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THE TAILGATE BY
ELIN
HILDERBRAND: A
DEFINITIVE GUIDE
TO THE QUEEN OF
BEACH READS’
LATEST TRIUMPH

When  the  name  Elin
Hilderbrand appears on
a book cover,  millions
o f  r e a d e r s  k n o w
exactly what to expect:
sun-drenched  settings,
complex  relationships,
family  secrets,  and
prose that feels like a
cool  breeze  off  the
A t l a n t i c .  K n o w n
affectionately  as  the

Queen of Beach Reads,
Hilderbrand has built a
literary  empire  from
her beloved Nantucket
Island,  crafting  stories
that capture the heart
of summer while never
shying away from life’s
deeper  complexities.
Her latest project, The
T a i l g a t e  E l i n
Hi lderbrand  has
generated  significant
b u z z  a m o n g  h e r
devoted  fanbase  and
newcomers  alike.  But
what  exactly  is  The
Tailgate, and why is it
g e n e r a t i n g  s u c h
exc i tement  in  the
literary  world?  This
comprehensive  guide
explores  everything
you  need  to  know
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about  th is  un ique
a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e
Hilderbrand  canon,
from its conception and
characters to its place
within  her  celebrated
bibliography.

WHO IS ELIN
HILDERBRAND? A
BRIEF
BACKGROUND ON
THE AUTHOR

Before diving into The
Tailgate  itself,  it  is
essential to understand
the  author  behind  it.
Elin  Hilderbrand  is  a
New  York  T imes
bestselling  author
who has published over
thirty novels, nearly all
of  which  are  set  on
Nantucket  Island  off
t h e  c o a s t  o f
Massachusetts.  Her
career  began  in  2000
with  The  Beach  Club,
and  she  has  s ince
become  a  defining
voice in  contemporary
women’s  fiction  and

romance.  Readers  are
drawn to her ability to
w e a v e  t o g e t h e r
multiple  storylines,
create  characters  who
feel  like  old  friends,
and  evoke  a  powerful
s e n s e  o f  p l a c e .
Hilderbrand’s  novels
are often described as
the  perfect  summer
companions,  but  they
also  tackle  serious
themes  such  as  grief,
infidelity,  addiction,
and family loyalty. Her
annual summer release
has become something
of  a  publishing  event,
w i th  fans  eager ly
counting  down  the
days  until  they  can
escape  to  Nantucket
through  her  words.

The
Nantucke
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t
Connectio

n
N a n t u c k e t  i s  n o t
merely  a  setting  in
Hilderbrand’s  work;  it
is  a  character  in  its
own  r ight.  She  has
often  said  that  the
island provides endless
inspiration,  from  its
cobblestone  streets
a n d  h i s t o r i c
l ighthouses  to  i ts
dramatic  weather  and
tight-knit  community.
The Tailgate continues
t h i s  t r a d i t i o n ,
immersing  readers
once  aga in  in  the
rhythms of  island life.
For  longtime  fans,
returning to Nantucket
t h r o u g h  a  n e w
Hilderbrand story feels
like coming home. For
new  readers,  it  offers
an irresistible invitation

to  d iscover  one  of
A m e r i c a ’ s  m o s t
enchanting  locales.

WHAT IS THE
TAILGATE ELIN
HILDERBRAND?

The  Tailgate  Elin
H i l d e r b r a n d
r e p r e s e n t s  a
f a s c i n a t i n g  a n d
somewhat  unexpected
turn  in  the  author’s
c a r e e r .  W h i l e
Hilderbrand  is  best
known for her summer
novels,  The  Tailgate
v e n t u r e s  i n t o  a
different  arena:  the
w o r l d  o f  f o o t b a l l
ta i lgat ing,  fami ly
tradi t ion,  and  the
rituals  that  bind  us
together.  The  project
cen te r s  a round  a
tai lgate  party  that
brings together a cast
of characters over the
course  of  a  s ing le
football  season.  While
the title might initially
suggest  a  departure
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from  her  signature
beachside  settings,
longtime  readers  will
r e c o g n i z e
H i l d e r b r a n d ’ s
hallmarks immediately:
nuanced  characters,
layered  relationships,
and a deep exploration
of  what  it  means  to
b e l o n g  t o  a
community.

