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        “Summer isn’t summer without an enticing beach read, and Hannah McKinnon delivers just that.” —InStyle

    


Praise for Sailing Lessons


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

—RT Book Reviews

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

—Booked

“Books perfect for Summer Reading.”

—Book Trib



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

“Charming and warmhearted.”

—PopSugar

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

—Booklist



Praise for Mystic Summer


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

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

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

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

“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

“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



Praise for The Lake Season


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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hannah McKinnon’s The Lake Season is a pure delight. 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

“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 Immortalists

“An emotionally charged story about returning to yourself.”

—K. A. Tucker, USA Today bestselling author of Keep Her Safe
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For John, who is graciously writing the second chapter with me. These handscribbled, dog-haired, messy pages are sacred stuff. I cannot wait to fill them.

“I only went out for a walk and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.”

—John Muir






Perry
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Perry Goodwin rang his parents’ doorbell and inspected the high polish on his shoes. It was his grandmother Elsie’s ninety-seventh birthday, and in lieu of putting her in a nursing home they were throwing her a party.

Already he could hear the thrum of voices inside. But no one came to the door.

Perry did not like crowds. He most certainly did not like parties. He barely liked his family, if he were to be honest. They were just so… unshakably themselves. But he adored his grandmother Elsie. And the rest of them needed him, so here he was. He checked his watch. “Be on time!” his mother, Jane, had said in her falsetto hosting voice when she’d called. Which was almost an offense, really, because Perry was never late. Take now, for instance. He was still three minutes early, and yet his punctuality would go unnoticed because no one was there to let him in.

If his wife, Amelia, had been with him, she would’ve already pushed the door open. Amelia was like that. But she was not here, and so Perry rang the bell again and waited. Finally, the door swung open.

“What are you doing standing out here like a stray?” His younger sister, Phoebe, grabbed his wrist and tugged him inside. “You were supposed to rescue me. Everyone’s here.”

“Not everyone,” he said, removing his coat. “Amelia is picking up Emma at school. And besides, the party just started.” Phoebe could be so dramatic.

But she was not listening. She was suddenly distracted by her reflection in the hall mirror and had begun raking her hands through her hair in some attempt to change it. “So, did you hear about Jake’s new girl?”

Perry glanced across the marble foyer at the ripple of gray-haired guests overflowing from the living room. It figured. The elderly were always early. He scoured the crowd, hoping that his parents’ neighbor Eugene Banks was not in attendance. Mr. Banks had the distasteful practice of cornering Perry at family parties, clapping him loudly on the back and asking him how much he’d earned in the past year as a car insurance agent. Perry was a risk analyst for one of New York’s premier entertainment firms. He did not insure cars. He most certainly did not discuss personal finances.

Phoebe gave up on her hair and spun around. “We finally get to lay eyes on her. She’s coming to the party!”

Perry followed the brisk swish of his sister’s yellow skirt into the crowded living room. “Who’s coming?”

Phoebe glared at him over her shoulder. “I just told you. Jake’s new girl.”

Perry was about to ask if this new girl of their younger brother’s had a name, but he was suddenly clapped on the back. “Perry!” He cringed. Thankfully, it was only his father, Edward, his eyes glimmering with pleasure. “Good to see you, son.”

Perry let himself be pulled into a hug. If overly demonstrative, his father was the most reasonable member of the family. “Looks like quite a party. How’s Nana doing?”

Edward indicated across the room where Elsie was neatly folded into a damask wingback by the window. “Holding court.”

Indeed, his grandmother looked pleased. Her eyes traveled about the room locking every now and then on her twin great-grandsons, Jed and Patrick, who galloped through the sea of trouser pants and skirts with confections in hand.

Spying Perry, they headed straight for him, pushing and shoving to get to their uncle first. Phoebe’s sons were a handful, but Perry adored them. “Who got into the sweets already?” he asked, as Jed leapt up to be held. Perry held him a safe distance away from his white dress shirt and inspected the boy’s chocolate-dotted lips. The four-year-old still clutched a half-eaten cookie, and once ensconced in the safety of his uncle’s arms he leaned down and swiped at his brother’s hair with his free hand. Below, Patrick yelped. “Grandma said we could.”

Edward shook his head. “Of course she did. Now come with me, I think we should wash those hands.” Perry set Jed down and watched him and his brother reluctantly trail their grandfather to the bathroom. Meanwhile their parents were on the opposite side of the room chatting and laughing with guests, champagne in hand, completely checked out. Why not, when everyone else in the family could watch your kids?

Perry helped himself to a cup of punch and made his way through the crowd to Elsie. “Happy birthday, Nana.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek.

“Oh, Perry my love,” she said softly, her voice barely a whisper. “Look how handsome.”

As eldest, Perry had always felt a special bond with his grandmother. He had been the first grandchild, and as such she’d fussed over him. Since his grandfather had passed away last year, she’d come to live with Perry’s parents, a move that both heartened and concerned him. The house was hardly suitable for a ninety-seven-year-old. There were steep stairs and laquered wooden floors. He also worried about the toll on his parents for having to care for Elsie. Just as it pained Perry now to feel the tremor in her fingers as she pressed a hand lovingly to his cheek.

“Are you enjoying your big day?” he asked.

“It’s just another year,” she said. Elsie glanced up at him, her cloudy blue eyes searching his own. Perry felt something inside him shift. Growing old had begun to frighten him.

“Pray tell, where is that bony wife of yours?” his grandmother asked.

Perry was used to this commentary, and yet he still flinched. Amelia was thin, but he liked to think elegantly so. His grandmother did not share that sentiment.

“Now, Nana. Amelia might be hurt if she was here to hear that.”

“But she’s not. That’s the risk of arriving late to a party—you’ll find yourself the topic of conversation.” She shrugged, a mischievous smile fluttering across the soft folds of her face. “What is that you’re drinking, dear?” she gestured to his cup.

“Punch.”

Elsie frowned. “Virgin?”

“I believe so. Would you like some?”

She pursed her lips. “What I’d like is a little bourbon.”

Perry glanced at the bar cart across the room. “I thought your medications weren’t to be mixed with alcohol.”

Elsie pointed in the direction of the cart. “Double finger, dear.”

“But Nana.”

Elsie placed her hand on his own and squeezed. “Perry, my love. You must learn to have some fun. Or at least allow the rest of us.”

Perry sighed. “Be right back.”

Phoebe found him at the bar cart. “We need to talk.”

“In just a minute. Nana insists I get her a bourbon.” He shook his head. “I guess one won’t hurt.”

Phoebe laughed. “One? That’s at least her second. She made Dad fetch her one earlier.”

Perry set the bottle down. “That minx.”

“Relax.” Phoebe took the glass from him and resumed the pour. “How many ninety-seventh birthdays does one get?”

Perry watched her march off in the direction of the birthday girl with the drink in question. “There won’t be a ninety-eighth if she keeps it up,” he called after her.

Amelia and Emma had still not arrived. When he finally made it to the punch bowl, it was empty. He lugged it into the kitchen.

