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Chapter 1—Amelia
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One week. 

That’s how long it took to change her whole life.

One week.

Amelia had left Birch Harbor the previous Thursday. Now there she was, a whole seven days later, rolling back into town with her trusty sidekick, Dobi.

She patted the Dachshund’s smooth potbelly as he panted on the musty upholstery beside her. Cigarette smoke clung to the interior of her loaner sedan, but the wind whipping through the cracked windows quelled the stench enough that she enjoyed the long drive. With the open road for a backdrop and daydreams for company, nothing stood between Amelia and her future.

Of course, the forty-something brunette had lots to do. Her first order of business, after Kate picked her up from the car rental agency that evening, was to get settled in her new room.

Or rather, her old room.

Amelia Hannigan was moving back into the house on the harbor. Although, it wasn’t the house on the harbor anymore. The four sisters had settled on a new name for the future bed-and-breakfast, something befitting its emotional value and location on the quaint southern cove of the town in which they grew up.

They would call it The Heirloom Inn.

***
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“Have you scheduled anything with Michael yet?” Kate asked once Amelia had finished returning her rental. The two women transferred the last of Amelia’s boxes and garment bags to Kate’s SUV. 

Amelia had left New York with as little as she had arrived with. Spending the past decade or more traveling across America on her way to a starring role on Broadway had prevented her from accumulating much. Mostly just clothes and makeup, bedding and blankets (a Hannigan could never own too many throw blankets), and Dobi’s various accessories. 

As it turned out, Amelia was more vagabond than thespian, always searching for the next big role—or, as the case may have been—any role. 

Still, despite all the rejection, she would never give up on her dream to be an entertainer. 

It all started one summer in Arizona. The Hannigan girls spent a couple of months with an aunt who shuttled them around various desert tourist attractions. Old Tucson Studios proved to be the highlight for Amelia, who was at that time fourteen years old. There, they toured wild west movie sets and mined for fool’s gold. 

During a dusty gun show, the performers asked for a volunteer from the audience. Amelia’s hand had shot up, and soon enough she slid from her hot bleacher seat and joined a Doc Holliday impersonator who instructed her to play along to a bank robbery. For the next fifteen minutes, Amelia darted in and out of wooden flats painted like Tombstone’s infamous Allen Street. Her heart pounded in her chest; her face flushed.

After, she and her younger sister, Megan, sat and lapped up melting ice cream, giggling over the cute cowboy actors. Another visor-wearing tourist, her fanny pack slung low across high-waisted jean shorts, had stopped at the girls’ table long enough to compliment Amelia’s performance.

Since that day, the acting bug buzzed around inside of her like a fever. 

But long years of traveling in pursuit of sporadic bit parts had steadily worn down her spirits. When she did get roles, nothing ever brought her to life quite like the historic reenactment. 

When her mother, Nora, passed, Amelia realized how much she was looking forward to some stability. How much she was looking forward to being home.

Throwing her body against the back door of Kate’s SUV, Amelia willed the uneven boxes to keep from spilling out long enough to make it just a few miles into town.

She let out a dramatic sigh at Kate’s question about meeting Michael.

Michael Matuszewski was the Hannigan family lawyer, effectively. Amelia liked having a family lawyer. It felt prestigious. Aristocratic. 

If only they were aristocratic, maybe then Amelia wouldn’t even have to go on auditions. Maybe then she’d be offered leading parts merely because of her reputation as someone important. Connected.

In reality, Amelia had just received her most recent and crushing rejection: a coveted role as Lady Macbeth. And she’d ended things with her younger, more attractive boyfriend. And then her mom died.

Oh, yeah... and she’d sublet her New York studio in order to return home to Birch Harbor to help her older sister pull things together on the four—no, make that five—properties their mother’s wobbly will had left in its wake. 

Hers was not an aristocratic life, but that of a pauper. A commoner left to scrap together a living out of the shambles of a once hope-filled life.

Then again, perhaps having a claim to so many deeds did position the four Hannigan women in the upper echelon of small-town society, even if those properties were hodgepodge at best and ramshackle at worst. First, though, they’d need to shine the places up. It was one thing to own four places. It was another to own four projects. Oh, right. Five.

Amelia tucked Dobi onto her lap and stretched the seatbelt over her body. “Nothing formal, but Michael and I did text a little.” She stared ahead but felt Kate’s eyes on her. “What?” Amelia asked, flushing above her tunic before smiling at her older sister.