The Story
at the
Heart of
The
Tailgate
A t  i t s  c o r e ,  T h e
Ta i l ga te  i s  abou t
f a m i l y  l e g a c y ,
competition, and the
bonds  formed  in
parking  lots  before
kickoff.  The  narrative
follows several families

who  gather  before
every home game at a
fictional  university,
setting  up  elaborate
spreads  and  engaging
in friendly rivalry. Over
the  cou r se  o f  t he
season,  however,  old
secrets  surface,  new
alliances form, and the
characters  are  forced
to  confront  the  past.
Hilderbrand brings her
characteristic  warmth
and wit to the material,
but she also digs into
the  emotional  stakes
that make her work so
c o m p e l l i n g .  T h e
tailgate  serves  as  a
microcosm  for  larger
t h e m e s :  l o y a l t y ,
forgiveness,  and  the
ways  we  choose  to
celebrate or escape.

Why
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Football
Tailgating

?
Some  readers  may
w o n d e r  w h y
Hilderbrand  chose
t a i l g a t i n g  a s  t h e
central  conceit  for  a
ma jo r  p ro j ec t .  I n
interviews,  she  has
e x p l a i n e d  t h a t
tailgating  appeals  to
her as a writer because
i t  i s  a  u n i q u e l y
American  ritual  that
combines food, family,
and  spectacle.  It  offers
a contained setting in
w h i c h  m u l t i p l e
c h a r a c t e r s  c a n
interact,  conflict  can
arise,  and  resolution
can unfold. The parking
lot  becomes  a  stage,
and  the  tailgate  itself
becomes  a  metaphor
for the ways we show
up  for  one  another.

Hilderbrand also has a
personal connection to
football culture, having
g r o w n  u p  i n  a
household where game
days were sacred. This
authenticity  shines
through in every detail,
from  the  descriptions
of smoked brisket and
homemade dips to the
tension  that  builds  as
kickoff approaches.

KEY CHARACTERS
IN THE TAILGATE

One  of  Hilderbrand’s
greatest  strengths  is
her  ability  to  create
memorable  characters
who feel  fully  realized
within  a  few  pages.
The  Ta i lgate  is  no
exception.  While  the
complete character list
is  extensive,  several
figures  stand  out  as
central  to  the  story.

Maggie
O’Malley: The
matriarch of the
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O’Malley tailgate
clan, Maggie has
been organizing
the family’s
game-day spread
for over thirty
years. She is
warm,
formidable, and
carries a secret
that threatens to
unravel
everything.
Cole O’Malley:
Maggie’s eldest
son, a former
college
quarterback
whose glory days
are behind him.
He returns to the
tailgate circuit
with a heavy
heart and a
hidden agenda.
Simone
Dupree: A
newcomer to the
tailgate scene,
Simone is a food
blogger with a
keen eye for

detail and a
complicated
past. She
becomes the
catalyst for many
of the story’s
revelations.
Harrison Webb:
The patriarch of
the rival Webb
family tailgate.
Harrison and
Maggie share a
history that no
one else fully
understands, and
their interactions
crackle with
unresolved
tension.
Tally Webb:
Harrison’s
daughter, a
sharp-witted
lawyer who
reluctantly gets
drawn into the
family drama.
Her perspective
offers a modern
counterpoint to
the older
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generation’s
traditions.

These  characters,
along with a supporting
c a s t  o f  f r i e n d s ,
neighbors,  and  exes,
create  a  rich  tapestry
that  keeps  readers
t u r n i n g  p a g e s .
Hilderbrand  balances
multiple points of view
with skill, ensuring that
each  cha rac te r ’ s
journey  receives  the
attention  it  deserves.

THEMES
EXPLORED IN THE
TAILGATE

L i k e  a l l  o f  E l i n
Hilderbrand’s  best
work,  The  Tailgate  is
about far more than its
su r face  p remise .
B e n e a t h  t h e
descriptions  of  grilled
sausages  and  team
colors  l ie  profound
e x p l o r a t i o n s  o f
u n i v e r s a l  h u m a n
experiences.

