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			For Raechel, Melodie, and Talia,

			Lucky me, lucky me, lucky me

		

	
		
			
			
				Oh Lana Turner we love you get up.

				—Frank O’Hara

				Fire Island. Where there’s nothing to do and not enough time to do it.

				—Fred Lifshey
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			Chapter One

			When Addison Irwin reflects on the fateful day in June when her life was upended, it plays out in front of her eyes like the opening sequence of a nineties rom-com. Music and all.

			In her mind, Vanessa Carlton belts the title track “A Thousand Miles” as Addison makes her way downtown “walking fast / faces pass,” though she’s work bound, not homebound. It is summer in Manhattan, and Addison is dressed in a crisp white blouse, tan linen capris, and ballet flats. She ascends from the subway station at Fifty-Third and Lex with the confidence of a thirty-four-year-old woman rumored to be first in line for promotion to art director at the Silas and Grant Advertising Agency.

			This will most definitely be a day to remember, she was happily thinking to herself. She wondered where it would stand compared to receiving the Danhausen award for sculpture at art school graduation or attaining her highest-ranking title thus far: Color War General at Camp Mataponi.

			Addison’s rumored promotion would make her not only the youngest to hold the role of art director at the firm, but the first woman to do so. She’d been channeling the seventies advertising icon Shirley Polykoff, who was the inspiration for the fictional Peggy Olson on Mad Men, since she had first arrived. Unlike most women her age, whose motivation to move to the Big Apple stemmed from watching episodes of Sex and the City, Addison Irwin was a Mad Men girl. Though it should be noted that she ended up with a matching set of friends to Carrie Bradshaw’s three besties—if not in personality, at least in hair color.

			Today, all the years of late nights and canceled plans would finally pay off. Addison crossed her fingers that the company’s illustrious CEO, Richard Grant, would make the big announcement—her big announcement—during the company-wide Zoom this morning. She picked up her pace.

			Richard Grant, the grandson of the Grant in Silas and Grant and the heir to the seventy-year-old advertising agency, had been groomed to lead the company since birth. He was competent enough, and fairly democratic in his leadership style, but there was a disconnect that prevented anyone from truly liking him. He was tone-deaf to the point of embarrassment, and while his tendency to see things only from his own perspective made for hours of interoffice laughter and camaraderie, it annoyed Addison immensely. While Addison loved the fact that the firm had been in the same family since its start, she recoiled when Grant bragged about his accomplishments, personal and business, as if his success had nothing to do with his prince-like status and familial connections.

			Addison caught her freckled reflection in a store window on Madison Avenue and twisted her wavy brown hair into a high pony. You got this, she thought to herself, pushing any remaining butterflies from her belly.

			As she stepped out of the elevator and into the cold but chic reception area of Silas and Grant, all eyes turned to her, corroborating that the office buzz matched her gut instinct regarding her promotion. Today would indeed be the day. She brushed her hand past her mouth, hiding the small grin that had escaped.

			Emma, her favorite junior staffer, approached, doing an awful job of hiding her excitement. She looked as if she might burst. Addison had recruited Emma two years earlier at a job fair at their shared alma mater—the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. She saw a lot of herself in Emma, especially her laser focus on career goals. Like Addison, Emma was that unusual combination of right-brained creativity and left-brained logic.

			Addison tucked away the impostor syndrome–based anxiety that she’d been fighting all morning, winked, and returned Emma’s smile.

			As with any good rom-com, the music continued in the background as Addison closed her office door behind her and did a brief happy dance to the beat in her head. She sat down at her desk, applied a fresh coat of lipstick, took a deep, cleansing breath, and pulled up the Zoom link with minutes to spare. Soon the screen exploded with both familiar and unfamiliar faces from the London, LA, and New York offices.

			She pinched her leg, hard, to keep herself from looking too happy.

			CEO Richard Grant’s moon-shaped face appeared, front and center, pushing the other zoomers to the peanut gallery. Though Addison was still careful to keep her composure—hands folded, smile pasted—she checked her image in the floating thumbnail window. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt this self-conscious.

			A few minutes in, after basic intros and niceties, Richard Grant promised a few exciting announcements, beginning with his own.

			“I am thrilled to share that I will appear on the front cover of next month’s Adweek as the number one philanthropist in the business. I was equally shocked and honored.”

