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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 Rumor


“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 Under a Summer Sky


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


—Meg Mitchell Moore, author of The Admissions


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


—Amy E. Reichert, author of Luck, Love & Lemon Pie


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


—Library Journal













Praise for The Lake Season





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


—Lisa Wingate, nationally bestselling author


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


—Mary Hogan, award-winning author of Two Sisters


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


—Sarah Pekkanen, New York Times bestselling author of Catching Air


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


—Linda Francis Lee, bestselling author of The Glass Kitchen


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


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


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


—Nancy Thayer, New York Times bestselling author of Nantucket Sisters


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


—Saira Shah, author of The Mouse-Proof Kitchen


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


—Chloe Benjamin, author of The Anatomy of Dreams


“An emotionally charged story about returning to yourself.”


—K.A. Tucker, USA Today bestselling author
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For my grandparents,


Marjorie Varcoe and Seth Coughlin, who lived the good stories and also lived to tell them.


To family,


both the ones you’re born into and the ones you make.


In all their visceral, love worn, patched-up glory.


As my grandmother liked to say, “We’re all survivors.”










Clem


Something was not right. Throughout the night, driving spring rains had battered against the windowpanes, and flashes of lightning illuminated their bedroom in tumultuous bursts. But now the house was eerily silent. Turning over, she reached for the alarm clock on her bedside table: 7:15. She’d never get the kids ready for the school bus on time. Groaning, she slid back beneath the warmth of the down comforter.


Outside, the morning light was gauzy. The storm, having dissipated, had given way to slender fingertips of sunlight that stretched across the hardwood floors of her bedroom. Clem turned and pressed her palm to Ben’s empty pillow, still creased from where his head had lain. He must’ve risen early and gone for a run, which surprised her. The Darby case, which had consumed him for the last several weeks, was finally going to trial next week. They’d barely held a conversation outside of household business and the kids because when Ben arrived home, which was almost always late, he was depleted—something Clem understood. This was the way things were before a big trial, but she still missed him—the simple rituals of filling him in on George and Maddy’s days while he stood at the bathroom sink brushing his teeth before bed, or curling up on the couch together with Thai takeout on a Friday night. Ben seemed just beyond her reach. Which was why she was both taken aback and suddenly aroused when he’d crawled into bed sometime after midnight and pulled her up against him. They’d made love hungrily, like they had not done in some time, and it had filled her limbs with a loose, sweet relief that had led to a dreamless sleep so deep she hadn’t heard the remnants of the storm. Or Ben when he’d apparently risen that morning. She pressed her nose to the cool surface of his pillowcase and inhaled contentedly.


From the hall came the sudden patter of footsteps, and Maddy peeked around the door. “Morning, baby,” Clem said, pulling the covers aside. George would be in his own bed down the hall, still blanketed in slumber. But not Maddy. She scuttled across the toile duvet like a little animal, all tangled hair and elbows and kneecaps as she tumbled up and over Clem until they were nose to nose.


“Pancakes?” she whispered.


Downstairs, the new coffeemaker burped and spit. It was a hulking stainless-steel contraption, and Clem was in love with it. The newly renovated kitchen of their Cambridge house positively hummed, and Clem would not apologize for the contentment she found in the cool stainless-steel glint of her Viking range and the marble countertops. It was not about the quantifiable substance of the chef-grade haven. Rather, it was the familial refuge she made there: rolling out pastry dough with the kids or plucking a bottle of wine from the rack to pour into her grandmother’s Old Galway Claret glasses when friends gathered for one of her casual, leisurely dinners. In this kitchen, she nourished the people she loved most, and from that, she fed herself.


Clem had known this was their house since that windy autumn day they’d driven by on the way to a doctor’s appointment when she was newly pregnant with George. They were lost and late, and she was annoyed with Ben for taking what he had promised her was a shortcut through Cambridge’s perplexing street network. She’d squealed at first sight of the old Victorian row house, causing Ben to stomp the brakes and pull over, after which she dragged him up the front stoop to peer into the empty first-floor windows.


“This is it,” she’d breathed. Ben had shaken his head, but she’d felt it just as certainly she would soon feel that unborn baby shifting inside her womb. Eight years and another child later, it was finally renovated. The warm honey-hued hardwoods complemented the understated gray-and-white palette she’d chosen alongside their Newton designer, with whom Ben had joked about the kitchen, “As long as Clem’s happy… and saves me whatever she whips up in here when I finally limp home from the office.” He’d been right; it was the heart of their home, in the heart of their tiny Boston neighborhood. And Clem had never been happier.


Now she stood at the churning coffeemaker, mug poised in midair. “Slower than a wet week,” she mused.


“But it stopped raining,” Maddy replied around a mouthful of pancake. The kids sat at the kitchen island, in differing stages of school-readiness. A glob of syrup dropped onto Maddy’s purple skirt. George grimaced and handed her a napkin.