“There you are!” His mother, Jane, stood at the counter scraping something dry and blackened off of a tray and into the farmhouse sink.

“Hello, Mother. What have you there?”

“It was a tray of Brie and apricot tarts.” She shrugged. “But Nana can’t chew very well these days, so it’s not like she could’ve eaten them anyway.”

Perry helped himself to a cup of punch and observed the momentary slump in his mother’s posture. She turned to him, straightening her apron. “So, how are you?”

“Fine.” He held up the punch bowl.

“You think of everything.” She nodded toward the pantry. “Two bottles of seltzer and one of cranberry juice. You didn’t happen to notice if Jake arrived yet, did you? He’s bringing his Olivia.”

Olivia. So the new girl did have a name. Perry glanced out the kitchen window at the circular drive. What could be taking his wife so long?

“She’s a doll, this one. Have you met her?”

He had not. But that was clearly about to change. “Do I have a choice?” It was tiring. Every special occasion, a new girl.

Like the rest of the Goodwin offspring, Jake was sharp and handsome. But unlike his more reserved siblings, he possessed a flirtatious streak that coursed back to their high school years, the likes of which had managed to attract the attention of the cutest girls in Perry’s junior class the first week of Jake’s freshman year. Although Perry aced his AP courses and swept the CIAC track and field championship that year, he’d regrettably remained unable to engage in any meaningful interaction with a member of the opposite sex, and so it was young Jake who’d lobbied (and then landed) his big brother a date two days before prom. “There’s room in our limo,” Jake had added.

Perry had been flummoxed. “You’re going to prom? Wait—you have a limo?”

Little had changed in the years since.

The last Perry had heard, Jake was seeing the multipierced blond rock climber from Colorado he’d met at Burning Man. The one who’d lasted almost the whole of the previous year, leaving the family to wonder in not-so-quiet whispers if this one would stick. But then there was the redheaded accountant, at Christmas. If Perry wasn’t mistaken, she was the one who’d giggled so nervously at the dinner table she snorted spiced eggnog out of her nose. Or maybe that was the blonde.

His mother ignored his question and continued scraping at the burnt tray in the sink. “There’s something about this one. You’ll see.”

Perry found the seltzer bottles in the pantry and emptied them carefully into the bowl, considering his mother’s choice of words. “There’s always something.”

“Oh, and I suppose you heard, I’ve asked your sister and Rob to move in with the kids while their new cottage is being renovated. I fear she’s taken on too much, and they really can’t keep living like that.”

“Is that wise?” Phoebe could be so selfish. It was too much to ask. Let alone of aging parents who already had their hands full with their Nana. He lifted the punch bowl gingerly, measuring the distance between himself and the dining room table where a clutch of women of a certain age hovered in orthopedic shoes, a group his mother referred to as “the biddies.” Mrs. Lorenzo from next door was laughing loudly and gesturing a bit too exuberantly. He and the punch bowl would have to take a different route.

“Well, I can’t exactly send my grandchildren out on the streets.”

“The streets?” Perry had been thinking more along the lines of a hotel. Or better yet, telling Phoebe to grit her teeth and live through her self-imposed house renovation like most people did. After all, it was Phoebe and Rob’s choice to sell their perfectly good house, buy a falling-down shack on the lake, and then tear it apart. It was hardly the cottage’s fault it was a hundred years old. “It might not be as temporary as you think, Mom. Renovations always take longer than planned. And the boys are great, but they’re a real handful. When you combine that with everything going on with Nana…”

There was a sudden clatter. His mother dumped the tray into the sink, and plucked a single cigarette out of her pocket. If she’d pulled out a switchblade, Perry could not have been more surprised.

“Mom?” The punch sloshed dangerously against the sides of the bowl.

Jane Goodwin did not smoke. Had never smoked. His father, Edward, enjoyed the occasional cigar, but Perry had no recollection of ever having seen his mother smoke, even in the haze of the early seventies when just about everyone seemed to. She reached for a high cabinet, ferreted around behind the sugar jar, and produced a lighter.

“Mother. What are you doing?”

Jane blinked. “Oh, please. It’s just one.” Her heels clicked as she headed for the patio door and flung it ajar.

Perry watched in horror as she leaned out, lit up, and inhaled. “When did this start?” he asked. Then, “Do you understand how toxic that is? Your lungs!”

Jane Goodwin was a portrait of health. All his life Perry’s mother had been fit and trim. She played tennis. She ate salad. In a corner of their manicured lawn she tended an organic herb garden.

She took a deep drag and closed her eyes dreamily. “Take the punch out to those biddies. And not a word to your father.”

Perry navigated the small sea of guests precariously. Phoebe swept up beside him, and again he had to steady the bowl. “Watch it.” Then, “Since when does Mom smoke?”

“What? I don’t know. Listen, Rob is going to ask you about joining the Club. I want you to talk it down.”

“My Club?” Had she not just heard what he’d said about their mother?

Phoebe trailed him to the dining room, fidgeting with her bracelets. “Jesus, Perry. It’s not yours.”

Technically, perhaps. But Perry was the president of the Candlewood Cove Clubhouse, a rustic but exclusive enclave on the western shore of Candlewood Lake in his gated community. Residing in the Cove did not guarantee membership. It had taken him four years, since buying his two-million-dollar home, just to be sponsored. And several more to work his way onto the board and up to presidency. Phoebe may have just bought a cottage on the lake, but it was across the way. Outside the clubhouse community. And though he loved his sister, he did not exactly relish the thought of sharing his private escape with her and her boisterous young brood.

“Relax,” she told him. “The house renovations have been more involved than we planned, so joining the Club isn’t exactly in the budget. He might as well buy a pony. Will you tell him that?”

“That he should buy a pony?”

Phoebe waited until he set the bowl down and then socked him in the arm. “I’m serious.”

“Ow. All right.” Perry was used to this. As much as his siblings ribbed him for being uptight, they never failed to queue up when things went down. To ask advice. To borrow money. To try and twist his arm into approaching one family member or other to twist his or her arm about one thing or other. Though this time he was secretly impressed by Phoebe’s unusual demonstration of financial restraint. Having bought the cottage was one thing, but the gut renovation was a whole other financial misstep. He couldn’t imagine where they’d come up with the initiation fee for the Club.

“Have you tried telling Rob this yourself?”

He watched his sister’s gaze land on her husband, who was standing by the window, talking to their father. The boys were back inside chasing each other in a hazardously widening circle around the guests. Phoebe’s eyes narrowed. “I’m a little over budget on the renovation.”

He knew they would be, of course. What he wondered was whether Rob knew. As with many other things in their marriage that struck Perry as unusual, Phoebe had taken the reins of the entire building project. “How much over?”

Phoebe flicked her head. “Doesn’t matter.”

“That bad?”

“Just forget it, Perry.” Now she was upset with him.

He scratched his head. “Listen, I wouldn’t worry about the lake Club membership. You guys use mine quite a bit anyway.”

“No, we don’t.”

