schoolteachers and fishermen. The houses were situated snugly, with tidy front yards and picket fences swallowed by hydrangea at this time of summer. Unlike the neighborhoods close to the beaches and lighthouse, hers had not been completely overtaken by summer people who scooped up all the smaller homes, adding on to them in every possible direction to accommodate open floor plans and hulking marble islands, all the better to entertain weekend guests. Still, many of her original neighbors had sold and moved on, their houses now belonging to seasonal families who crammed the narrow seashell driveways with their Range Rovers and oversized SUVs. Despite the fact Eudora did not socialize, as per Caroline, no longer knowing the names of the people who shared her street did make her feel sad.

“Come on, Alfred,” she said, as they crossed. Alfred was refusing to go potty, taking his time to sniff mailboxes and stalk bunnies hiding in the hedges, when she heard the rumble of a truck. A pale blue Ford pickup was rolling their way. Probably some contractor looking for directions. Town was full of them this time of year, locals hired by wash-ashores to improve on their summer homes. It was another reason she kept to the side streets.

The truck pulled up alongside her. “Mrs. Shipman!”

Eudora stopped and peered in the window. “Well hello, Luke Nickerson.”

It had been so long since she’d seen him, she’d almost forgotten how handsome the young man was. It always took her breath away. “How’s everything at your place?” he asked.

“Fine, fine,” she said, nodding. In addition to being a former student of hers, Luke was also a talented craftsman. He had redone their back deck the year before Milton passed away. It had been his idea to also build a small pergola for the climbing hydrangea she’d mentioned wanting. Both the deck and pergola turned out beautifully. Unfortunately, the hydrangea planting had proved too challenging for Milton’s back. On his last day on the job, Luke offered to do the digging, but Milton, stubborn as he was proud, declined. The next morning Eudora had been standing at the kitchen window sipping coffee when she looked out and saw all six hydrangea plants settled into the earth around the pergola, neatly covered with fresh mulch. Luke never cashed the check she’d sent him for the extra work.

Now Luke leaned out his truck window, his blue eyes soft. “I haven’t seen you in a while, but I was very sorry to hear about Milton,” he said.

“Thank you,” Eudora said, surprised by the tears that sprung to her eyes.

“If you ever need help around the house, no matter how small the job, I’m here.” Luke’s gaze was so earnest. Such a good man. How he remained single was a mystery. Not her business, she thought, swatting that thought away.

“Alright. I’ll leave you and…” He leaned out the truck window to look down at Alfred.

“Alfred,” she said. She’d forgotten all about him at the end of the leash! Alfred glared up at Luke like he’d rather he did not exist. At the mention of his name he lifted his lip and flashed one tiny white canine.

“Great name. I’ll leave you two to your walk.”

As she watched his truck pull away, Eudora thought about the list of people Caroline had asked her to name. Well, she thought, smugly, there’s a name you can add!







Leah

On the third day, Leah found herself with no more excuses to avoid the lump in her throat she’d been ignoring. She knew exactly which beach she’d go to, exactly what spot she’d sit in to cry it all out.

Since coming back, she’d not allowed her limbs or mind a second of rest. She’d aired out the house, swept cobwebs from corners, mopped floors up and down. The refrigerator was stocked, the kitchen cupboards organized. She’d even driven into town and spent way too much money at Chatham’s Cook’s Nook on a beautiful All-Clad French skillet. The kitchenware her father stocked for the renters was tinny and well-used. The discovery of her mother’s old cast-iron pan in a box in the basement was both happy and heartbreaking. She’d since oiled and seasoned it, nesting it with its pricey new companion. Leah was not planning to stay for long on the Cape, but she needed to eat, she reasoned.

It was a strangely comforting and sad thing to move into one’s old childhood bedroom. Leah’s room was smaller than she recalled. Although all personal memorabilia had been removed for summer renters, the view outside her window of the old neighborhood had not changed. Nor had the old ceiling light she’d spend hours staring at as a teen while lying on her bed listening to John Mayer and the Fray, plotting her big, bright future.

She’d left her ex, Greg, the six-hundred-thread-count Egyptian cotton bedding for their California king. Here she threw her old Laura Ashley quilt—set aside in storage likely by her mother—back on the bed. It was as though her mom had known she’d return, sleeping alone in a single bed again, and left something familiar and comforting to wrap herself in. Staring at its cabbage rose pattern only cemented the feeling her life was going in reverse, but there wasn’t time for self-pity. Instead, she filled her childhood dresser with her grown-up clothes and placed her favorite books in a friendly stack on the bedside table. Lastly, she washed and dried the household linens on the old clothesline she was inexplicably happy to discover still strung across the backyard between two pines. The drying took ages, but how luxurious the scent of sun and salt air when she pulled her sheets from the line at the end of the day.