“I know, baby. It’s just an expression.”


The empty lunchboxes gaped at her from the countertop like two hungry mouths. She riffled through the fridge, grabbing American cheese, bread, and two apples. They were out of yogurt.


“Can you pack me some chips?” George asked, coming to inspect her progress. His breath smelled like toothpaste. Clem planted a kiss on his neatly combed hair.


“Sure, but eat the fruit first.”


Maddy considered this. “I like to save my fruit for later.”


“You mean for the squirrels,” George said.


“Not true!” Maddy protested. Then, emphatically, “I save it for the birds.”


“Fruit first,” Clem repeated to both of them as she tossed a small bag of chips into each lunchbox. She glanced at the wall clock. Five minutes until the bus. “Maddy, finish your pancake. And go brush your teeth!” She grabbed George’s sticky plate and set it in the sink.


The smell of Ethiopian Yirgacheffe filled the kitchen. Clem quickly filled her coffee mug and then filled one for Ben, setting it aside on the island. He was late, and she silently willed him to make it home before the bus came. Maddy didn’t like to leave for school without saying good-bye to her daddy first. And Clem hadn’t had enough coffee to navigate a tantrum this early in the day.


“Shoes!” she called, filling their thermoses. What was she forgetting? She checked the calendar over the small kitchen desk that Ben had dubbed her “command center.” It was strewn with bills and school projects. She squinted at the calendar. George—Home Game: 4:00. And there, in red pen below it: Kids—Dentist: 4:15.


“Shit,” she muttered under her breath. She’d have to reschedule. Again. She was one reschedule away from having to change dentists all together. Hell, they were probably hoping she would. But she hadn’t known that he’d have a game when she’d made the appointment, and Ben was one of the coaches. Coaching George’s team was about the only thing Ben managed to leave the office early for.


“George,” she called into the foyer. “I’m picking you up after school for soccer. It’s a game day.”


“Okay, Mom. But I’ll need a note. And my uniform.”


“Shit,” she muttered under her breath again, as she recalled seeing his blue-and-white uniform rolled up in the back of the SUV. “Maddy, did you put on shoes?”


Maddy appeared in the doorway in a pair of strappy yellow wedge sandals, a hand-me-down pair from a neighbor that Clem had deemed the “ankle breakers.”


“No, sorry. Not for school,” Clem said.


Maddy crossed her arms.


Clem tossed back her coffee. This was a battle she’d have to wage, and win, in the next three minutes. “Come on, your Mary Janes are in your cubby.” She grabbed the lunchboxes and thermoses from the counter. “I’ll help you.”


“Mary Jane is ugly,” Maddy mumbled.


Clem tried to stifle her laugh. “Come sit.”


Maddy plopped obediently on the antique hall bench but tucked her feet beneath her where Clem could not reach them. Clem wrestled one foot out and pried a scuffed wedge off. By now Ben should not only have come home from his run but be showered and downstairs to help her ferry everyone out to the bus stop. Where was he?


Outside, she heard the crunch of tires in the pea-gravel drive. It couldn’t be the bus, which pulled up to the curb. But she didn’t have time to look to see who it was.


“Hey, Mom,” George said, peering out the front door, “is Mrs. Cleary okay?”


Mrs. Cleary, their elderly neighbor, was known to knock on the door at the most inopportune times, like when one of the kids was spiraling into full-blown meltdown. Or, like now, as she was trying to shepherd everyone out the door and running late. Clem groaned. “Is Mrs. Cleary here?”


George shook his head. “No, but there’s a police car in her driveway.”


Clem finished buckling Maddy’s shoes and hopped to her feet. Sure enough, a cruiser was parked in the driveway next door.


“There’s no siren or lights,” George noted solemnly, echoing Clem’s thoughts.


“She probably called them about Rufus again.” Mrs. Cleary’s terrier, nearly as ancient as she, was prone to wandering out of her yard and up the sidewalk—something that sent them all outside: the kids on the hunt for Rufus, and Clem to prevent Mrs. Cleary from falling down on the uneven sidewalk as she tried to catch him. “I’m sure he’s fine. Now quick: coats! Backpacks!”


She hurried into the kitchen, jotted a note for George on the school’s monogrammed notepad, and scooped up Maddy’s coat as she raced back through the foyer.


Outside, she was relieved to see the bus rolling up to their mailbox. They’d made it! She tucked the note hastily into George’s backpack and kissed each of her children good-bye. “Love you!” she called.


Halfway up the bus steps, George stopped and pointed past her. “Look.”


Clem turned, thinking it must be Ben jogging up the sidewalk toward them. But it wasn’t her husband.


The police car was pulling into their driveway now. Clem blinked. Mrs. Cleary stood on her front porch in her bathrobe. Rufus, she was relieved to see, stood at her feet.


The car stopped and an older officer stepped out from behind the driver’s seat.