They did. Every summer, in fact, but Perry did not say this. His bicep still smarted. Instead he said, “Just tell Rob that you want to wait until the house is done. That you want to keep a buffer.” He watched his sister’s eyebrows rise and fall, as they did whenever she was concentrating.

“I just ordered a three-thousand-dollar bathroom vanity. He won’t believe that.”

Three thousand? “Then blame it on me. Say it was my suggestion.”

Phoebe uncrossed her arms. “Well, that he’d believe.”

The doorbell rang and as he watched little sister trot toward the door, Perry found his hand involuntarily pressed to his pants pocket where he carried his wallet. It was only a matter of time, he feared, before she would be asking for more than advice.

Amelia and Emma flurried across the foyer in his direction. “I was starting to worry.”

“Hello to you, too.” Amelia pecked his cheek. “The car was low on gas. I was on the other side of town, near the Exxon.”

Perry flinched. “Three forty-nine a gallon?”

Amelia held up her hand. “I know, I know. Which is why I drove over to the other one, but it was closed. Which meant I had to drive farther south because at that point I was on empty.”

Perry closed his eyes. Amelia always did this. Ran the car until the gas light went on, then drove around without a care in the world, coasting on hope and fumes. With Emma, no less.

She smiled up at him. “Relax. We’re here.”

He knew better than to remind her of the hour. “I’m glad,” he said instead. And he meant it. By comparison to his family, his wife was a Zen temple.

Beside her, Emma gazed across the crowd shyly, unlike her flagrant cousins, who galloped by once more, so involved in their horseplay they didn’t even notice her arrival. Emma watched them, with a faint smile. Sometimes Perry wondered if they’d done her a disservice as an only child. “How was school, honey?”

“Fine.”

“Anything fun happen today?”

“Nope.”

He should’ve asked an open-ended question. That’s what the article in Parenting magazine had advised. “Coping with Teens” had been the title. Perry needed some coping strategies. He looked to Amelia, who hadn’t even seemed to notice Emma’s curt replies. But she wouldn’t have noticed. Emma still talked to her, if in exasperated tones. Perry could have settled for exasperation.

“You’re here!” Phoebe joined them, and Emma burst into a smile at the sight of her aunt. Perry couldn’t believe the transformation. “How’s school?” Phoebe asked.

“Pretty good. But I can’t wait for summer. I’m working this year as a counselor at our clubhouse camp.”

Emma had gotten a job as a counselor? He’d heard nothing of that. Perry spun around to his wife, who seemed to already know all of this. Why had no one told him? When Phoebe lifted her hand and Emma high-fived it, Perry’s heart gave a little.

“That’s awesome! I worked at a theater camp when I was your age. I studied drama in college, as one of my minors.”

Phoebe was still studying drama, as far as Perry could tell.

“I can’t wait. My campers will be in first grade, so that should be fun.”

“They’ll love you!” Phoebe gushed. Perry had to agree. But before he could ask Emma about her summer job, there came a small commotion by the front door. His father waved a hand. “Everyone, Jake’s here!”

With that, his family abandoned him and joined the stampede for the front door like lemmings. Perry would stay right where he was, thank you very much, and watch from a civilized distance.

It was then he noticed his grandmother creeping up behind the outskirts of the crowd. Elsie held her hands out to her sides, shuffling unsteadily as she went. “Nana!” he called.

Just in time he got to her and guided her back to her chair. “I’ll ask Jake to come to you,” he promised. How typical of Jake to make a scene of an entrance, with no thought to its consequence. Perry was just about to find his little brother and tell him just that, when he heard his name.

“You must be Perry.” He turned.

Perry had only ever taken one art class in the entirety of his comprehensive education, a required and impractical elective. But for the first time in all the years since, it made sense. The woman who stood before him was a subject stepped off the canvas of a Baroque painting and into his parents’ living room. Perry exhaled.

“I’m Olivia.” She extended her hand and Perry found himself taking it. He glanced down at their entwined fingers. Hers were diminutive in his own. When he looked back up, she was studying him curiously. Quickly, Perry let go.

“Excuse me,” he stammered. “You’re Olivia.”

“I am.” She laughed and swept her dark hair back. Perry had never cared for short hair on women, and yet he found himself fighting an urge to reach out and tuck it behind her ear for her. “And this is my daughter, Luci.”

An elfin child peeked out from behind Olivia’s knees then hid behind her mother again. The spell was broken.

No one had said a thing about a child. It was then he saw the dog.

Behind the two of them stood an oversized mongrel of a dog. “Oh, and that’s Buster.” Buster gazed up at him, a viscous trail of drool dangling from his cavernous mouth. “He’s our therapeutic rescue dog.”

Perry blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“Well, he’s a trained therapy dog. But first he was a rescue dog. From Texas.” As if that explained what the giant canine was doing in his parents’ Connecticut living room, at his grandmother’s ninety-seventh birthday party. Olivia bent to rub its floppy ears fondly. “Though I’m not sure who rescued who.”

Ah, she was one of those.

“So, you rescue dogs?”

“Just this one. But I’d rescue them all if I could. I could own a hundred! They’re just so grateful.”

Perry cleared his throat. The new girl was an anthropomorphic soon-to-be canine hoarder. Flustered, he glanced about for his family. Had no one noticed the four-legged intruder in the living room? But true to form, Phoebe and Jake were huddled together by the door, chatting away as if nobody else in the world existed. His parents, having already welcomed this circus, had twirled off into the gray-haired crowd, probably to pour more champagne. Just what the seniors needed.

Thankfully, Amelia rescued him. “Olivia! We’ve heard so much about you.”

They had? Perry focused on keeping a smart distance between himself and the encroaching dog. He was allergic to dogs. Already he could feel the ominous tickle at the back of his throat.

But Emma was besotted. She kneeled beside Luci. “Your dog is so big. And so cute!”

Luci ducked behind her mother’s knees.

“Thank you!” Olivia said proudly. She apparently thought nothing of the fact that she was standing in the Goodwins’ formal living room surrounded by a sea of guests, any of whom could be allergic to or afraid of dogs. Like himself, for instance. “He’s Luci’s therapy dog. We take him pretty much everywhere we go.”

So the dog attended more than just birthday parties.

“And what kind of dog is… Buster?” Perry inquired.

Olivia turned to Luci, but the child said nothing. “Pure mutt,” Olivia answered.

“Huh.” Perry was no expert, but he would’ve guessed wolfhound mixed with mastiff. Or some kind of Rottweiler jumble. Impossible to insure. High incidence of bites.

Emma—unaffected by the fact that whatever the beast was, it had pressed itself against her—stroked its head absently. “We were just about to sing happy birthday. Do you like cake?” she asked Luci.

The child glanced uncertainly at her mother.

“Who doesn’t?” Olivia answered, again for both of them. She turned to Luci. “Go ahead with Emma. Mommy will be right there.”

Perry watched in horror as his wife and daughter whisked the child to the dessert table, as if there was absolutely nothing amiss leaving him standing alone with the new girlfriend and her uninsurable dog. “Would you like some cake?” he asked Olivia, unsure of what else to say. “Or would he?” Perry gestured to the dog.