“Nothing. Nothing!” Kate replied and changed the subject. “So, Megan won’t be in until this weekend at the earliest. Clara offered to come tomorrow after school. I have a couple ideas to get us started, but I didn’t know whether we should meet with the lawyer first, or...?”

Kate was referring to the two big jobs that lay ahead of the Hannigan sisters. The renovation of the house on the harbor would first allow Kate and Amelia to take up residence there. Amelia suspected Kate intended on living in the oversized house for the long run, becoming a small-town innkeeper and hosting scores of tourists. 

Amelia, however, saw a different future for herself. Though what, she didn’t know.

Equally important to the reno project was to make sense of the recent revelation of the lighthouse. 

In one of their mother’s diary entries—the journal itself had yet to be unearthed—Nora Hannigan had vaguely referenced that the Birch Harbor Lighthouse would go to the girls, Amelia and her sisters.

As though the Hannigan estate wasn’t complicated enough, the matter of the historic and abandoned property added a new layer of mystery.

The lighthouse had belonged to their father’s parents, the Actons (yes—the Actons; Nora Hannigan never took her husband’s name and instead forced a matrilineal tradition upon her daughters). 

One would assume that upon the death of the Actons, ownership of the Birch Harbor monument would fall to their only son, Wendell Acton, the Hannigan girls’ father.

But that was the problem. Wendell Acton had disappeared in 1992.
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Chapter 2—Kate
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Impatience thrummed beneath Kate’s skin. She had grand plans for the Heirloom Inn, but this whole business regarding the lighthouse felt like a distraction.

Was it big news?

Yes.

Would they find answers about their father?

Maybe.

Was Kate interested in pursuing a man who’d left them high and dry over two decades earlier?

Not a chance.

They pulled up to 131 Harbor Avenue, the red house leaning into the sunset. Amelia had asked that they spend the evening getting settled first. Then, later, she would reach out to the lawyer and ask what needed to happen in order to open the conversation and proceedings regarding the Acton property.

“Here we are.” Kate put the SUV into park and looked across to Amelia, who was studying the house through the windshield. 

“Are you going to pull in?” Amelia gestured to the garage. The house had been built in the late 1800s and, originally, the secondary building functioned as a storage shed and boathouse. It may have even played barn to some animals, from Kate’s understanding. Their mother converted it to a detached garage sometime in the nineties. 

Kate answered, “No. It’ll be too hard to unpack the SUV in that tight space.” She glanced back at the sloppy piles of cardboard boxes towering at odd angles in the back seat and beyond. Amelia’s life spread across the second row and filled the far back of the vehicle. A messy life—so very Amelia. Kate smiled. “Come on. Let’s get something to eat. You must be starving.”

Kate herself hadn’t officially moved into the house on the harbor. She was still waiting to sell her home in the suburbs of Detroit. As a realtor, she intended to list it through the agency she worked for. Over the past week, Kate had taken four trips to and from Apple Tree Hill, the ample family home she’d shared with her late husband and their two sons who were currently away at college, shielded from their mother’s big changes. 

Slowly but merrily, Kate had begun bringing her personal effects to Birch Harbor. Furniture, appliances, and other big possessions would stay at Apple Tree Hill as staging for when the house hit the market.

But even without her furniture, Kate settled into her childhood room with surprising ease. Her old iron-frame bed still sat squarely beneath the window, thick lace curtains hanging heavily behind it. The lace managed to remain white thanks to a set of roman shades Nora had installed after Kate moved out for college.

Years earlier, Clara, the youngest of the Hannigan brood, had helped Nora drape everything in the house in dense white sheets. It was more a gesture of drama than one of practicality. Nora should have sold the furniture, maybe even the house.

Kate was glad she didn’t. 

On either side of the bed stood a wooden nightstand, though the left did not match the right. Kate had found them at the swap market in eighth grade and had scraped enough money together in order to negotiate with the seller. Later she asked her father to meet her at the corner of the entrance, where he kindly hefted them into the bed of his Toyota. 

Once home, Nora had complimented Kate’s choice. She liked that they didn’t match. It would add character to her bedroom. But first, Nora admonished, she had to strip, sand, and stain the two pieces from tip to toe.

They’d sat in the barn, on the brink of rot, until Wendell Acton went in one day and handled the job, surprising Kate late that evening with the project. It had charmed Kate, and she remembered thinking her father was the type of man she would marry one day. She was certain of it.

But that was before.