“Mom?”


Behind her the bus engine hummed impatiently. “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Clem said, turning back to George. “I’ll pick you up after school. Have fun today!” She waved at the bus driver for good measure and stepped back as the yellow doors slapped shut and the bus moaned, heaving itself back onto the road. Maddy made a silly face from the window, making Clem smile and momentarily forget the squad car parked behind her.


When she turned, there were two of them. A petite female officer with her hair pulled back in a ponytail had joined the older officer, who now stepped toward her.


“Excuse us, ma’am. I’m Lieutenant Esposito.” He flashed his badge and gestured to the young female officer beside him. “And this is Officer DeLuca.”


Clem met them in the middle of the grassy yard, extending her hand to each. “Good morning. Can I help you?”


Lieutenant Esposito paused. “Do you know Benjamin Edward Dwight?”


Clem squinted at them in the early morning light. “My husband? He went for a run, but I’m expecting him home any second.” She paused. “Is everything all right?”


Officer DeLuca glanced up at the house, but Lieutenant Esposito met Clem’s questioning gaze. His own was gray and watery. “Perhaps we could go inside, ma’am?”


Mrs. Cleary was still watching them from her porch next door. Clem felt a flutter of panic in her chest. What was happening?


Officer DeLuca placed a gentle hand on her arm. “Mrs. Dwight? We’d really like to talk to you inside.” And then she understood.


Clem’s knees buckled. When she put out her hands to signal stop, please stop, the female officer stepped forward and grasped them. “It’s all right, Mrs. Dwight.”


But it was not. It was her Ben. Found half an hour ago on the leaf-strewn shoulder of Brattle Street. An ambulance had been called, and he’d been transported to Auburn Hospital. They would take her there now. Was there anyone she wanted to call first?


An hour later, standing in her sweatpants and the same T-shirt she’d slept in, Clem was met by an attending ER doctor in the fluorescent-lit waiting room. She noticed the gold wedding band on his finger, the reassuring sprinkle of gray hair behind his ears. “Mrs. Dwight? I’m Doctor Sanford.”


Clem rushed toward him. “How is he?”


“Please, come with me.” The doctor invited her back through the swinging doors to the long hallway of examination rooms. Clem peered nervously into each sterile doorway they passed. They continued past the first room, then another, until they stopped at a small alcove at the end of the hall, where Dr. Sanford, clipboard in hand, indicated one of several upholstered chairs and asked her to have a seat. She could not.


So he stood with her and cleared his throat.


“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Dwight.”


Ben was gone. The EMTs had tried, to no avail, to resuscitate him on the ambulance ride in. It appeared he’d died from a traumatic brain injury incurred by the impact of the car that had struck him on the road that morning. An autopsy would be done to confirm those findings, but Dr. Sanford wanted to reassure her that it was his medical opinion Ben had not suffered.


Clem sat down hard. Her first thought was: But he’s coaching George’s team at four o’clock.


And then the waiting room went dark.










Paige


She never should have let Ned talk her into staying late for his team’s lacrosse game. It was a Friday night—she knew what summer traffic was like on a Friday. Weekenders, renters, and wash-ashores, like her family, knew that once you hit the Westerly Bypass, the brief-but-eternal four-mile connector that delivered you from Stonington, Connecticut, to Westerly, Rhode Island, you were pretty much screwed. She reached across to the passenger side and rested her hand on Arthur’s cinnamon fur. The terrier barely stirred in his old-dog sleep.


“How much longer, Mom?” Ned asked loudly. His earbuds were in. As far as she could tell, he hadn’t looked up from his iPad since Old Saybrook. Which was about where she’d given up trying to engage her two teens in conversation, the only other exchange occurring when she’d swerved into a rest stop and begged Ned to throw his lacrosse bag in the trunk. Little good that did—the sour smell of athletic shoes was still ripe in the Volvo. Paige rolled down her window.


“Hopefully we won’t be sitting here much longer.” What she really wanted to say was, If only you’d listened to me earlier…


In the rearview mirror, she watched Emma sweep back her long red hair as she pulled her gaze slowly from her book. The fourteen-year-old tipped her nose up to the breeze; Paige knew she was trying to detect salt air. But they weren’t close enough to the summer house yet.


“How’s Huck?” Paige asked.


Emma had only just plucked her summer reading list out of the mailbox days earlier, and already she was more than halfway through it. She dog-eared her page and met Paige’s gaze in the mirror. “Huck and Jim are on the Ohio River, and the fog is rolling in. Huck is trying to decide whether to go ahead without Jim or stay on the raft.”


Beside Emma, Ned groaned. “The raft. Do they ever get off that damn raft?”


“Ned,” Paige warned.


Emma rolled her eyes. “If you’d actually read the book, you’d know that they do. Besides, Huck is about to go ahead in the canoe.”