Olivia seemed to find this wildly funny and tossed her head back. The trill that followed was crisp and girlish. Again, Perry was momentarily entranced.

“I’m sorry Luci didn’t answer you or Emma. She has a condition that makes it hard for her to talk in public places.” She glanced down at her shoes, which Perry saw were poppy red.

“Oh. What kind of condition?”

She glanced back up at Perry. “Selective mutism. It started when she was two. We have a counselor who specializes in speech pathology, but it really comes down to time and practice. And me.” Her voice drifted, and Perry found himself leaning in.

But suddenly there was Jake, blue eyes gleaming. He took the leash from Olivia’s hand and slid his arm around her waist. “Perry! How’s it going?” There was a lightness about his face. He turned to Olivia. “My big brother is boring you to death, isn’t he? Should I get you coffee to keep you awake?”

Again, there was that trill of laughter from her throat. “Perry and I are doing just fine, aren’t we?” She grinned at him.

“Just fine,” Perry echoed, though he wasn’t so sure. He glanced around. Amelia was so much better at these things. “You know, Nana was trying to get to the door to greet you. She almost fell.” He paused, aware that he was saying this in front of Olivia and perhaps best not. “Have you said hello to her yet?”

Jake’s tone flattened. “She was the first one we said hello to.” Already Perry could feel his little brother pulling away. He hadn’t wanted to start things off like this, but it had always been the way of their relationship. Jake did what Jake did, and Perry was left to sweep up behind him.

Olivia put her hands together. “I’d better go check on Luci. Perry, it was nice to meet you, finally.”

To Perry’s dismay, she did not take her dog but instead glided toward the dining room, where everyone seemed to be gathering. As if on cue, a large glowing cake was carried out, illuminating the faces around the table. Upon seeing Olivia, Perry and Jake’s mother waved her over, pulling her into the family fold.

Jake shook his head. “Isn’t she something?”

Perry didn’t know where to begin. “Is that an accent I heard?”

“Her father is French.”

“So she’s from France?”

“Yeah. She was born there. But she’s lived in New York for most of her life.” He frowned. “She’s American. I think.”

“You think? And her daughter…”

“Luci. Isn’t she cute?”

She was, no doubt. But that wasn’t what Perry was getting at. Before he could say anything else, Jake grabbed both his shoulders. “You can’t tell the others. But I’m going to marry her, Perry.”

“Marry her?” Perry choked.

From the dining room voices rose in a lopsided rendition of “Happy Birthday.”

“Why not? She’s the best thing that ever happened to me,” Jake shouted over the singing. He tossed back the remains of his beer, handed Buster’s leash to Perry, and set off for the dining room with a look of foolish love plastered on his face.






Phoebe
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It was her fault that they’d bought the musty fixer-upper. It was probably also her fault they were two months behind schedule and already squeezing the budget. And yet she’d do it all over again. If only she could get her paint samples and get the hell out of the hardware store in time to pick up the boys from preschool.

The woman in front of her in line at the paint design counter would not shut up. Phoebe checked her watch. Five more minutes—that’s all she could afford. She glanced at the color strips in her hand, trying to channel the soothing mood of her blue-and-gray palette. All right, maybe ten more minutes.

“I just love orange. Such a cheerful color. With all the horrors on the news these days, everyone needs a pop of color, don’t you think?”

Phoebe eyeballed the woman in front of her. Tan pants, gray shirt. Even her sensible shoes were of the sand-colored variety. Hypocrite.

The sales associate ignored Phoebe’s pointed gaze and nodded encouragingly at the “greige” woman. “Have you looked at our Aura line? The right shade of orange or red can be positively galvanizing.”

Phoebe would have liked very much to galvanize the woman right out of line. She could not be late again for the twins’ preschool pickup. Sweet, smiling Mrs. McAllister had not been pleased when she showed up late last Friday. Listening to Phoebe’s convoluted excuse for her delay, Mrs. McAllister had distractedly twisted her alphabet necklace until Phoebe feared it would burst. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Riley. But our school policy is that if parents are later than fifteen minutes, we have to place the boys in the extended hours program.”

Upon hearing that, the boys had leaned against Mrs. McAllister’s pillowy side and glared up at their mother. How quickly toddler alliance shifted. And from her own offspring. “I’m sorry.” Phoebe groveled. “It won’t happen again.” The problem was, she knew it would.

Finally, the woman in front of her paid for her orange paint and vacated her place in line. Phoebe surged forward. “I’d like some samples, please.”

The saleswoman smiled as she ticked through Phoebe’s choices. “Sea Salt. Tranquil Moments. Healing Aloe. Classic colors.”

Phoebe beamed. Her favorite was Healing Aloe. It conjured something warm and gooey Phoebe could smear across her face while she sprawled in a hammock.

“I love the names,” her mother, Jane, had said when Phoebe shared her paint chips the evening before at her grandmother Elsie’s birthday party. It was after all the guests had left, and the family lingered in the kitchen, picking at the remains of the hors d’oeuvre trays. Perry had winced. “Tranquil Moments? Sounds like new-age voodoo nonsense, to me.”

“Now, that’s a paint name,” Jake had said.

Perry wasn’t totally off the mark. Phoebe’s life was so chaotic, it was no longer recognizable to her. She knew how ungrateful that sounded. For starters, she had the twins. Two healthy boys whose legs pumped beneath their sturdy frames as they careened through the suburban square of their Connecticut backyard. A husband, whom she’d not only met and fallen in love with in college, but whom she remained deeply in love with, something her friends routinely commented on. Before starting their family, she’d worked as a copy editor for a local printing business, and Rob still worked for a marketing group. They’d bought their starter home, had kids, and unlike many of the couples they socialized with on the rare occasion when they weren’t too burnt out or busy, they were still stable and solid. But something had been missing, something that left Phoebe feeling edgy and itchy. It wasn’t being a stay-at-home mother, though that was exhausting and, in her opinion, far harder than her day job had been. It wasn’t anything about the boys, who were thriving. Or the husband, whom she adored. It was something else. Something that she needed yet could not name until that fateful fall day she stumbled across it while driving with the boys. It was a house.

In truth, she had not exactly stumbled across it. The lakeside cottage was a thing she’d admired since childhood. Back then, it had been the crisp white of new-fallen snow, its slate roof and cherry-red door bestowing upon it the air of a storybook cottage. Her childhood friend, Jessica, had lived three houses up on the same windy lakeside lane, and Phoebe had spent the better part of her elementary school years passing the house without giving it much thought. Until one summer day when the girls pulled their bikes up alongside the mailbox, which was teeming with soft pink balloons. “They just had a baby,” Jessica said. “Looks like a party.” Indeed, guests were arriving, arms laden with frilly gift boxes and wobbly Jell-O molds. A man in a seersucker suit walked by toting a giant stuffed giraffe. And there, on the front step, stood the young mother with the new baby swaddled against her floral dress. Phoebe had stared at the couple in their lush green yard, welcoming their well-dressed guests amid the haze of pink balloons, and thought to herself, That. That is what my future looks like.