***
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“I’ve got a fruit platter and iced tea in the fridge and a frozen lasagna ready to pop in the oven. Are you still dieting, or can we throw some garlic bread in, too?” Kate cocked a suspicious eyebrow at Amelia, who threw up her hands.

“Bring on the carbs,” Amelia declared, adding, “We can work it off later.”

Kate grabbed the pitcher of tea from the fridge, and Amelia slid the fruit tray out behind her.

They situated the tray and the pitcher and two glasses on the table before lowering themselves onto the dated wooden chairs. Amelia reached for a round of kiwi, slipping it between her lips and puckering.

Grinning, Kate grabbed one for herself. It wasn’t as sour as Amelia’s face had suggested, but her mouth immediately watered around the sweet fruit. Her stare fixed on the wooden serving tray, a relic from their childhood.

“You know, Amelia, Mom left so much stuff here. And yet, the cottage is crowded with things, too.”

Years earlier, when Nora decided the house on the harbor was too much work, or too full of memories, she left it to move inland, away from the water. 

Before he'd left, Nora had asked their father to work on building a little cottage by Birch Harbor Creek. The Hannigan matriarch declared she wanted a second home where they could stow away after the birth of the youngest, Clara. At the time, Nora had felt it best to keep everything private, and the house on the harbor was decidedly a public venue, really. Wendell agreed easily and got to work right away, managing to make fast progress before he disappeared later in the summer.

When Nora and her daughters returned home from their extended vacation, not only was Wendell gone, but the house was incomplete.

It took some time until their mother found the help and the wherewithal to get the project done. But she did, and the cottage would eventually become the home where she slipped from the earth into the ether, her soul finding its resting place in Heaven, Kate never doubted. 

Despite the woman’s hardness and searing work ethic, she loved her daughters. She loved her husband. Nora Hannigan had only ever done what she thought was best for them, even when the decision was wrought and twisted like a crooked iron gate. That’s what Nora had done. She’d forged an impenetrable barrier between her family and the rest of the world. In her later years, once Clara had grown up, Nora began unlocking the gate, letting some people in and exploring the town for herself as a single woman. Single and heartsick. But no one in Birch Harbor knew how deep Wendell's absence had cut the steely-eyed Hannigan. As far as the town could see, Nora was a beautiful force who ran a severe household by day and joined in raucous Bunco games at the country club by night. An elegant and fun-loving divorcee, perhaps—though there had been no divorce between Nora and Wendell. At least, none that Kate was aware of.  

“I think it’s what happens,” Amelia said.

“What do you mean?”

A sigh filled her younger sister’s chest. Amelia took a sip of tea before replying. “When people age, they start clinging to the things that sort of... I don’t know... tie them to Earth.”

“They become collectors,” Kate added thoughtfully.

Amelia nibbled on a sliced apple. “You know?” she asked between bites. “I suppose that was a good thing. I mean, sure, it’s a lot of work. But look at this, Kate.” She waved her arms around.

It was true. For all that Nora and Wendell lacked as parents—availability to help with homework, interest in volunteering at school or bringing sliced oranges to softball practice—they worked hard to leave their daughters a legacy.

Kate Hannigan intended to keep that legacy alive. She glanced around the kitchen, taking in a dated wooden spice cabinet, a butcher block for knives—each one rusty along where the blade disappeared into the handle, no doubt—and the hardy, rustic kitchen furniture and treatments. 

The house on the harbor was going to be more than a little lakeside inn. 

It was going to be a living history. 

Grinning in agreement, Kate tugged a pad of paper and a pencil from the center of the table to the space in front of her. “You’re right. Now let’s talk inn-keeping.”
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Chapter 3—Clara
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The final bell rang, and Clara Hannigan fell into her desk chair, momentum rolling her back into the window.

Teaching was draining. Emotionally, physically, and mentally draining. But she loved it. It would be good if she strode out with the kids, keeping an eye over them as they rushed down the hall and out toward the busses and their waiting parents. Teachers were supposed to reign over teenage hormones at every moment, but Clara needed to be in her classroom just then, away from the chaos. It was a mental health choice.

She stared out the window which featured a view to the back of the school. Few students left that way—only those with parents who worked in one of the school buildings, since it was the faculty and staff parking lot. Most spilled out the front doors, automatically veering to one of the two busses that sat waiting or beyond to the parent pickup line. Anyone who lived within a mile or had plans to be at a friend’s house within a mile or so, simply left on foot, braving the onslaught of summer tourists in order to make it home. 