Ned threw up his hands. “See? Now they’ll be stuck in a canoe.”


Paige adjusted the mirror and smiled at them. Her children, separated only by a year, were so different. Ned, her easygoing firstborn, who jogged headlong into life like it was a giant game to be won and who was now a full head taller than his mother. Why had no one ever warned her how disconcerting it would be to stand on tiptoe to hug the very son you had nestled in your arms what felt like only yesterday? Ah, yesterday: the day she’d found a bottle of vodka in Ned’s closet. Paige winced. She still hadn’t told David. She’d stumbled over it while packing for the trip, stuffed in the corner beneath his tennis shoes. When she’d grasped the bottle in her hand, the clear liquid sloshed around inside, just as her stomach had. Paige knew he’d been to high school parties where kids drank, so she and David made a point to talk to both of their kids about it regularly. We’d rather you didn’t, but if you do… Don’t get in the car with anyone who’s been drinking… Call us, no matter what time. But until now she’d never caught Ned with any evidence. It came like a kick in the teeth.


But it was also the day before David’s big interview at the university, and Paige was elbow deep at work before leaving for vacation, so she’d put it off. Though, truthfully, she’d hoped in the meantime Ned would come clean when he discovered the bottle missing. Unlike Emma, who would never do such a thing to begin with, Ned would react when he discovered the alcohol missing: either with outrage that she’d “invaded his privacy” or with a rehearsed hangdog expression accompanied by a lame excuse. Something. But at the end of the day when he’d come home from lacrosse camp, wolfed down dinner, and later put away the clean laundry she’d strategically left by his closet without so much as a guilty glance, Paige was stunned. She studied him now in the rearview mirror.


David would be coming up tomorrow. They’d confront Ned together, as privately as they could without the rest of the family sticking their beaks in. Christ. Wouldn’t his uncle Sam get a kick out of it.


The long line of cars in front of her crept along, and she shifted impatiently in her seat. Her back ached. She needed to use the bathroom. She couldn’t help but wonder about the Wheelers’ spaniel, whose broken pelvis she’d operated on that morning. As soon as they got to the house she would call Janie, her head vet tech, to check in.


The Jeep in front of them stopped short again. Paige stomped the brakes. Behind her, Ned’s iPad crashed to the floor.


“Mom! Geez,” he cried, retrieving it from under her seat.


“I know, I know,” Paige snapped irritably. This stretch was the part of the trip she hated most. She cursed David silently, then felt bad. Hopefully the interview would go well. He needed the work, and it wasn’t just about the money.


What they needed was to get to the summer house. The house—a gray, cedar-shingled two-story tucked back along the bluffs of Weekapaug Beach—had been in the Merrill family since Richard’s parents had had the foresight to buy it from a retired fisherman during a summer visit in the early 1920s. Originally a rustic two-room fishing cottage, it had since survived not only the Great New England Hurricane of 1938 but also two restorations and three subsequent decades of the Merrill family. Although its improvements over the years, including a second-story addition and gambrel roof, had allowed it a somewhat more stately façade, Flossy insisted that the house maintain its original carriage, akin to what she referred to as an “aged sea captain”: weathered but wise.


At the house, Paige knew her mother would already be stationed at the kitchen window watching the driveway. Florence, or Flossy, as all three of her children called her, would have been up since sunrise washing linens, straightening rooms, and ordering their enduring father, Richard, to the overgrown shrubs with hedge trimmers or into the depths of the garage to locate the ancient blue-and-white enamel lobster pot. It was the same routine every summer. The dust covers would have been plucked from the sofas and the scuffed, sloping hardwood floors swept clean of every granule of beach sand. It was nearing six o’clock now; Paige shuddered at the thought of all those bustling, efficient hours.


Clem would probably roll in first with the kids. It would be good to finally set eyes on her. Clem was a terrible liar. She couldn’t possibly be faring as well as she insisted she was. As for her brother, Sam, Paige wasn’t sure she had the energy today. It didn’t matter that she was forty-five and he was forty-two; he still knew exactly how to get under her skin. He and Evan had arrived the night before, and she would bet on finding them settled on the back porch with cocktails, cool and crisp in their insufferable Nanny Reds, while she and the kids unfolded themselves from the sticky, messy car in their standard family-vacation dishevelment. Just thinking about it, she tucked a stray hair back into her ponytail. For Sam, a vacation at the summer house seemed to Paige like just a continuation of his life—business travel, car services, and long lunch meetings (plated lunches in real restaurants, unlike the brown-bag tuna sandwiches she threw together each morning). Work weeks that ended lingering over romantic dinners with Evan in dark Georgetown bistros or weekend jaunts to Rehoboth Beach. Sam could wax poetic all he wanted about the tortures of his sixty-hour week; she was pretty sure he never drove home covered in pet hair and reeking of cat urine.