Of course, she had forgotten the house and the party over the years, but not the feeling it had filled her with that summer day. So, on one dark drizzling autumn day when the boys were both sick with head colds and she’d been driving her Jeep Cherokee up and down the hills of Lenox in a desperate attempt to usher them to sleep in their car seats, she’d crested the hill and seen the For Sale sign, she’d slammed on the brakes. Both boys jerked awake, wailing in sleep-deprived protest. “It’s okay,” Phoebe had cooed as she stared back at the house from her childhood memory. Because, suddenly, it was.

The cottage was no longer crisp or tidy. It had the sad appearance of having not been lived in for some time, its lawn overgrown and its paint weathered. But still—there was the stone chimney. And the faded red door. And the sweeping view of the water. The memory of the beaming new mother clutching her bright new baby rushed back to Phoebe as she stared through the swish of her windshield wipers at the house. All it needs is a family, she thought. Like us.

She’d raced straight home and called the Realtor. While Rob and the boys were traversing the soccer field at practice the next morning, unbeknownst to him, Phoebe was exploring every inch of the creaky old cottage. By the time he came home, she was waiting for him in the kitchen, with a shy smile and a copy of the listing in hand.

“I’ve found our dream house!” she announced.

Rob halted in the entryway, one hand on each boy. All three were knee-high in mud splatters. “I didn’t know we were looking for one.”

“Before you say anything, please take a look. It’s a big place that needs a little work.” In truth, it was a little place that needed big work. She thrust the listing under Rob’s nose.

Rob’s eyes had skittered right past the image and down to the listing price, where they widened with amusement. “Did you win the lottery?” He laughed. “We don’t have that kind of coin.”

“But we do!” Phoebe insisted. She’d done her homework and prepared a small speech. “The Realtor says the market has improved. If we sell our place, we’ll have plenty to deposit on the lake house. And extra to fix it up. Just the way we like it!”

“But I like this house,” he said, tugging Patrick’s wet uniform over his head.

“No, you don’t. You just don’t realize it because you’re always at work. I live here with the kids day in and out. We’re busting at the seams.”

Newly freed from their soaked soccer gear, the twins bolted away and up the stairs. There was a thundering overhead and the kitchen ceiling shook. Phoebe gritted her teeth.

“Is this about the Warrens?” Rob asked.

Phoebe prickled. Don and Victoria Warren lived next door. Not to be confused with Vicky. Or Tori. “Vic—tor—ee—uh,” she’d told Phoebe the first time they’d met. “As in the queen. I don’t do nicknames.”

Don and Vic-tor-ee-uh had recently remodeled their entire house, from foundation to chimney top. Even before their long and noisy renovation Phoebe had struggled with what Rob called “neighborly bonds” with the Warrens. They were the kind of people who had their house decked out, within a twinkle light of being visible from space, for Christmas. And all before midnight on Thanksgiving. The decorative extravaganza kept Phoebe and Rob’s bedroom illuminated like a Walmart parking lot. But only until the twelfth day of Christmas, Victoria assured her. Which only served to piss Phoebe off further. What kind of person kept track of when it was the twelfth day of Christmas?

They hosted lavish parties with ridiculous themes. Like their annual Kentucky Derby party (“A soiree!” Vic-tor-ee-uh had trilled), where they served only mint juleps and made everyone don fancy little hats. Phoebe liked wine. And she loathed hats. What she loathed most was attending parties where people were required to do anything other than shower and show up. For her, as the mother of toddler boys, those two things, themselves, were reason to celebrate.

Rob, being the better sport, felt otherwise. “Come on, honey. Surely you can put on a hat for one party.”

“No. No, I cannot.” Phoebe was more from the Robert Frost school of thinking. The whole “Good fences make good neighbors” thing was written for people like the Warrens. She doubted Robert Frost ever had to don a Kentucky Derby hat for a “soiree.”

“They have a thing for holidays,” Rob had said, with a resigned shrug. “Think of them as jolly.”

Phoebe had rolled her eyes. “Jolly assholes.”

Just last weekend the Warrens had hosted an elaborate open house. A “Welcome Summer!” gathering, they’d called it, which just happened to coincide with the completion of their renovation. The handsome Dutch Colonial had been completely gutted, along with, in Phoebe’s opinion, much of its original character. The old brick fireplaces had been covered up and replaced with a floating gas wall insert of turquoise glass and metal. The antique hardwoods were ripped out, replaced by a cold gray tile meant to look like driftwood. Phoebe had dragged her best friend, Anna Beth, with her to the party.

“Doesn’t it feel coastal?” Vic-tor-ee-uh had crooned, as she led a gaggle of nosy neighbors room to room. Never mind that they were a hundred miles from the nearest coast. Anna Beth had grabbed Phoebe’s hand as they detoured sharply from the planned route and into a brass and marble–appointed powder room that was more befitting a czarina than a stay-at-home mother. “Welcome Summer gathering, my ass,” Anna Beth hissed as she slid the pocket door closed behind them. “This is a smug ride on a show pony.”

They’d spent the rest of the “tour” doubled over in giggles, trying to flush the hands-free smart toilet by wiggling their rear ends over the bowl, until someone knocked on the door.

Now Phoebe gazed back at Rob with what she hoped was masked ire. What was he insinuating? The Warrens’ house was ridiculous. All Phoebe wanted was a house with a separate bedroom for each boy and a yard to play in. And maybe more room. The lake house would afford them all of that. Plus the lake.

“Honey. Hear me out. Our lives are crazy busy. School, kids, work. Forget paying bills and mowing the lawn and trying to keep up with cleaning this dump.”

“Dump?” It was Rob’s turn to prickle.

“This house is our hub. It has to function, or we can’t.”

Rob stood up slowly. “Maybe we can work on the kitchen a little. I know it’s dated, but it still works. Mostly.”

“Right. And the last thing you cooked in here was…?”

Rob held up his hands. “All right. But I don’t think now is the time.”

“You’re up for that promotion,” she reminded him. “You’ve been groomed and waiting your turn in line for years. Dan said so.”

Dan was Rob’s boss at the marketing firm. He’d been hinting at moving Rob up in recent months, and a position had finally opened. Interviews were already underway, but Dan had told Rob off the record that it was just a formality. The job was his if he wanted it.

“Then we should wait until I get the job.”

“The house is a steal. It won’t be there if we wait!”

“Phoebe, I love your gusto. But this feels rushed. Maybe we should let things unfold and see what happens.”

Phoebe glanced around. At the boys’ artwork obscuring the dated fridge. At the coats spilling out of the hall closet. The tiny living room, crammed with toys.

“I’m not built like you,” she said, fighting back tears. “I’ve loved this house since I was a little girl. I can’t just sit back and let things unfold according to the goddamned universe.”

Rob went to her and pulled her against him. “I know. Indeed, you are your own force within it.” He sighed into her hair, and she felt the mix of exasperation and warmth in it. “This house is really the one?”