			It was the perfect example of exactly what annoyed Addison about this guy. The “honored and thrilled” was fair. The “shocked”? So clueless.

			Emma private messaged her—as they always did during Zooms—with the childish goal of making the other laugh on camera.

			
				And by philanthropy, we mean ability to write a huge check.

			

			Addison smiled—and while she wasn’t about to desecrate her game face with a laugh, she couldn’t resist a comeback. There had been a New York magazine cover story overanalyzing nepotism, declaring a nepo-baby boom and pushing the phrase nepo baby to the forefront. Emma, like most recent transplants to the city, was obsessed with New York magazine. Addison crafted her response.

			
				Number one nepo baby is more like it!

			

			She homed in on Emma, waiting for her reaction. Emma’s hands flew to her face.

			Got her! Addison thought.

			But when her hands came down, Emma looked more pained than amused. In fact, everywhere Addison looked, people’s hands were flying to their faces, one by one by one, like a wave in the stands at a ball game.

			Addison looked to the group chat at the top of her screen, where her name and words sat for all to see—including Richard Grant.

			
				Addison Irwin: Number one nepo baby is more like it!

			

			The world as she knew it came to a crashing halt, along with the nineties soundtrack.

			The blood drained from her face, and her chest burned with a heat so strong that she wondered if she was having a heart attack. She controlled her trembling hands enough to delete her comment and switch to her away photo. The picture of her with bright eyes and a big toothy grin almost made it worse.

			It was, indeed, a day to remember.
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			Chapter Two

			Six days, a zillion missed calls, a dozen grilled cheese sandwiches cut on the diagonal, and seventy-three episodes of The Nanny later, Addison Irwin pulled her fired ass off her sofa and answered the insistent buzz of her apartment intercom.

			“I didn’t order anything, Anthony,” she answered impatiently.

			“Your friends are here to see you, Miss Irwin.”

			“Ugh. Tell them I’m not home.”

			“We can hear you,” her three besties shouted back in unison.

			“Go away,” she barked in return.

			Within seconds, they were banging on her door. It was clearly an intervention of sorts as the three women bounded in like the Catastrophe Avengers, armed with groceries and flowers and self-help books titled Better Days Ahead and Now What?

			That last one really got to her. “Now what?” was not a question Addison had ever contemplated before.

			Addison was a planner, and once she set goals in her head, she had tunnel vision until they were achieved. Nothing and no one would get in her way. Losing her promotion and then her job in such a public manner was not something Addison had ever envisioned. She did not know if and when her career, and her self-esteem, would rebound.

			It certainly was a cautionary tale, and as such Addison was sure it had already been repeated up and down Madison Avenue and beyond. And if, by chance, someone in the ad world didn’t catch the story of her career-ending faux pas, it landed on Page Six of the New York Post. With her photograph. A stellar career snuffed out by one dumb joke.

			Lisa Banks, the first to enter, pulled Addison into a strong embrace.

			Addison had met Lisa, a single, straight-haired, straitlaced psychologist and fellow Chicago native, while bonding over their accents years earlier at a Midtown bar. She was the blonde of the group and the most affectionate of her friends, as evidenced by the one-sided hug she currently had Addison enveloped in. When Lisa finally released her, she preached, “The universe is telling you what I’ve been saying for years!”

			Lisa often lectured Addison about her all-consuming work ethic—warning her of the dangers of putting work first and life second. Addison was in no mood for I told you sos—though she gave her a knowing nod.

			“Save the shrinking for another time,” Kizzy Weinstein piped in, while habitually twirling her index finger through one of her deep-brown curls. Kizzy was a headhunter, married to her Manhattan prep school sweetheart. She added, “I know all the candidates for your replacement—they don’t touch you.”

			“My team feels awful—especially Emma. They call every day.”

			“With questions, no doubt. You ran that place, let’s see how long they last without you,” added Prudence Parker, a redheaded attorney originally from Georgia, married to another easily sunburnt ginger, with whom she had one adorable red-haired baby boy. You could practically see the gears in her head quietly turning, in search of a litigious angle. Addison sighed. She had to admit that it was nice of her friends to come. It felt good to be cared for. She may have put her job above her love life over the years, but at least she had nurtured her friendships. She thought of her last breakup. The guy had claimed he came in fifth place after her job and three besties. He was right.