Tradition
and
Change
The tailgate itself  is a
tradition  passed  down
through  generations,
and  the  novel  asks
what  happens  when
those  traditions  are
tested.  Are  r ituals
meant  to  s tay  the
same,  or  can  they
evolve?  Characters
g rapp le  w i th  th i s
question as the season
progresses,  and  their
answers  reveal  much
about their values and
fears.  Hi lderbrand
treats this theme with
n u a n c e ,  n e v e r
suggesting that change
is either entirely good
o r  e n t i r e l y  b a d .
Instead,  she  shows
how adaptation can be
b o t h  p a i n f u l  a n d
necessary.
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Secrets
and
Redempti
on
Nearly every character
in The Tailgate carries
a  secret .  As  these
secrets  come to  light,
the story builds toward
m o m e n t s  o f
confrontation  and,
ultimately, redemption.
Hilderbrand is a master
of  the  slow  reveal,
planting  clues  that
reward  a t ten t i ve
readers  whi le  st i l l
delivering  surprises.
The  tailgate  setting
provides  a  perfect
backdrop  for  these
revelations,  as  the
public  nature  of  the
event contrasts sharply
with the private truths
being uncovered.

Communi
ty and
Belonging
T h e  t a i l g a t e  i s  a
c o m m u n i t y  i n
miniature.  Characters
w h o  m i g h t  n e v e r
i n t e r a c t  i n  o t h e r
contexts  find
themselves  sharing
food,  stor ies ,  and
space.  Hilderbrand
explores what it means
to  belong  to  a  group
t h a t  i s  b o u n d  b y
s o m e t h i n g  a s
seemingly  trivial  as  a
football game. In doing
so, she makes a larger
point about the human
need  for  connection
and the lengths we will
go to preserve it.

WRITING STYLE
AND NARRATIVE
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APPROACH

F a n s  o f  E l i n
H i l d e r b r a n d  w i l l
r e c o g n i z e  h e r
signature  narrative
voice  in  The  Tailgate.
Her  prose  is  lucid,
e v o c a t i v e ,  a n d
e m o t i o n a l l y
intelligent. She has a
gift  for  dialogue  that
sounds  natural  and
revealing,  and  she
knows exactly when to
let  a  scene  breathe.
T h e  p a c i n g  i s
deliberate  but  never
slow, with each chapter
advancing  both  plot
a n d  c h a r a c t e r
d e v e l o p m e n t .
H i l de rb rand  a l so
employs  a  structure
t h a t  m i r r o r s  t h e
football  season  itself,
w i t h  c h a p t e r s
cor respond ing  to
specific games and the
tailgates  that  precede
them.  This  structural
choice gives the novel

a rhythmic momentum
that  keeps  readers
engaged  f rom  the
opening  pages  to  the
final whistle.

Sense of
Place in
The
Tailgate
E v e n  t h o u g h  T h e
Tailgate  moves  away
f rom  Nantucket ’s
beaches,  Hilderbrand’s
ta lent  fo r  se t t ing
remains  undiminished.
She brings the tailgate
lot  to  vivid  life:  the
smell  of  charcoal  and
sunscreen,  the  sound
of  rad ios  tuned  to
pregame  shows,  the
sight  of  folding  tables
l a d e n  w i t h  f o o d .
Readers  will  feel  as
t h o u g h  t h e y  a r e
standing in  the  grass,
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holding  a  cold  drink
and  watch ing  the
drama  unfold.  This
sensory richness is one
o f  H i l d e r b r a n d ’ s
greatest  gifts,  and  it
serves her well in this
new context.