She pulled back to see if he was serious. “It is.” Then, “Wouldn’t it be nice to host the family at Thanksgiving?”

Rob’s nose twitched. “Your family?”

She kissed the tip of it. “Never mind. Friends. Neighbors.”

“You hate the neighbors.”

She smiled. “I hate everybody.”



The next day they went to see it. Rob loved the view. He did not love the improvements that would need to be made. Or the fact they’d have to sell their house quickly to make it work. “It’s virtually the same size as our current home,” he argued.

“Yes, but it has one more bedroom for the boys. And look at that.” She pointed out the picture window at the lake below. He couldn’t argue that. Phoebe made an appointment with an inspector and a contractor. Rob made an appointment with their financial advisor.

On paper it could work. But only just. “You don’t have any wiggle room,” the advisor warned, as he reviewed the proposed cost spreadsheet with them. He set his pencil down. “Look, renovating an old house can be like opening a can of worms.”

Rob didn’t like the sound of this either. There were too many opportunities for things to go wrong.

Phoebe did not share the same fear. “Let’s not forget, I banked my last year’s salary before the boys were born. We’ve been able to live largely off of your salary without touching mine. We’ll create a budget and stick to it. If things go awry, there’s always that cushion.”

It was true. In five years they’d only dipped into Phoebe’s set-aside work income once, and that was when the Jeep needed repairs. But it didn’t mean Rob wanted to lean on it.

“Phoebe, we’re financially secure. Remember the years of lying awake wondering how we’d pay off grad school loans and buy groceries? I don’t ever want to go back to that.”

“Neither do I, and we won’t. Worst case, I go back to work. Don’t you see, this is what we’ve been talking about. Getting out of our starter and into our forever home. This is the house we’d have for the rest of our lives.”

Rob groaned, but she went on. “Picture it: Birthday parties where the kids can swim with their friends right out of their own backyard. Christmases with the whole family over, followed by ice-skating on the lake. Then graduations. Who knows, maybe someday a wedding…”

Rob looked at her then, at the stars in her eyes. He couldn’t deny it. This was what he loved about his wife. He was pragmatic, and she was the dreamer. Between the two they struck a balance. “So, we’re really going to do this?”

It was a question she’d never forget being asked. Because Rob was in. Despite the risks and the unknowns, he was on board. For the briefest moment she waffled.

“If we don’t, I think I’ll always regret it.”

“All right, then.”



They’d spilled the good news to her family over their weekly Sunday night dinner. Rob let Phoebe do the talking. To her consternation, only Jake seemed to like the idea. “I get it,” he said. “It’s your little place in the big world. Why not love where you live?”

Predictably, Perry had shaken his head over his plate of chicken piccata. “You’re flipping a house? Do you know the financial risks associated?”

Phoebe rolled her eyes. “No one’s flipping anything. We’re buying a fixer-upper.”

At which Perry mumbled, not quite under his breath, “No risk there.”

Phoebe was grateful when Amelia elbowed him. Twice. “We’ll live in the cottage as we renovate it,” Phoebe explained.

Their mother, Jane, went straight to the kids. “What about the boys? All that dust and debris! Just think about the mess. Can you really live in those conditions?”

Phoebe had pushed her plate away. “This is for the boys. And it won’t be forever. You guys have to see it. You’ll love it.”

But the family wasn’t done.

“Have you had it inspected?”

“What if you tear off the siding and find rot?”

“Or mold?”

“I’ve heard slate roofs are harbingers of mold!”

“Have you even checked the roof?”

All the while, her father sat back in his chair, withholding comment. Phoebe locked eyes with him, waiting. Edward almost always championed her ideas.

Finally, he cleared his throat. “What about the foundation? Now, that’s the first place you should look. I know a good contractor… Honey, what was the name of the boy who went to school with Jake whose father had a Rottweiler he used to let roam the golf course? You know who I’m talking about? I think his name was Rudy.”

“Yes, yes. But wasn’t that the dog’s name?”

And then everyone started in again.

Phoebe looked around the table at all the uncooperative faces that belonged to her.

“I don’t know why I tell you people anything.” She pushed her plate away.

Grandma Elsie, having finished her soup, set a trembling hand atop Phoebe’s and gripped it. “Old houses are a lot of work. But…” She turned to the rest of them, as if to impart some gold thread of wisdom.

Everyone quieted.

“But what, Nana?” Phoebe prompted.

Elsie narrowed her eyes. “But I don’t see dessert. Where did that cheesecake get to?”



Now, having sold one house, bought another, and survived six months into the renovation, Phoebe squealed into the preschool parking lot in the nick of time. The boys were in good spirits, each clutching a wet finger painting. Phoebe set the paintings on the backseat as she helped the boys into their car seats and held back a curse when one painting slipped, leaving a trail of blue across the black leather.

“I’m hungry!” Patrick announced.

“Macaroni?” Jed asked.

Phoebe hopped in the driver’s seat. “Don’t forget the cheese,” she said, and both boys cheered. Ah, the simple victory of two toddlers climbing into the car with smiles instead of tears!

As she pulled into their driveway, Phoebe smirked with pleasure. The cottage was under renovation, she was still speaking to her family, and just as she’d predicted they’d thus far survived the deadly dust and debris. She swept through the door on the heels of the boys, dumping her paint store samples on the entryway table. Past the original fieldstone fireplace and across the honey-hued pine floors. (No matter that they were mottled with scratches and stains from the years, her contractor Dave had assured her they could be salvaged!) The contractors were done for the day, having finished replacing the windows on the back of the house. But the smell of freshly sawn wood still lingered in the air, and Phoebe tipped her head back with pleasure. Was she the only woman who wished it could be bottled and worn as cologne?

In the kitchen she pulled a saucepan from the cupboard and set a box of macaroni on the orange Formica countertops. The room was a screaming homage to the seventies, a visual onslaught of dated appliances and peeling floral wallpaper that clung as stubbornly to the decade as it did to the walls. But Phoebe could imagine a family crowding in there, reaching for a pitcher of Kool-Aid in the fridge, grabbing some Jiffy Pop off the stove before racing down to the beach. She had plans to make their own twenty-first-century family memories. Walls would be knocked down. New cabinetry installed. Fresh paint. Sparkling stainless steel appliances. All while salvaging the original character—the leaded glass windows, the exposed beams, and one of her favorite touches: the rear Dutch door. She opened it now, stepping out to the stone patio. The macaroni and cheese could wait.

“Come on, boys,” she said. “Let’s go see if we can spot that mother duck and her ducklings.” Phoebe trailed her children down the steps to the edge of the lake and stood squinting into the high sun. Both boys bent down and began splashing. From somewhere out on the lake came the thrum of a motorboat. It was the cusp of summer. The possibilities were endless.






Olivia
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When she stepped outside, she found that the late-day haze had lifted, and the June humidity had given way to a gentle breeze. She tilted her face to it. Summer had barely begun, and it was teasingly moody. Rainy mornings sizzled away beneath a vibrant sun. A perfect afternoon could be interrupted by a thunderstorm, driving unsuspecting boaters off the water, only to lure them back to the dock moments later with a dewy rainbow. Olivia liked this about the New England lake region. It was temperamental. Just like her father in his New York kitchen, she mused. One’s patience was almost always rewarded when the storm ceased.