Of the high schoolers from the secondary building, the ratio was sharper, with many walking or driving themselves away from campus.

In Birch Harbor, fewer students rode busses, with only a fraction packing themselves onto the hot plastic seats, terrorizing each other and the bus driver for up to sixty minutes of a jagged route that heaved and hoed around town. 

The rest tucked themselves into SUVs and minivans, walked, or drove themselves away from the ancient brick building that sat just inland from Harbor Avenue, off a small side street called Lowell. On the other side of Lowell sprawled the Birch Harbor Cemetery. No one seemed to mind that you could learn the Pythagorean Theorem, then go visit Granny in one fell swoop. It was one of those quirks of a small town, charming and bizarre to outsiders, normal and mundane to insiders.

The image of an errant student caught Clara’s eyes. A girl from one of her classes—Mercy Hennings—with her head down, hands gripping the polyester straps of her backpack as she strode languidly toward a waiting truck.

Clara looked more closely at the man standing outside of the truck, his hands shoved into jean pockets.

She’d met Mercy’s father just once, the week before, in fact. He was kind and grateful, the ideal parent. Easygoing and casual, Mr. Hennings was the polar opposite of his daughter, whose anxiety and seriousness aligned more closely with Clara’s own personality. 

She felt like a voyeur, watching them hug in the parking lot. The father kissed Mercy’s head. She passed him her backpack, then they lifted themselves into either side of the truck. A happy duo.

Clara felt a pang in her heart. 

She’d never been kissed by her father. Not once in her life. 

***
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Half an hour later, Clara called her oldest sister. 

Kate answered her phone breathlessly. “Hey.”

“How’s it going?” Clara asked, munching on a baggie of baby carrots as she slid into the front seat of her car.

“Good, good. We decided to get Amelia’s room cleaned out and set up. Then we’ll meet with Michael. I think Amelia is waiting on him to call her back.”

A second voice floated past in the distance of the phone call. Clara knew it was Amelia’s. She and Kate exchanged muffled words, then Kate came back on the line. “Sorry, I mean Amelia is definitely not waiting on him to call her back. They are texting, I guess. I don’t know why, but it’s all very hush-hush.” Kate laughed lightly, but Clara frowned. She was sick of things being hush-hush, even if it was a jokey hush-hush. 

Clara stalled at the mouth of the parking lot. “Should I come over now or... I mean what’s the plan for tonight?”

“Come over as soon as you’re ready. Our goal is to finish Amelia’s room and the bigger bathroom on the second floor. Then, we’re laying out a game plan.”

Dedicated to being part of the team, Clara replied that she was on her way. After all, there was something she’d like to add to the supposed game plan.

***
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When she arrived at the house on the harbor, a sense of doom settled over her. In the years that her three older sisters had lived away, Clara had been the lone Hannigan responsible for keeping the house on the harbor in acceptable shape. 

It was a job she was not made for. Clara was not a fix-it-upper type. She was a grade-papers type or a jigsaw-puzzle-doer type. Still, for as long as she and her mother had lived away from the big house on Heirloom Cove, Clara watered the plants and even sometimes did a little yard work. She conducted walk-throughs of the property from time to time, ensuring no one had broken in and vandalized. But that was it. Clara did not live her life in the shadow of the family’s past. At least, insomuch as was possible.

Now, she wondered what it might be like to return to the fold. Would she find a new joy in scrubbing dated toilets and changing old bed sheets?

Probably not.

But she would find joy in bonding with her sisters. After all, being over ten years younger, Clara had never really gotten that chance.
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Chapter 4—Megan
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“I won’t leave for Birch Harbor until Saturday, Brian. We still have tomorrow to file. I’m not running away from the divorce.” The word stuck in her throat like gum. Megan swallowed. “I can promise you that.” Exasperated and tired, she rubbed the back of her neck with her hand.

Megan Stevenson stood at her kitchen island facing her soon-to-be-ex-husband, who compulsively tapped his thumb on the granite.

“The attorney’s office is closed on Fridays, Megan,” he shot back, his Adam’s apple bobbing below a five o’clock shadow. “I mean it's fine by me if we push it out, but you're the one who was anxious to get the ball rolling.”

Before, Megan had always loved it when Brian skipped a few days of shaving. He looked good with a dark shadow across his lower face. It added a rugged edge to his otherwise intellectual affect. He adjusted the glasses on his nose and blinked.

She looked away. “It doesn’t matter. We don’t need the lawyer to file, Brian. We have the paperwork, and we agreed to list the house. All we have to do is turn everything in. And—” Megan licked her lips. Her neck flushed, and her chest tightened. 