Eventually they edged their way to the traffic light that marked the end of the Westerly Bypass, and moments later—magically—they were swooping past the Westerly Airport and turning left toward town. As was tradition, they’d drive through Watch Hill village first. Salt ponds and marinas cropped up along the road, and the shingled New England houses grew more stately as they approached the historic resort village. Moments later they coasted down Bay Street into the charming heart of the village, and Paige was finally able to let the air out of her lungs. To her right, Little Narragansett Bay sparkled, its pristine boats nearly glittering on their lines, and just beyond it at the edge of the cove, the venerable Watch Hill Yacht Club. To her left, the three-tiered, crisp-white porches of the Watch Hill Inn echoed the white masts and sails of the harbor it overlooked. The decks were already teeming with diners. She drove past Bay Street’s charming storefronts, slowing to peek at her favorite, the 1916 Olympia Tea Room, where she, Flossy, and Clem would occasionally escape for a lunch free of men and children. Tourists strolled the sidewalk in their summer pastels, some armed with ice cream cones from St. Clair Annex. Up ahead, at the northern point of the street, the famed antique carousel loomed.


“Look guys, the horses are flying!” she said. Even as teens, both kids perked up in the backseat. Tucked on the corner beside the East Beach entrance, the Watch Hill carousel was the oldest in North America. Paige rolled down her window to hear the old-fashioned music. The hand-carved wooden horses still sported manes and tails of real horsehair, their saddles and bridles repainted in the same primary colors they had been when Paige was small enough to swing her leg over the saddle and try her hand at catching the brass ring. Past the carousel, Bay Street forked left and continued uphill along the ocean bluff, giving way to a strip of imposing Victorian mansions behind stone walls and private gates, perched along the bluff so that the Atlantic surf merged with blue sky into one shimmering backdrop. Paige felt her breath escape her. At the crest of the hill, they rolled up to the titanic façade of the historic Ocean House hotel. Its canary-yellow clapboards and sweeping white porches were the most eminent harbingers of summer in the seaside village. She slowed as a rush of childhood memories filled her: sitting on the grand porch among the resort guests as they sipped gimlets and watched the sun set over Narragansett Bay; the scrape of the heavy wooden chairs along the deck as she stood up to lean over the railing and gaze at the crashing surf below; the squeals of laughter when she and Clem hid beneath the billiards table in the giant hall rec room as Sam and the other young guests scratched the flannel surface with their pool cues, while at the front of the hotel’s first floor, in the paneled main dining room, her parents and grandparents lingered over diminutive glasses of brandy. Each Ocean House memory was as gilded as the seaside hamlet it overlooked.


“Welcome home,” she whispered to herself.


Minutes later, when they finally pulled into her parents’ crushed-shell driveway and came to a stop at the cedar-shingled cottage, Ned removed his earbuds and rolled down his window. And Emma, without looking up from her book, closed her eyes dreamily. “Yep, I can smell the salt. We’re here.”










Flossy


The lobsters clicked and clambered over one another in the old farmhouse sink. Flossy tried not to look at them. Best not to make eye contact before the water was at full boil. Overhead, the ceiling thumped and thudded as the first two of her grandchildren dragged their suitcases down the upstairs hall. Ned and Emma would be settling into the nautical depths of the red-and-blue great room, the cavernous sleeping space over the garage, lined military style with bunk beds where all the grandkids could be tucked safely beneath the eaves and crisp whale motif blankets. Paige would be settling into the yellow gingham room with the queen bed overlooking the back lawns and the beach below the bluff. Flossy let out a long breath. There was just one more carload to go before all of her offspring were accounted for.


Paige had looked road-worn to Flossy upon her arrival. Her curly hair, despite being pulled back in a childish elastic, had escaped and sprung out at curious angles around her head, not unlike that of her wirehaired dog, Arthur. And her eyes—there was tiredness behind the determined blue glint she’d inherited from her mother. On the one hand, Paige was the one Flossy probably worried least about. She’d graduated from Vassar, where she’d gotten her degree in fine arts. She then marched straight into the veterinary sciences school at Cornell, ignoring her family’s raised eyebrows, and without so much as an explanation as to how her years spent in campus studios painting colonial-era farmyard animals had suddenly translated into the study of veterinary medicine. It was a move that relieved Flossy as much as it had saddened her husband, Richard. She supposed she’d liked those paintings about as much as a person could be expected to, but really, how many bovine portraits did Richard expect their eldest child to sell? Paige had been a headstrong child, moving quietly but stubbornly down paths of her own choosing, thankfully not derailed by the need to people-please, as her younger sister, Clem, had been. Or be the life of the party, as Samuel had proved exceedingly skilled at. Paige ran a solid domestic-animal veterinary practice in the village of Litchfield, Connecticut, where she also raised two bright children, and somehow also carried on a marriage to a man Flossy could not quite put her thumb on, but who seemed agreeable enough to roll along in the efficient wake that followed her daughter. No, Flossy had not spent a single sleepless night on Paige. But still—those deep circles under her eyes were unusual.