			Her phone rang. It was a number from an unknown law firm that she had been ignoring all week. “Who’s that?” Prudence asked, while glancing at Addison’s mobile.

			“Nelson, Nelson, and Leave Me the Hell Alone. They’ve called me at least six times this week—they’re probably ambulance chasers for wrongful termination suits or whatnot.”

			“It would thrill me to get them off your back.” Prudence held up the phone and stepped into lawyer mode. She never met a debate she didn’t win.

			“Knock yourself out,” Addison encouraged.

			Pru walked away with Addison’s phone and returned ten minutes later, carrying the last remaining contents of Addison’s fridge: a bottle of Bottega prosecco she’d been saving for her promotion and four glasses.

			“Addison. Do you have an aunt Gloria?”

			“Um, yes, my father’s estranged sister, Aunt Gicky. We were never close.”

			“Well, we are meeting with her lawyers tomorrow morning at nine. Apparently, you were close enough for her to leave you her house on Fire Island!”
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			Week One
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			Chapter Three

			Addison arrived at the Fire Island ferry terminal wearing a sundress, chunky heels, and a lost expression. The entire scene was unfamiliar to her. For starters, she was dressed for a summer soiree while everyone else looked like they were going to a clambake. She quickly realized that most of the contents of her four pieces of luggage, aside from bathing suits, tanks, and cutoffs, would remain unworn. She studied the crowd: families pushing strollers and carts overflowing with beach toys and baby gear; rowdy twentysomethings with cases of PBR and White Claw, and the obvious homeowners—holding little more than a paperback, a cup of clam chowder, and their dog’s leash. There were a lot of dogs.

			It was only the second week in July, but from the look of the homeowners—tanned, toned, and tranquil—you’d think it was already mid-August. As Addison surveyed the crowd, she flashed back to the lunchroom in middle school, at a loss as to where she would fit in. She chewed on the side of her thumbnail, a habit she had only recently taken up, wondered if the inner spark she had carried around since birth would ever return, and began chewing on the other thumb. So much of who she’d been as an adult had been tied to her job, and now, without it, she felt at sea.

			As blissed out as those sun-kissed locals looked, becoming one was not currently a part of Addison’s plan. She was excited to meet the real estate agent on the other side of the Great South Bay and ask her what she could get for her aunt’s house. A quick Google search revealed that it was quite a lot.

			While most millennial procrastinators entertain themselves by scrolling through memes of baby hippos and of raccoons stealing tacos, their New York City counterparts spend a lot of time scrolling through apartment listings way above their means. It was Addison’s favorite form of distraction, and getting this inheritance of the Fire Island house would up her purchasing power significantly. Fulfilling her dream of buying an apartment could keep the dreaded “What next?” question at bay for at least a month or three. Though it may be difficult to pass a co-op board as an unemployed, uncoupled, sparkless woman. Maybe by the time she found a place, the scandal would blow over and someone in the advertising world would take a chance on her again, reigniting the low-burning flame in her belly. Kizzy was already headhunting for her, though she had warned Addison that there wasn’t much action in the current job market—not much happened over the summer.

			Addison waited in line for a ferry ticket. The woman who sold it to her was wearing a T-shirt with the words Fire Island, Blissfully Unaware embroidered across her chest. Addison imagined her own version: New York City, Painfully Suspicious. Maybe she could embrace the ferry worker’s version for her stay—heed her friends’ advice and reinvent herself a bit.

			“All aboard, Bay Harbor,” the captain barked, causing Addison’s stomach to drop to her feet, nervous to step into the unknown. With four large bags, two hands, and a considerable line forming behind her, she contemplated her options, when a tall stranger offered, “Need a hand?”

			She wondered if his words sprang from valor or impatience.

			“I got it,” she insisted.

			“Are you an octopus?” he asked with a hint of indignation.

			Impatience, she decided.

			“I am not.” She smiled in return, attempting to soften him. It worked; he reluctantly smiled back. She quickly sized him up: sarcastic tone, hard-to-earn smile. He seemed like the type of guy Addison usually steered clear of. She favored simplicity in a man. The you-get-what-you-see type.