As a last ditch effort to make the rental house a home again, she addressed the wall art. Someone (her brother, James’s wife, Lexi, she imagined) had redecorated in a tacky mass-produced beach motif. The framed signage felt bossier than calming: Beach, Sleep, Repeat and Have the Sunniest Day! She pried them from their pegs, replacing them with framed watercolors and vintage botanical prints of her own, pushing thoughts of Greg and their Back Bay brownstone away as she did. She wondered how long it would be before Rebekah helped him fill in the empty spaces on the walls.

When there was nothing left to attack indoors, Leah tackled the yard. She drove to Agway and loaded her back seat with bags of dark, earthy-smelling mulch, splurging on red geraniums for the flowerpots by the front door. It took all day, and she almost succeeded in eradicating the thoughts of Greg and Luna and Morgan Press and Boston. Covered in dirt, mulch, and sweat, she sprawled on the front steps to consider her work. It was only midday, but there were no further distractions to be had. She’d have to go to the beach.

Chatham boasted some of the most beautiful beaches in New England. As a teenager, midday had been the prime time to go. She’d hang out with friends who worked the snack shack at Ridgevale Beach or lifeguarded at Harding’s Beach. One summer she had worked the little booth in the parking lot at Cockle Cove, checking beach stickers of incoming vacationers. Since coming back she’d avoided all of it; she needed to be alone, not surrounded by happy sunburnt families.

The problem was, Leah also needed the ocean. Saltwater ran in her veins, her father used to tell her. Their whole lives were spent here on the Cape. She knew where sunsets were best viewed and where riptides were worst, to exit the water if she saw seals (sharks would be right behind). She knew how to float on her back without moving, surrendering to the buoyancy of the salt: for her that simple practice was as spiritual and healing as faith or drugs were for others. The ocean was Leah’s place of calm. She’d come back to the Cape in search of that feeling.

By evening it was time. She waited until six o’clock, when the throngs of vacationers with their unwieldy umbrellas and beach chairs would have vacated the sand, when the guards would have jumped down from their tall white stands, and the parking attendants would have left their little booths for the day. Up in her room, she tugged on her faded blue one-piece, threw on an oversized T-shirt, and grabbed a fresh towel from the closet. On the way to Harding’s Beach, she stopped at Mac’s Seafood and ordered a cold lobster roll, aghast at the number of people. The once pint-size seafood shop where her father bought fresh clams had burgeoned, taking over adjacent shop space. It now offered catering and dining beneath cheerful red umbrellas. When did that happen? She ordered a cold beer while she waited, thinking how much busier the town seemed, and how much of an outsider she felt after so many years away. But when she pulled into Harding’s Beach, that outsider feeling lifted.

Here she was home. She left her car unlocked, like a local, and grabbed her bag. She jogged across the sand, still warm, to the water’s edge. The water was brisk, the sound of the incoming tide lulling. For the first time in ages she felt herself exhale.

To her right the beach stretched its arm up to a rock jetty that arced into the sea. The summer houses lining the seawall were already turning a dusty pink. To her left the view was more rugged, the grassy dunes looming over the shoreline. It reached a point so distant she had to squint to see the end of it. Instinctively, she turned that way. Climbing the dunes, she found herself a little hollow and sat. A handful of people walked on the beach below. Up here she was protected and out of sight, the call of gulls overhead and the surf beneath her only companions.

The lobster roll was fresh and cold, and she found herself wolfing it down, surprised by how hungry she suddenly felt. Lately, she’d had little appetite, but now, with the lobster roll gone, she licked her fingers hungrily. As the sky grew dusky peach, then orange, Leah wrapped her arms around her knees and stared out to sea, at the light dancing off the surface. Her mother had loved to climb the dunes with her when she was little, and they’d sit side by side, digging their toes through the sunbaked layers of sand until they reached the colder depths below. She could not remember the last time she’d climbed these dunes. Or the last time she’d come to the beach with her mother, before she died. For the past decade her whole life had been Boston and publishing and then Greg. Now she had nothing for herself, and nowhere but here to go.

A soft cry emanated through the dune grass, and Leah realized with a start that it was her own. A sob lodged in her throat. She missed her mother. And her job. She even missed Greg. In all the sleepless nights since she left they’d spoken only twice, about things she’d left behind. There was a fresh formality to their conversations. They were being polite, tiptoeing around the hurt that was still too fresh to examine, and besides, what was the point? It was over between them; their future together was as boxed up and shipped off as Leah’s personal belongings. Before they hung up the last time, Greg had wished her luck settling in. She had bitten her tongue, refusing to ask if he’d seen Rebekah since she’d left, though the effort almost killed her. Sitting in the dunes, now, she let her thoughts go there.

It was just the start of her favorite season, but already it felt like the summer of goodbyes. Lindsay, her boss at Morgan Press, would not be reaching out again, either. Leah had been quietly let go with an impersonal letter of recommendation, a joke. Everyone in publishing knew about the Luna scandal. There would be no work for her at any house after that. Leah was not sure there was much of anything left for her in Boston, either. Their friends, mostly Greg’s from the beginning, had quietly slipped out of touch.