Sam had arrived the night before with Evan. Their arrival was always so civilized compared to the others’. Sam had stood on the front step and called out boyishly, “Flossy, Pop… we’re home!” It got her every time. He’d picked her up and spun her around the living room while Evan stood patiently to the side, flowers in one hand and chilled wine in the other. Evan fussed over her new linen capris, which she’d purchased in one of the Watch Hill boutiques just that morning after fretting over the tangerine color. It had seemed so bright, but she’d decided that bright was exactly what they needed this summer. There was no discussion of the disappointments the boys had suffered earlier that spring, as suggested, strongly, by Richard the night before their arrival. Flossy was desperate to know more of what had transpired on what was to be the last of many trips to Austin, Texas.


“Give them time to settle,” Richard had advised. “Let’s focus on welcoming them back.”


So welcome them she did. There had been gin and tonics on the back porch and grilled salmon for supper. Later, they’d taken the sandy trail that awaited them at the far end of the yard, where the beach grass grew scraggly and dense, scraping against their bare legs as they made their way down its steep, winding path to the shore. They’d watched the sun go down from the dunes, enjoying the quiet of the empty beach and joking about how loud tomorrow would be when the grandkids all rolled in. Flossy had kept her promise, biting her tongue when the subject of grandchildren arose, trying not to search their expressions too obviously. And if disappointment had flickered within her when neither Evan nor Sam broached the topic, she was certain to keep it cloaked. Flossy always kept her word.


That morning, before the others arrived, Evan had risen early and brewed espresso, setting out the small Lenox cups he knew Flossy liked. How she loved that man! Ever since, he’d trailed her quietly through her lengthy to-do list: making beds and putting fresh towels in the bathrooms, stubbornly ignoring her hints to go join Samuel on the beach, and smart enough to steer clear of her monogrammed heirloom linens with the iron. Those she saved only for the downstairs powder room. They’d been her grandmother’s, and she kept them tucked away in acid-free tissue paper in the antique highboy in the upstairs hall. Everyone in the family knew not to use them to dry their hands. But although Evan’s polite assistance sometimes flustered her—couldn’t he just join the others down on the beach and leave her to set the table the way she liked?—she couldn’t help but notice how he grabbed the broom when Samuel eventually traipsed through the back screen door late that afternoon, newly freckled, smelling of sunscreen, and tracking beach sand across her ancient hardwoods. He’d slapped Samuel playfully on the rear end and proceeded to sweep every last grain into the dustpan. Yes, Evan was a roll-up-your-sleeves kind of guy. A giver. He’d make a wonderful father. If only.


Now, Clem was the only one still on the road. Alone, with two small children. She was the one who had kept Flossy awake the night before. Oh, who was she kidding? She’d been keeping Flossy awake since that day when everything changed.


The call had come just over a year ago, in the spring. It had been an ordinary day in the way most days seemed ordinary to Flossy since she had retired the year before as the public high school librarian. She’d been in the garden, bent over a patch of dandelion weed that had rooted itself precariously close to her tender toad lilies; how she’d not seen this offensive patch against the cultivated backdrop of her yard was beyond her. She was on her knees with a trowel when Richard had opened the back door and called out to her.


Flossy could not remember what he’d said exactly. Something about Clem. What she did remember was momentarily turning her attention back to the obstinate weed, determined to remove it before trudging up to the patio where she would take a break on the lounge and take her youngest daughter’s call. She hadn’t heard from Clem all week, and it was an oddly warm day; she could use an iced tea and a chat.


But then Richard came up behind her, his tall frame shading the garden bed for a dark instant. And in that moment, as she stood and turned to face his wet eyes behind his reading glasses, she knew that whatever he had to say would alter her forever.


“Tell me!”


Richard, never one to be without words, could only shake his head. She’d hesitated, fumbling to remove her dirt-caked garden gloves before taking the phone. Before putting it to her ear and saying Clem’s name.





That had been fifteen months ago—fifteen months and a funeral and countless visits ago. Months of worrying and praying and waiting for the easy laugh, which had once rolled so regularly out of her youngest child’s mouth, to return. A laugh that usually came so easily to her third child that Flossy had often wondered at the source of such happiness, and if she had been somehow cheated out of it. A constant flow of cheer had seemed to surround Clem and her tidy Boston-based family, where handsome, affable Ben worked as a partner at Howell and Mansfield Law Firm, and Clem had found her greatest joy staying home to raise her young family.


In the weeks after Ben’s accident, Flossy and Richard moved in with Clem and the children in an attempt to keep things as normal as their new normal allowed: putting dinner on the table, running baths, turning the pages of bedtime stories. During those moments Clem would appear from her bedroom like a ghost, coaxing broccoli into George’s mouth at dinner. Tucking her children onto her lap as they recited the words to Goodnight Moon. Running a brush through Maddy’s baby-fine hair after a warm bath. But then she’d fade away from them, returning to the dark recesses of her room the moment the children were tucked into their beds. She was always just beyond Flossy’s reach.