“And you’re done.” Their teenage daughter, Sarah, had entered the room, her phone dangling in her hand by her side. Her eyes watered, and her voice trembled. “So, you’re really going through with it?” the girl asked, though it came out more like a plea.

Megan and Brian exchanged a look. He held her gaze, his eyebrows lifted above the rims of his glasses, his lips parted. It was the same look he would give her when they were in the middle of a heated argument, like he was waiting for the moment that everything would go back to normal and they could hug and make up.

She squeezed her eyes shut. “Can we just... can we just revisit this next week?”

It was a bold suggestion. The matter was drawing out week after week. First, with Brian’s stalling on whether he wanted to accept her offer of the house in exchange for alimony. Then he waffled on even that. Now it was her turn to find a reason for delaying proceedings.

Brian nodded, and if Megan didn’t know any better, she thought a smile flickered on his lips. “Yes, please. That’s better. I would hate to... rush things.”

Her breath caught in her throat, but she pushed it out. “Right. Well, I have to go to the lake this weekend. I’ll be back Monday. Do you want to go?” The question was for Sarah, but for some reason, Megan’s eyes lingered on Brian as she said it.

He waited a beat, then turned on his heel and left the room, his eyes glued to his phone. Megan simply shook her head and pinned Sarah with a stare. “Do you?” she pressed. 

“Um, actually I had a party to go to this weekend.”

Megan’s shoulder fell in. “No. No parties. Especially while I’m gone.”

“Mom,” Sarah protested, pouting.

An idea materialized in Megan’s mind. “No. Actually, I think you will come with me. It’ll be fun. I promise.” With a wry grin, she folded her arms over her chest and nodded at her daughter.

“Come on,” the teenager huffed, spinning on her heel and stomping away and up the stairs.

But Megan didn’t care. Summer was beginning, and she figured there was no better way to start than with a girls’ weekend. Besides, maybe Clara would be willing to share her big news with her “niece.”

***
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“We’re on our way,” Megan chirped through the Bluetooth to Kate.

She could hear Kate’s smile through the car speaker. “Is Sarah with you?” 

“Yep.” Megan flashed a knowing look to her daughter, who was too busy shuffling through her social media apps to notice. It was just as well. Megan wasn’t sure she could handle any more attitude from the high school junior. Or rather, almost-senior.

“Kate,” Megan went on, adjusting her grip on the steering wheel. “What’s the latest with the lighthouse? Has Amelia met with Michael Matuszewski yet?” 

“No. They’ve been in touch, but nothing firm is set. I’m really hoping we can just focus on the Inn first.”

Megan frowned. “What do you mean ‘focus on the Inn’ first?”

“The house on the harbor. You know... The Heirloom Inn?”

“Yeah, I know. I mean, is there some sort of rush, or—”

“Well,” Kate answered, her voice growing quieter. “It’s just... Let’s talk about everything when you get here. Okay?”

Megan ended the call and focused on the drive. Knowing her family, there was also something else looming on the horizon. A secret. A scandal. Gossip. 

Maybe it wasn’t such a great idea to bring Sarah along after all.
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Chapter 5—Amelia
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Heavy clouds converged overhead as Amelia and Kate helped Megan and Sarah with bringing their bags into the house—or, as Kate continued to insist on calling it, the Inn.

The air was thick with the threat of rain, and Amelia hoped Clara showed up soon, too. It was time to get the party started. Literally. Amelia had spent the previous evening stocking up on snacks and goodies. She fully intended to pull together a pseudo housewarming party for herself and Kate, who was none the wiser so far. 

Once everyone was inside, Kate immediately took to the windows, cranking them open and inhaling with great drama while Amelia conducted Megan and her daughter upstairs to Megan’s old room. 

As soon as they were up and unpacking, Amelia shooed Kate to the front to wait for Clara. “I have a little surprise,” Amelia whispered conspiratorially.

Kate threw her a skeptic glance but followed directions, tapping at her phone as she sashayed to the parlor windows, which she dutifully stretched open.

It was too warm out to have the windows open, but the air conditioner was broken anyway, and they meant to air the place out the night before but had grown too tired to remember to open the downstairs windows. Thankfully, the storm would cool the place off, no doubt. 

Amelia unpacked her hitherto hidden grocery sacks, arranging the goodies in charming baskets she’d discovered in the pantry. 