			I got this, she thought, but after a quick glance at the restless crowd behind her, she gave up and accepted. With two bags in hand, she followed the tall stranger to the roped-off luggage area on the boat and placed them down, knowing full well she would worry about her belongings the entire ride.

			“Thanks again,” she said, and smiled before heading up the stairs. He matched her expression, and she noted the cute dimple that formed at the corner of his mouth and the mischievous twinkle in his eye. She also noted his ringless finger. Maybe he wasn’t so bad after all.

			Her friends had encouraged her to dial down her unapproachable, no-nonsense vibe and embrace hot-girl-summer energy. They dubbed her adventure the Summer of Addison, which they insisted must include a summer fling. But Addison was always better at easing into things than jumping off a cliff. When the tall stranger took his grumpy energy to the front of the ferry, she purposefully headed to the back.

			Addison slid onto one of the blue metal benches that lined the boat, stared out at the bay, and soon became hypnotized by the whitecaps and the cool breeze running through her hair. She even forgot her troubles, until about twenty minutes later when the island came into view, snapping her out of it. Her stomach churned with excitement, like a bottle of pop at that first turn of the cap. The feeling surprised her. It had been a while since she had embarked on an adventure or thrown herself into uncharted territory. She had stocked up vacation days and lived in the same rental for the past ten years. Never took the time to move. People, especially in her building, had come and gone—getting married, relocating to other cities, fleeing to the suburbs. But Addison had remained where she was.

			She thought about her decisions over the years, her broken engagement a decade earlier, new jobs Kizzy had unsuccessfully encouraged her to apply for, the insane amount of time she had wasted at the expense of all else to rise to the top at Silas and Grant. That last bit was the thing that kept her up at night. She knew her life had been unbalanced while it was happening, but she never set out to rectify it. It always felt like a task for another day. Plus, if she had to admit it, she felt much safer throwing herself into work than a romantic relationship with an uncertain future. She had no interest in heartbreak, yet ironically, as it turned out, being fired had cracked her right in two.
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			Chapter Four

			As the boat did a one-eighty in the small basin, Addison headed down the stairs to beat the crowd and claim her luggage. She saw only two pieces, which worried her, until she spotted the tall stranger standing by the door holding the others. The boat landed and, first to exit, she could see him place her bags on a bench on the dock.

			“Thank you,” she said, barely audibly and to no one.

			She scanned the crowd, pondering which one was the real estate agent she was meant to meet. Smiling faces abounded, except for one. A woman on her phone wearing a conservative getup and Joan Didion sunglasses was shifting her weight impatiently from one leg to the other. Bingo, she thought. Clearly the only person who was there for business versus pleasure.

			She was right.

			According to Gicky’s attorney, Nan Murphy had been a real estate agent on Fire Island since she was in her late twenties. Now, at sixty, she had outlasted them all. Apparently, she was the child of an affluent New York City real estate family who used all she overheard at family dinners to corner the market on this narrow spit of sand.

			Addison wound her way through the chaotic crowd and approached her with a tentative “Nan?” The impatient woman suddenly morphed into agent mode. A big fake smile lit up her face, followed by a firm handshake and a “Nice to meet you.”

			Nan had a golf cart—which was good because Addison’s heels would not survive the cobblestone walk. She helped Addison load it with her belongings. Their mode of transport felt weirdly elitist. Everyone else was fetching and loading up wagons—old-fashioned wooden versions with witty names carved on the back for the sentimental types or industrial-looking green plastic crate models for the more practical.

			“There’s a wagon over there, somewhere, with your aunt’s name painted on it. You can come back for it whenever you please. Hopefully, she left the combination,” Nan said as their golf cart scooted off ahead of the throng.

			“Wow, the streets are so narrow,” Addison observed.

			“You call them narrow streets, we call them wide sidewalks. It’s our version of glass half-full.”

			Ugh. The woman had her figured out already. So much for leaving practical, glass-half-empty Addison on the other side of the bay.

			Addison guessed that people who chose to live on a tiny sliver of land where the threat of one big wave lingered constantly weren’t overly preoccupied with practicality. Not to mention the fact that they put up with all that schlepping to houses you could get to only by boat.

			The broker looked down at Addison’s heels.

			“First time?”

			Addison blushed and smiled.

			They heard the words “Hi, Nan” a dozen times between the ferry dock and the house. By the third or fourth, Addison felt compelled to ask, “Does everyone know you?”