The old barn door squeaked on its rollers as Olivia slid it ajar. In the cool recess of the studio, she hesitated, allowing her eyes to adjust. She’d been working as an apprentice and assistant for only the past year, but already this place felt like home. Her boss, the famous sculptor Ben Rothschild, had renovated the barn interior so that it operated as a four-season studio, and though it was still rustic in aesthetic and composition, the space was lofty and welcoming. She strode across the concrete floor, where jute grass rugs defined the separate spaces. Along the sides of the wall were work benches, which had been converted from horse stalls back when Ben and his wife, Marge, bought it in the 1970s. Then it had stalled eight horses, a tack room, and a hayloft. Now the only tools of trade were hand chisels, cloths, and sponges. The loft had been converted to an open-air office space. Downstairs housed the work area, large tables holding various works in progress. Ben’s medium was clay, though he also dabbled in bronze sculpture. At the moment, he was preparing for an autumn gallery tour with his latest series, a study in colonial-era farm animals, titled Beasts of Burden. As such he was finishing two large pieces. One was an equine sculpture, a mare poised in a swath of grass. Her neck was arched and her ears were pricked forward, inquisitively. Even in stillness, she looked flexed, as if she could flee at any moment. Ben understood horses. Marge was a lifelong dressage rider. Ben had told Olivia that before he attempted the sculpture, he’d tagged along with her to the equestrian stable in Roxbury where his wife boarded her horse, Hercules. “You cannot capture a living creature in sculpture until you are familiar with the way it moves. Watching Marge ride Hercules is like listening to music in three dimensions.”

Olivia was not familiar with either riding or horses, but she could see the truth in his sculpture. She stood beside the mare, noting the ripple of muscle through her bowed neck. The flare of her nostrils. There was life captured in that clay. It made something inside Olivia ache with an urge to create. She glanced across the room to the table in the corner by the window. It had been a gift from Jake. Sweet, soulful Jake who did not know a thing about sculpture or cooking or children. The three things that had thus far defined and shaped her world. Olivia still smiled when she recalled the afternoon when Ben had beckoned her out here suddenly to assist him with something important. As soon as she stepped into the barn and her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she saw Jake. Standing in the corner, beside the oak table, with that shy smile. With Ben’s permission, he’d set up an entire work space just for her, “by the window, so you have both light and shadow.” Beside the table there was a metal stool, for when she wasn’t standing, an assortment of sculpting tools, and a bucket. A bronze desk lamp arched its neck over the rough-hewn surface. But she had been unable to take her eyes off of Jake. “Happy birthday,” he’d said, softly.

Now, on that very table, beneath a white canvas tarp, her most current project waited. But there was no time for that today.

Upstairs in the loft, Olivia seated herself at the desk and opened the laptop. There were sixteen new emails. Most were inquiries about the upcoming September show. Two were from galleries updating Ben about sales. The last one was a message from the manager of a world-class resort on Cape Cod. Ben had sold a seal sculpture from his previous year’s maritime collection, titled Salt Works, to the seaside hotel. They’d sent a picture of the new installation in their main lobby. Ben would be pleased. Included with the manager’s letter was an invitation to stay at the resort for an evening of his choice, free of charge. Olivia sighed. She would have jumped at such a chance, but she knew Ben would never accept. He’d ask her to thank the gentleman, and leave it at that. Ben was too private, too humble. It was something she loved dearly about the man.

Olivia could still not believe her good fortune in landing this job and living in this place. It was a far cry from the day she’d learned she was pregnant, in her final semester of graduate school at NYU just six years ago. Her then boyfriend, who wanted everything to do with acting and nothing to do with a baby (this was his life! his chance at making it!), made it painfully clear to Olivia that she would be on her own. She’d walked graduation with her belly burgeoning through her gown, wondering if she were the only art student to have spent her final semester alternately covered in clay and bent over the toilet bowl with morning sickness. Her father, Pierre, stood in the audience, clapping and shouting alongside Celeste, his restaurant partner who’d also largely helped to raise Olivia since her mother’s death. Afterward, they’d had a small luncheon and cake back at the restaurant.

Olivia had been frightened, but she’d had a plan: she would have the baby in the fall, and the two of them would move back to Brooklyn and live with her father, just like old times. But two years after making that plan, Olivia felt stifled. It was hard having a toddler in the city, alone. Gone was her access to the luxury of the NYU art studio and all its conveniences and inspiration. She could not afford to share an artist co-op space in any of the available buildings in and around the city, unlike some of her former classmates. For a while, she worked as an office assistant for the NYU art department, but it was mostly clerical work. Each time she put together announcements for student art shows, she felt a pang. With every grant or internship that came across her desk, Olivia grew more restless. A bitterness crept into her voice when she made small talk with the art students waiting outside the professors’ office doors, their brimming portfolios in hand. Yesterday she had been that aspiring pupil. Today she was an exhausted single mother awash in fresh resentment.

Worst of all was the guilt of being away from Luci. Juggling single parenthood with a creative life was nearly impossible, and eventually she gave up and returned to work at the restaurant. There her days were free to be with her daughter, and come nighttime Luci could be put to sleep in the back office. But it was draining, burning the candle at both ends and always having Luci in tow. And despite having secured some sense of routine and a small income, Olivia felt the calendar days peeling off the wall without really getting anywhere. Indeed, she had gone backward. She was single and back working at her father’s restaurant, only now with a child to support. Any aspirations of her own seemed laughable.

It was during that second winter since graduation that Olivia received an email from a former professor. A well-known sculptor from Washington, Connecticut, was seeking an apprentice. He worked out of a restored barn on his property. The pay was not much, but Olivia would have a small carriage house in which to live and access to studio work space. It was a ticket out of the city. And perhaps a ticket to a new life.

Olivia replied immediately, keeping the news and the new hope that flushed in her chest to herself. There was no need to involve her father. At least not yet. He would not support the notion, of that she was sure.

Pierre’s temper was legendary; at the restaurant he terrified as many sous-chefs as he inspired. And fired twice that number in any given month. But still there was an ever-present line out the door of green young chefs wanting to work with him. For those in the industry and in the know were aware that clientele had been flocking to Bon Coin for years. Reservations were not accepted. You obtained a seat only if the chef knew you; or if you were the honored guest of someone who knew him. His crème fraîche was a full-cream cloud. Between courses you cleansed your palate with tiny ramekins of pomegranate sorbet or flat water with a lemon twist; a shot of apple brandy served as a digestif. On the rare occasion he was in a whimsical mood, Pierre sent out an amuse-bouche: a single seared scallop, a frosty shot of cucumber soup. There was no menu. Patrons ate what he felt like cooking, all of it artfully plated, its minimalist presentation designed to surrender to one and only one sense: the intoxicating pleasure of taste.

Olivia was often asked, “Did you ever work with your father?”