Richard had wondered aloud if it would be prudent to call in a nanny or bring a grief counselor to the house, leaving Flossy outraged. No, they did not need outside help. Clem just needed time. And them! But she knew he did not believe her, even if he allowed her to think that he did. Clem’s loss had paralyzed them all. Flossy was her mother. She had always figured things out. But this grief—it was something even she could not wrap her arms around.


But after that first endless month, when the funeral services had been arranged and endured, when the neighbors’ food deliveries eventually ebbed and the phone stopped ringing, settling into the gray solitude that blanketed them all in the aftermath, Clementine seemed to shed her grief. Well, maybe shed wasn’t the correct term, Flossy thought. Not like a snake undergoing a natural process. Discarded. A decision Clem seemed to have made. Whether conscious or reactive, Flossy couldn’t say. But she could pinpoint the day it happened: Flossy had tiptoed down the steep craftsman staircase to begin what had become her morning routine of pouring orange juice into plastic sippy cups and whisking eggs, when she came upon a kitchen already lit and humming with activity. There was Clem, not in her rumpled blue bathrobe but dressed and showered, standing at the kitchen stove watching pancakes bubble in the skillet. Coffee was percolating. The table was set. She turned to look at her mother. “We need to get a Christmas tree,” she said.


It had brought Flossy both relief and sadness. Finally they could pack their suitcases and bid the torturous pull-out couch good-bye. But there was something else: right before Clem had sensed her mother standing in the doorway that morning, Flossy noticed something that caused her heart to heave. She caught it in the split second before Clem looked up and rearranged her expression, before she stretched her lips into an almost-convincing smile and greeted her mother, as if it were any other day before. They would survive, but it was still with them. It would always be with them.


The after—as Flossy had named it, causing Richard to shake his head and mumble that it was like the bad title of an even more badly written book—had introduced them to a Clem none of them quite recognized, despite the fact that she appeared mostly the same. She kept her house in the same manner; toys were strewn across area rugs and picked up for company before being strewn again. The children’s backpacks were organized for school each morning, and their teeth were brushed. Maddy suddenly refused to wear any shirt except a button-down, just like her daddy. George returned to the town soccer field that his father used to coach him on. Clem attended parent-teacher conferences and PTA meetings with consistency, if not zeal. Dinners were made and served with the same practiced regularity as her Sunday phone calls home, during which Flossy would inquire, “How are you, sweetheart?”


And Clem would reply, breezily, “Mom. I’m fine.”


Fine. Flossy had never met a more useless word.


But maybe Clem was telling a version of the truth. After all, they had not only survived that first Christmas without Ben, they had almost enjoyed it. Even if it was fueled by that splendid case of port that Samuel had brought and promptly opened, though it was barely eight o’clock in the morning. There had been laughter as presents were passed and torn into, despite the lone gift box labeled DAD, in red crayon, which remained unopened beneath the tree. Flossy could never bring herself to ask what was in that box. But she admired the measures Clem took to keep Ben present for the children: recalling silly stories about their father and tucking photos of him in every corner of the house. Even going the extra step to sign his name on their birthday cards that spring, though that one had given Flossy some pause.


Now, two Julys later, Clem was returning to the summer house. It would not be the same, but they would make new memories this year. Happy memories! If only she could get this house in shape to do it. There was so much work to be done, and although some of it was indeed for Richard’s upcoming seventy-fifth birthday, there was the other reason—the reason she and Richard had agreed not to tell the children until after vacation.


For as many years as Flossy had known her husband, they’d spent part or most of their summers in this house on Sea Spray Road. Initially, she’d been a guest of Richard’s when his parents were still alive, and she’d come up to spend a few nights with his family at the shore. Later, when they married and began to have little ones of their own, the house was handed down to them. For the Merrill family, it had provided a summer haven and escape akin to something in a Norman Rockwell painting. How many watermelons had been consumed on the back deck, whose railing the kids leaned over to see who could spit their seeds the farthest? How many bottles of sunscreen had been spilled and applied on that deck? Some of the beach towels in the pantry closet off the kitchen were as old as their memories of summering at the shingled cottage. Flossy couldn’t bear to throw them out, so she washed and folded them at the end of each season and tucked them away, each year a little more faded than the last. They’d lived in this house. They’d loved in this house.