			“Everyone knows everyone,” Nan said dryly.

			She couldn’t tell whether Nan thought that was a good thing or a bad thing.

			Addison had spent the summers of her childhood in a close-knit community on a small lake in Michigan, but this felt next-level. For starters, she saw that Bay Harbor had only one market and a small liquor store. She would have to go to other towns to find restaurants, bars, ice cream shops, and possibly friends. According to Nan, it was a tight-knit group. Houses often stayed in families for many generations. Their children, who befriended other children, had children of their own, who befriended their children. It had been like this since the first beach cottage was erected in 1907, Nan explained, when Gilbert P. Smith had closed his fish factory and began selling off parcels of land.

			Nan’s lecture on island history felt like the perfect segue to inquire about selling Gicky’s house, but Addison felt funny bringing it up straightaway. The feeling only got worse when they arrived at the house, where the agent immediately handed her a sealed letter from her aunt.

			“You are lucky to have had an aunt who loved you so much,” said Nan. “Gicky was only sick for a few months before she died, but she had explicit instructions. She was a legend in this town—and exceptionally vocal about keeping things the same. She hasn’t touched this place since the eighties, but the house has great bones. Though if anyone were to buy it, they would probably knock it down and build some bloated monstrosity—as Gicky would call it.”

			Despite Nan’s words, Addison guessed by the real estate agent’s Hermès sandals and Celine sunglasses that Nan did not mind the lifestyle that flipping beach shacks and turning them into bloated monstrosities afforded her. On their way to the house, Addison had noticed the disparity between the original cottages and the new constructions that towered over them. It made sense that some residents would be troubled by the transition, especially her aunt Gicky. From the little she knew about her, she was as much a hippie as Addison’s father was a conservative. It wasn’t a surprise that those two hadn’t seen eye to eye on things. Especially when it came to the Big Terrible Thing that divided them, whatever that was.

			Addison realized she had a small window to inquire about selling before going against whatever was written in the letter—a small window not to look like a complete and total ingrate.

			“The thing is, I’m not sure I can afford the upkeep of this house,” she moaned, setting the stage.

			She felt proud of herself for coming up with possibly the only “I’m not a total ingrate” excuse. The feeling was short-lived.

			“Gicky had that all figured out,” Nan explained. “The property comprises three structures. The main one-bedroom house, an artist’s studio, and a guest cottage that Gicky rented by the weekend to pay for the expenses and more. Word is, she bought this place outright with the profits from a lucrative gallery run in the early eighties. It was right after Hurricane Gloria decimated the island, when houses sold for beans. The rental income covers taxes, town dues, and some upkeep. And if you wanted to turn her studio into another guesthouse, you could double that. Plus, if you’re not like Gicky, who cared about alone time, you can rent it by the month or week.”

			The story of how her aunt had acquired the house did not surprise Addison. She had found an article from the Times circa 1985 among the clippings in her father’s desk drawer about a gallery show Gicky had been in with Keith Haring and Jeff Koons. And while both these artists saw far greater success than Gicky had, she supported herself nicely with her art.

			“You’ll have no problem affording it. If you want to, that is. Come on, let me show you around.”

			The main house was quaint and cluttered, with a distinct hippie vibe.

			“She was a self-confessed maximalist,” Nan said, sugarcoating the fact that Aunt Gicky was a bit of a hoarder. Addison was the opposite, never caving to sentimentality. She kept nothing. If she were to think about why that was, she could probably blame it on her mother. Beverly Irwin placed materialism above most everything else, and while Addison liked nice things as well as the next girl, she never placed much emotional importance on them like her mother did. While Gicky seemed to collect things that brought back memories, her sister-in-law Beverly was more interested in collecting status markers, like designer bags and shoes.

			“I don’t envy whoever has to clean this place out,” Addison stated, until she realized that would be her.

			The agent read her expression and added, “Houses on Fire Island are sold with all of their contents—aside from personal stuff. It makes things much easier for the seller. Not so much for the buyer.”

			Addison took it all in. The house was enveloped in whimsy—doorframes covered in sea glass, walls turned into canvases, the bathroom ceiling flanked by angels in bikinis. While it wasn’t the Sistine Chapel, it made the thought of tearing it down all the more egregious.