“No,” she was quick to reply. “I worked for him.” Though he loved his only child with a singular focus otherwise reserved only for his cooking, in his kitchen even she was not spared his temperament.

“Zut, Livi!” he’d bellow, whisking a cutting board of diced onion out from under the blade of her knife and tossing it into the well of the sink. “Émincer l’oignon!” Pierre expected perfection at every turn, from the uniformity of minced carrots to the gleaming reflection of a freshly scrubbed sauté pan. Precision, attention, and the sourcing of raw ingredients—those were the hallmarks of a successful restaurant. That his employees simultaneously loved and loathed the man was not his concern; food critics were the only ones who had Pierre’s ear, and even they not all of the time. In her father’s kitchen Olivia learned to keep her head down, her knife sharp, and to persevere. Indeed, they were the skills of life.



In a way, working for her father had probably been what most helped her to secure her new job. Pierre was an artist, as well. Olivia understood temperaments and idiosyncrasies. Working for an artist was intimate. Olivia knew how Ben took his coffee, not that he’d ever asked her to get him one. She knew that when starting a new project he required complete solitude. Marge had explained these things during the interview. Olivia had borrowed her aunt’s car and driven out to the Connecticut countryside for the occasion, intent on meeting Ben Rothschild, the famous sculptor, and impressing him with her portfolio. But she’d been surprised to not even lay eyes on the man that first meeting. Instead, it was Marge who swung the front door ajar in her bare feet and a sweeping white tunic and invited her inside. She led her through rooms of antique rugs and Stickley furniture, which were otherwise stark white. She poured tea and pulled out a Windsor chair, motioning for Olivia to sit. What followed was a conversation more than an interview. What kind of training had she had at NYU? What was her medium? How did she feel about working closely with another person, who might just as soon request she leave him alone when he “caught the scent,” as Ben described his muse, as he might ask her to dig through dusty attic boxes in search of a long-lost photograph so he could study the lines of the family dog, who, by the way, was buried under the red maple in the backyard—should she want to visit him.

What was clear was that there were boundaries, but the lines were not of the usual pedestrian nature. The hours varied, as did the work. Which was why the two of them liked to keep their assistant in residence. “We all have our gifts and quirks,” Marge had said that day. That was just fine with Olivia. She had her own, foremost being Luci.

Luci should be treated as any other child. Olivia needed her to live in a space where people let her be herself. “She speaks to four people in her life,” Olivia had confided in Marge that day. “Me. My father, her gran-père. Her speech pathologist. And our Brooklyn neighbor, Celeste.”

Marge had listened deeply, nodding over her cup of tea. “Well, that must be a challenge for both of you,” she said, finally. “We know all about those, here.”

As Olivia would learn, after she accepted the job, Ben was a gentle man with soft watery eyes. He was as practical about his artistic success as he was about sleep: he needed nine hours exactly, many of which took place during the afternoons, and none of which were consecutive. And he had a complicated relationship with alcohol.

“Art consumes a person, if they’re good at it. When he’s working, Ben doesn’t touch a bottle. But when he finds himself between projects or feeling down, there are times he climbs into it,” Marge said.

Olivia didn’t know what to say. She was not used to such honest disrobing from someone she’d just met.

“He’s a quiet drunk, sticks to the property like an old sheepdog and sleeps it off.” She took a sip of her tea and looked at Olivia over the rim of her cup. “At worst, you’ll find him snoring in the barn. And that’s when you come find me. Will that be a problem?”

Olivia shook her head. She knew too well the lure of alcohol, and the ways people flirted with it, from years in the restaurant. It was common, on both sides of the table. There were business clients who were day drunks. Kitchen workers who got hammered after their shift. Waitresses who did shots, and much more, in the dingy staff bathroom, before heading downtown to clubs. She did not judge. But she was also not foolish enough to harbor anything but a healthy respect for the reality of it.

“I’ve dealt with it in the restaurant,” Olivia confided. “As long as it doesn’t impact me or my daughter.”

Marge regarded her appraisingly. “Good answer. It won’t, I can assure you. Mostly Ben manages it. Sometimes it manages him. You’ll come to understand the difference.”

What Marge was asking of her, Olivia realized, she was desperate for herself. Respect and space.

Growing up in the city, Olivia had never realized what effect space would have on her. She was used to storing pots and pans (and toilet paper!) in her galley kitchen oven. She and Luci had shared one cramped bedroom, her child-sized cot squeezed in against the foot of Olivia’s bed. They walked up three flights of stairs with groceries, which they crammed into the two tiny cabinets above the stove. There was no space to work, to stretch one’s legs, to spread out. Certainly not to sculpt.

Until then, Olivia had used a rear corner of her father’s restaurant kitchen for her work. He allowed her to keep a small table by a slop sink in what had been a prep area. She’d arrive early in the mornings, when Luci went to school, only hours after the last of the kitchen staff and servers had gone home for the night. The kitchen was quiet and empty; she would work until the afternoon shift arrived to set up the dining room and stock the bar. It was not ideal, but it was what she had.

Here now, with the vaulted barn ceilings and plated glass windows and the overhead loft, Olivia had a new concept of space. Not just in which to work, but in which to envision. To flex her ideas as surely as she stretched her limbs on her morning walks with Luci through the wooded trails that ran behind the house. To sleep beneath the velvety sky, an uninterrupted stretch of dark ribbon and bright star that simply did not exist in the city. To steal an hour here or there at her worktable when Ben took his daily nap. This was what it meant to take up space.

But space was not enough. What Olivia struggled with now was time. As a single mother and studio assistant, there wasn’t much left. Something that frustrated her deeply given that the ideal artist’s space and boundless inspiration were mere steps away from her cottage. Now she hurried through emails. She gathered the outgoing mailings for the September show to drop off at the post office, and jotted down a list of messages to leave for Marge on the desk. Marge would only involve Ben in communications with the outside world if she felt it necessary. He did not occupy any office space in the loft; his domain was strictly the barn floor, where such distractions would not interfere with his work.

Sometimes Olivia wondered at the devotion Marge gave Ben. At her selfless contentment to manage his world, so that he could manage his art. It reminded her of her father, of how he threw himself into his culinary creations. Of the years it took for Olivia to understand that her father loved her as much as, indeed more than, his restaurant. And how she’d struggled to understand it as a child, when other fathers rose early in the morning to take their daughters to soccer games, and were home at night to read to them and tuck them into bed. Love is love, her aunt used to tell her when she brought Olivia home from the restaurant at night to tuck her into bed. Don’t question its form.



Back inside the cottage, Olivia lined up the bounty from the farmer’s market on the butcher block counter. Yellow summer squash and zucchini. Fresh corn. Four fragrant heirloom tomatoes. The sight of them pleased her more than she could explain, and she smiled to herself as she ticked through the possibilities: sausage-stuffed squash with Gruyère, roasted tomatoes on hunks of crusty sourdough, tomatoes caprese. No additions, beyond a sprinkle of sea salt and zest of lemon. Summer made cooking so easy.
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