Now, Leah stood up and strode down the steep dunes. Her feet sank into the sand, and her muscles pumped satisfyingly with effort. She stopped once, to shed her T-shirt. When she reached the water and waded in, Leah’s breath caught happily in her chest. The water was brisk, reminding her that she was still alive. She waded out to waist deep and sank below the surface. Into the darkness and rippling chorus and cold she sank until she was submerged. Under water, Leah was not afraid. Nor was she alone. The ocean was a life force, a tidal universe of its own. It welcomed her back like an old friend.

When she couldn’t hold her breath a moment longer she burst to the surface. The horizon stretched out before her like mercury. She imagined the ocean tasting the sadness on her skin and laughing. Here, she was so small. Just another small human taking up her small space in the water that parted to make room for her. And yet it held her up and let her float until her limbs shivered with cold and the sunset turned dusky and she was ready to climb out.

On the way home, Leah rolled down the windows. Her hair was sticky with salt, her skin tingled like she’d had a good scrub. On a whim she drove past her turnoff on Old Queen Anne Road and continued to Main Street, taking in the bright storefronts and well-heeled summer people. Young couples pushed strollers. Grandparents trailed, holding the hands of wiggly toddlers and melting ice-cream cones. Clusters of kids congregated outside the pink awning of the Chatham Candy Manor. At least some things did not change, she thought. She passed the Ben Franklin five-and-dime that had been there forever, the historic Eldredge Library with its stately wooden doors, the Wayside Inn. The famed Chatham Squire restaurant and tavern, a line already out the door. So much of Main Street seemed frozen in time, a bygone era of summertime Americana preserved like a postcard. The flower boxes, the shingled storefronts, the flags and awnings, all of it a coastal smorgasbord for the lucky vacationer’s senses.

At the end of Main the storefronts grew more staggered and the crowds thinned, as the street gave way to stately houses and private summer dwellings. At the stop sign, Leah turned right toward Chatham Light. It was a favorite scenic stretch along Chatham Bar with an overlook across from the lighthouse. Leah slowed, to savor it. When she spied a coveted parking space along the street, she pulled in. It was a beautiful night; she’d walk over and take in the view.

She did not make it to the lookout, however. She was too distracted by the big white house she’d parked in front of. Captain Harding, the placard by the front door said. It was faded and peeling, not unlike the old house itself. Both were wholly different from the other homes that bookended it. Leah looked up at the large picture windows, the wavy glass panes that rippled like the harbor across the way. It appeared old and empty. A gloominess came over her that anchored her there on the sidewalk.

When she was young, Leah recalled the historic house had been beautifully kept. Over the years it had changed hands and uses, the last Leah remembered it had been a general store and later an art gallery. Now, the old beauty appeared vacant and in need of upkeep. The shingles were as weathered as its facade and the building looked tired. A large sign in one of the front windows read: For Rent.

The steps creaked as she walked up. Leah peered in one of the front windows. Despite the dim lighting, she could make out the large open space of the first floor. Even from the outside Leah could sense the layers of dust. There was a folding table shoved against one wall. An ornate old fireplace dominated another, an emblem of dignity amidst the decline. An old bucket and a few paint cans littered the edges of the room. The walls were heavily adorned with hooks, and a few holes, probably remnants of the long vanished art gallery. Other than that the space was barren and Leah was hit by a wave of loneliness so visceral that she wondered if it were coming from the house itself.

Leah empathized. Everything she’d built her life on had just crumbled beneath her, leaving her adrift. Her career at Morgan Press. Her relationship with Greg. The future they’d mapped out in Boston, all of it gone. After so many years filled with the noise of purpose and plans, the strange new silence that followed was deafening.

As she stood at the window, Leah’s heart ached, just as she imagined the house’s old chestnut floorboards creaked. Her nights back in Chatham were as forlorn as the empty bedrooms she imagined inside, wide open and waiting. In the old house she recognized a piece of herself.

Unable to help it, she tried the door handle. Of course it was locked. Still curious, she peered again through the smudged windows, and as she did Leah felt an unexpected plume of hope rise within. The ceilings were high and the windows large. Even at that late hour, the remains of daylight spilled into the space, highlighting the detailed moldings and trim work. It was a grand old house, and no amount of age or emptiness could diminish its elegant bones.

Something about the house was calling to her. She knew it was ridiculous, and yet she stood at the window staring at the For Rent sign. She could not begin to imagine what it would cost to rent a building of this size in this location. Nor could she fathom the amount of work it needed. Too much for one person. Too much for one person with a small severance and no job to speak of.

Knowing all of this did not change the quick pulse of hope through her veins. Leah took out her phone. Suddenly, she knew what she needed to do.
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