Which is why it was such a difficult decision to sell it. Richard had posed the idea a few years before, when the kids had started coming up less and less. There were summer camps and athletic camps. They went away with other families. They were too busy, too far away, or, in Flossy’s opinion, too disinterested in the house that had once kept them all together. The one who did keep popping by was their neighbor, who’d made polite inquiries to show his interest in the home and his wish to buy it if and when they were ever ready. They’d declined, of course. They had children and grandchildren. There were summers to be shared. But the house needed some work; and each winter it became more of a hassle to winterize and more of a worry, with storms like Hurricane Sandy. They were getting older, wanting to take care of themselves, and they were finding the house was yet another thing to look after and fret over.


They put out feelers to the kids: did they have any interest in taking over the house? Initially, Flossy was sure they’d fight over it. How surprised, and taken aback, she’d been when Sam commented matter-of-factly that he and Evan were just too far away in DC for it to be of any real use for them. Paige was too entrenched in her new practice, and then David lost his job; it wasn’t realistic for them. And Clem—well, none of them wanted to burden her with anything else after the year she’d endured. Flossy was still wondering if Clem would truly be able to keep her own house in Boston. Another was simply out of the question. To her dismay, the kids had seemed flippant about the whole matter, and the final straw was when Sam suggested they lease it out to summer tourists. As if it were just any other vacation rental and not their great-grandparents’ seaside cottage that had seen several generations of Merrills happily through salty, sun-drenched summers.


So, last summer, after she and Richard had found themselves sitting alone in the Adirondack chairs for the whole of August, Maurice had popped by for a glass of wine with his annual inquiry about the house, and they finally admitted that maybe… perhaps… they were ready to sell—as hard as it would be. But they would not tell the kids until after their week together. Finally, they would all be here, under one roof, and Flossy was determined that they’d make the most of this last precious vacation at the shore.


The clock in the sitting room chimed, and it was then Flossy noticed Joe, the painter, standing in the kitchen doorway, as if waiting for her to finish her worries. “Mrs. Merrill? I have the White Dove sample ready, if you want to take a look.”


“Joe.” She set down her Frugal Gourmet cookbook. “You’ve been painting for us through three children and four grandkids. I wish you would just call me Flossy.”


Joe Collins had been a mere boy the first time Flossy and Richard had hired his father to freshen up the summer house. Now, since Joe Sr. had passed, Joe Jr. owned the family business. He was handsome in the rugged way of his father, and possessed the same unassuming nature that left his expression neutral no matter what chaos was taking place beneath the rungs of his metal ladder. Flossy often wondered at the things he must have seen and heard over the years.


She followed him into the living room. “I love it,” she said, pausing in front of the bay window to inspect the trim.


“Very well.”


“It’s not a bright white. Or a winter white. More of an ocean-cap white, if you know what I mean.” She pressed her hands together. “Perfect for the coast.”


Joe let out a breath. This was his third trip here to sample whites. She hadn’t believed him when he told her there were more than a thousand different shades of it.


“So I’ll order eight cans of the Dove?” he asked, pulling out a small notepad from his back pocket. His pencil waited above the paper, and it gave Flossy pause.


“Eight?”


Joe raised one eyebrow, but his tone remained level. “Yes, for the upstairs and downstairs—windows, doors, baseboards, and moldings. Two coats each.”


“Huh.” Eight sounded like a lot of White Dove. Flossy took a step back and squinted at the sample. Did she detect a little gray in it?


Joe cleared his throat, pencil still poised. “Mrs. Merrill?”


Just then the phone rang. “I’m sorry, Joe. Can I think about this one more day?”


“You can think about it as many days as you want, but each day means I order the paint a day later.”


The phone rang again.


“Which delays the job another day.”


Flossy studied the trim again. Yes, she definitely saw gray. But she really needed Joe to get started. The party was only a week away. This was the last summer the family had in the house!


The phone kept ringing. Someone needed to answer the phone. Where was Richard? It could be Vesta bakery; she’d left them a detailed message about the lemon tarts. “I’m sorry, I must get that!”


Joe tucked the notepad back in his pocket. “Another day, then.”


By the time she reached the phone, it was silent. Whoever it had been did not leave a message. No matter. Just another missed call, just another missed day of paint. Honestly, why wasn’t Clem there yet?


Flossy stood at the kitchen counter, her arms crossed. She watched Joe’s white truck roll out of the driveway and wondered what shade of white that was. On the stovetop the lobster pot’s lid clattered noisily, announcing full boil. She glared at the now empty drive outside the window, then at the useless clock on the wall. She flipped off the stove’s burner and left the lobsters clicking senselessly in the sink.










Sam


No doubt about it, Paige looked like shit. She had never been one to fuss about looks, but that was largely because, like the rest of the Merrill clan, she’d been blessed in that department and didn’t have to. Flaxen-haired and blue-eyed, except for Clem, who had somehow inherited flecks of sea-glass green in hers, the Merrill children had been both bright and pleasing to look at, thanks to the long-limbed and fair-complexioned Scandinavian ancestry on Richard’s side. The particular twinkle in Sam’s eyes went beyond the humorless Swedes, however.
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