			The tangerine-colored sofa with a dark wood frame had a kaleidoscopic crocheted throw draped over the back. A tremendous macrame owl with wooden-bead eyes covered the wall behind it.

			The kitchen appliances looked nearly original to the mid-century house, as did the vinyl floor. A list was taped to the refrigerator—the words Guesthouse To-Do’s written on top in a rainbow of colors. Everything was an art project. Addison homed in on an adjacent recipe that read Gicky’s Favorite Scones, ironically held in place by a Life’s a Beach and Then You Die magnet. The recipe looked easy enough to follow, Addison thought. Maybe she would take up baking. So far in her adult life, she had only mastered boiling water.

			She opened the lid of a handmade cookie jar shaped like a Volkswagen Beetle. It was filled with dog treats.

			“Did my aunt have a dog?”

			“Not that I know of.”

			The bedroom was more minimalist than the rest of the house, except for a series of oil paintings of an exceptionally handsome man at different ages. Addison was immediately curious about the model, who appeared to be a consistent fixture in her aunt’s seemingly autonomous life.

			The hallway adjacent to the bedroom was dedicated to images of summers past. Sunsets, group shots, and a handful of pictures of Gicky hamming it up for the camera—Gicky on the ferry, Gicky at an art show, Gicky with a baby girl. Addison looked closer at that one. On further inspection, it wasn’t just any baby girl—it was her. The photograph gave Addison a pang of regret. Her aunt clearly had memories of Addison, while Addison barely had any of her.

			They stepped into the studio, where the smell of clay startled her before pinching at her heartstrings. Some people don’t like the smell, but to Addison it was akin to a garden after the rain. Even better than that, it smelled like a memory, one of her last of her aunt Gicky.

			Addison flashed back to one of her aunt’s yearly visits—one of those early childhood recollections that leave an indelible mark on your brain—fuzzy pictures with unexplained feelings attached to them. Her aunt, ever the artist, had brought Addison and her younger sister a large lump of clay and a set of sculpting tools. Her sister, Ivy, didn’t like how the clay felt on her hands and got under her nails, but Addison relished it. She and her aunt spent most of the weekend elbow deep in the earthy substance.

			Addison popped open a vat of clay and rolled a piece between her fingers. Could bonding with a child thirty years ago over ceramics have led to this outrageous inheritance? It seemed implausible, besides being sad and somewhat cautionary. An entire life lived with no one to bequeath your greatest possession to. She thought again of the picture of the two of them in the hallway, and when she did, she remembered how her sister’s daughter, Lucy, had captured her own heart the minute she was born. In fact, Lucy’s existence and the love Addison felt for her were the only thing that made Addison question her ambivalence about having kids. Ivy often drove her mad, but Addison would literally throw herself into oncoming traffic for that niece of hers. And though Addison had never considered it before, Aunt Gicky must have loved her as much as Addison loved Lucy. In fact, if someone had asked Addison right then and there to write her will, she would probably leave this house and all of her earthly possessions to little Lucy. And if she and her sister couldn’t get past some Big Terrible Thing, like the one that had divided her parents and her aunt, she would grieve losing contact with Lucy more than the rest of them combined.

			She considered asking Nan more about Gicky, but then thought better of it. From the contrasting looks of the two women—the broker buttoned up to her neck, even in the heat of summer, and her aunt, judging by her photographs, happiest in bikinis and caftans at any age—she doubted the two had been close. Nan confirmed her suspicions when she admitted how quickly she had become the enemy of people who want to keep things the same in this town.

			“There’s no stopping progress,” she said. “It was only a matter of time before outsiders found this place and started Hamptons-izing it. It is not my fault people want bigger and better, and someone was going to profit. May as well be me.”

			Addison didn’t care to make a comment on the subject.

			“One of your neighbors wants to buy the place, by the way—he swears Gicky promised to sell it to him for half the asking price. Says he has it in writing—though I’ve never seen it, and I’m sure you can confirm it wasn’t in the will.”

			“It wasn’t.” The will was very specific. Everything aside from her artwork was left to Addison. The artwork was to be featured in a retrospective in the fall, curated by her longtime gallerist, CC Ng, with the profits going to a children’s art charity in Harlem where Gicky had often volunteered.