HOW THE
TAILGATE FITS
INTO ELIN
HILDERBRAND’S
BODY OF WORK

Longtime readers may
wonder  where  The
Tai lgate  stands  in
r e l a t i o n  t o
Hilderbrand’s  other
novels. While it shares
thematic  DNA  with
books like The Perfect
C o u p l e  a n d  2 8
S u m m e r s ,  i t  a l s o
represents a bold step
in a new direction. The
s h i f t  a w a y  f r o m
Nantucke t  as  the
pr imary  sett ing  is
significant,  but
Hilderbrand  proves
that her talents are not

bound  by  geography.
The  emotional  depth,
the  intricate  plotting,
and the compassionate
characterizations  are
all  unmistakably  hers.
For  readers  who have
followed  her  career
from  the  beginning,
The  Tailgate  will  feel
both  fami l ia r  and
refreshingly  new.  For
those  discovering  her
for  the  first  time,  it
serves as an excellent
entry  point  into  her
world.

READER
RECEPTION AND
CRITICAL
RESPONSE

Early  reviews  of  The
T a i l g a t e  E l i n
Hilderbrand have been
o v e r w h e l m i n g l y
positive.  Critics  have
praised  the  novel  for
i t s  e n g a g i n g
premise,  well-drawn
characters,  and
e m o t i o n a l
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resonance .  Many
have  noted  that  the
tailgate  setting  allows
H i l d e r b r a n d  t o
s h o w c a s e  h e r
strengths  in  a  fresh
context.  Readers have
r e s p o n d e d  w i t h
enthusiasm  on  social
media,  sharing  their
favorite  quotes  and
debating  the  fates  of
the  characters.  Book
clubs,  in  particular,
have  embraced  The
Tailgate,  finding  its
t h e m e s  o f  f a m i l y
secrets and community
b o n d s  t o  b e  r i c h
material for discussion.
The  novel  has  also
performed  wel l  on
b e s t s e l l e r  l i s t s ,
confirming  that
Hilderbrand’s  appeal
continues  to  grow.

WHY THE
TAILGATE IS
PERFECT FOR
SUMMER READING

Although  tailgating  is

traditionally associated
wi th  autumn,  The
Tailgate  is  the  ideal
summer  read  fo r
several  reasons.  First,
it captures the spirit of
outdoor gathering and
c e l e b r a t i o n  t h a t
defines  the  warm
months.  Second,  its
pacing  and  prose  are
perfectly suited for lazy
afternoons  on  the
beach or  by the pool.
Third,  Hilderbrand’s
abi l i ty  to  ba lance
lightness  with  depth
means  that  the  novel
can  be  enjoyed  on
m u l t i p l e  l e v e l s .
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
looking for an escape,
a story that makes you
think, or simply a few
h o u r s  o f
entertainment,  The
Tailgate  delivers.

TIPS FOR GETTING
THE MOST OUT OF
THE TAILGATE

To fully appreciate The



12

12 The Tailgate Elin Hilderbrand 2023-04-02

Tai lgate,  consider
approaching it with the
s a m e  s p i r i t  o f
conviviality  that  the
book  celebrates.  Read
it  with  a  friend  or  a
book  club.  Prepare  a
snack  or  a  drink  that
might appear at one of
the  novel’s  tailgates.
Allow  yourself  to  sink
i n t o  t h e  w o r l d
H i l d e r b r a n d  h a s
c r e a t e d  w i t h o u t
rushing.  The  novel
rewards  attention  to
detail, but it also offers
pure,  uncomplicated
pleasure.  And  if  you
find  yourself  craving
more  Elin  Hilderbrand
after  finishing,  her
extensive  backl ist
provides  plenty  of
avenues  for  further
exploration.

CONCLUSION

The  Ta i l ga te  E l i n

H i l d e r b r a n d  i s  a
remarkable addition to
the  author’s  already
impressive  body  of
work.  It  demonstrates
her willingness to take
creative  risks  while
remaining  true  to  the
elements  that  have
made  her  a  beloved
figure  in  contemporary
fiction.  With  its
compelling  characters,
r i ch  t hemes ,  and
masterful  storytelling,
The  Tailgate  offers
readers  a  chance  to
experience  the  magic
of Hilderbrand’s writing
in a fresh and exciting
setting.  Whether  you
are a die-hard fan or a
curious newcomer, this
novel  invites  you  to
pull up a chair, fill your
plate, and stay a while.
The game is  about to
begin, and you will not
want  to  miss  a  single
moment.