			“Well, I’m warning you. Your neighbor has been champing at the bit for this place. He’s been a bit off since his wife passed away a couple of years ago. I heard he stood in front of a bulldozer that was set to dig up the old cement sidewalk to replace it with pavers. Something about destroying sacred land where his wife’s footsteps had walked.”

			“That’s so sad.”

			“You say sad, I say crazy. Just don’t let him or his even nuttier best friend bulldoze or sweet-talk you. Everyone around here pulls the sentimental card when it comes to real estate—you should remain immune to that. If you want to sell this place, I can get you two or three times what your neighbor will offer you.”

			“Got it! I will not be sweet-talked!”

			“Great. Your aunt arranged things mostly on her own this summer, so don’t be surprised if random people show up the next few weekends.”

			“Oh, lovely.” Addison smiled sarcastically. The agent enjoyed it.

			“I believe there are three open weekends. Let me know if you want to keep them available for renters or not.”

			“I was hoping to have my friends one weekend, and I’m sure my parents will want to visit.” As the words left her lips, she knew the latter was most likely false. For her parents, missing a summer weekend at the lake was like breaking one of the Ten Commandments. The only thing that would get her mother to Fire Island would be a resolution to the Big Terrible Thing that had come between them and her aunt Gicky.

			“How much does it go for?”

			“Gicky charged three fifty a night, focusing on weekends, so her weeks were free to paint and sculpt.”

			Addison did the math in her head.

			“That’s lucrative, but I still think it may be best for me to sell.”

			“As I said, houses with this size property rarely become available. If you still want to sell in September, it will be easy.” She looked around at the cluttered house and added, “There’s a white elephant sale at the end of August. Weed through all of this stuff before then so we can stage it properly.”

			“Noted. Thank you.”

			“I will let you get settled. Here’s my card. Text me with any questions.”

			She said “text” in a way that screamed, Don’t call me unless the house is on fire—and even then, don’t call me.

			And she was gone.

			Addison sat down on the afghan-laden couch and carefully opened the letter. The lingering smell of clay still had her under its spell, rendering her more nostalgic than usual.

			
				Dear Addison,

				I don’t expect you to remember all the time we spent together when you were a little girl, but in your eyes, I saw a light, a curiosity that reminded me of myself. A twinkle that I had only ever seen in my own. And while I chose not to have children, as I aged, I sometimes regretted it. Regretted not having someone to leave my beloved home on my beloved island to. Regretted being here and gone without creating more sentiment than “that Gicky made a mean lime rickey,” or “Gicky was a poet” (previous case in point). It may just seem like a house on a beach, but if you let yourself, you will soon find that it is so much more. It is, in fact, a road map for a happy life. A circle of the seasons that always leads you back home, to peace and tranquility, to the ocean. To the familiar, especially in this increasingly unfamiliar world. To your loved ones—your chosen family.

				It would be my preference that you don’t sell. I have spent the last few years of my life living full-time on this little island. Our street is one of the only ones left that looks as it did when I first fell in love with it. My wish is that it both stays the same and stays in my family—and you are my family. I see that you don’t yet have one of your own. If you ever choose to become a mother, there is no better place to raise children.

				While I hope that the young girl with the twinkle in her eyes is still there, there are no actual conditions for this inheritance. I have lived my adult life doing what’s best for me and would never stipulate you do anything but. My freedom meant the world to me, and I respect yours as well. So, please consider spending the summer here and then, in September, do what you want with the place.

				With love,

				Aunt Gicky

			

			The finality of Gicky’s death sank in. Addison’s stomach ached, whether from melancholy or hunger, she wasn’t sure. She went with the easiest to fix.

			Popping open her luggage, she pulled out a pair of cutoffs, a vintage Bruce Springsteen shirt from the River Tour, which she usually slept in, and her flip-flops. She looked in the mirror and admired her transformation before heading to the store—she looked like a local.

			The Bay Harbor Market reminded Addison of the market back home on the lake in Michigan. It sported the same painted wooden shelves and narrow aisles. The kids behind the register—whoever was of the age that summer—were ringers for the kids doing the same back home. Addison herself had worked at the Lake House Market over many a summer before and after sleepaway camp.

			Too hungry to do a big shop, she headed for the deli counter and waited in line for a sandwich.

			The tall man from the boat approached, flashing
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