Then, she lined the treats artfully along the center of the island and pulled a bottle of champagne and a jug of orange juice she’d managed to stash in the far back of the fridge. After rinsing and drying five delicate glass flutes, she angled them in little rows and fanned out a pack of green paper napkins beside the white plates she’d stacked at the far end of the island.

Glancing suspiciously into the foyer, she saw that Kate had left through the front door and was thoroughly distracted by the arrival of Clara. Amelia tugged her phone loose from her back pocket and scrolled to her music app, finding a station and hitting play before setting the device in a ceramic mixing bowl. The trick worked, and a bright ballad carried nicely from the makeshift acoustic station, echoing around the kitchen in pretty reverberation. 

As one final touch, Amelia dug beneath the countertop into a narrow cabinet, finally withdrawing a vase of buttery yellow daffodils. She’d have chosen dahlias, but they weren’t nearly as bright, and that weekend demanded positive spirits. After all, the Hannigan women were embarking on a new beginning.

Amelia caught a glimpse of the door opening and closing, and so she dashed out, wiping her hands along the front of her jeans. “Clara!” she beamed, holding her hands out and wiggling her fingers until she’d lured the petite blonde into her arms.

Clara hugged Amelia back, and then they pulled apart. Amelia felt that she was seeing her youngest sister in a new light. Clara seemed refreshed. Her face was flushed, and a smattering of light freckles spread from her nose to her cheeks. Amelia didn’t remember Clara having freckles. While Kate, Amelia, and Megan were aging, their baby sister was glowing.

“You look great,” Amelia gushed, then added suspiciously, “Why?”

Kate and Clara laughed together, but Clara came up with an answer, much to Amelia’s surprise. “I feel like I can breathe for the first time in a long time.”

Amelia crooked her head. “What do you mean?”

“Taking care of Mom was exhausting, you know? And I miss her. I miss her so much. But, well—” she looked at Kate with affection, and Amelia knew exactly what she meant.

“We’ve talked a lot,” Kate interjected, squeezing Clara’s shoulder. “All good things. Now that I’m going to live here full time, I think Clara and I—and you,” she stabbed a finger at Amelia, “can finally catch up.”

Kate was right. Fourteen years Clara’s senior meant that Amelia was out of the house before Clara even knew how to read. The age gap felt insurmountable when they were younger. But it was closing. Especially now that the three of them were back in Birch Harbor. Together.

“Okay, you two go upstairs and get Megan and Sarah. I’ll wait in the kitchen for you,” Amelia said, propping her hands on her waist. Though she was anxious to get into Michael’s office and discuss the lighthouse, it felt good to save the weekend for her sisters—and niece.

After all, the Hannigans hadn’t enjoyed much girl time in recent years.

She strode to the kitchen, taking in the sweet and simple scene: baskets of chocolate and a little plate of meats and cheeses, the mimosa fixings, and the fresh flowers converged into something picturesque. For a brief moment, Amelia saw exactly what Kate was envisioning for the place. 

A quaint bed-and-breakfast, complete with midmorning snacks and afternoon tea, maybe. Sherry in thick crystal goblets in the parlor before dinner. Tourists from all over the country—no, the world. There, in their family home, enjoying Lake Huron and Birch Harbor as tourists do—with admiration and delight. 

Amelia wondered if she ought not just pretend the lighthouse didn’t exist. Maybe her place was there, in the Heirloom Inn, among her family and whatever visitors arrived for a cozy weekend getaway.

Then again, no. That wasn’t Amelia. She wasn’t a hostess ushering people into a dinner theatre show. 

Amelia-Ann Hannigan was the main act. 

And she needed a real venue.
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Chapter 6—Kate
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“Welcome home!”

Kate opened her eyes and unhooked her arm from Clara’s. She smiled and clasped her hands together. “Oh, Amelia,” Kate squealed. Kate Hannigan never squealed. Here she was, though. In her childhood home with her sisters and her niece, and she was squealing. “How precious is this?” she cried, striding to the kitchen island. “Are we... celebrating?” Kate asked Amelia.

“Yes, we’re celebrating. We’re home. We’re moving in. We’re opening a business. It’s a housewarming party and a business meeting and whatever we want it to be. I figured I’d pull out all the stops.” Amelia wriggled her eyebrows at Kate, who laughed at her younger sister’s typical exorbitance.

“Mimosas and chocolate and daffodils? You’ve spoiled us.” Kate rounded the island and slipped an arm around Amelia’s waist, tugging her into a hug.

Megan and Sarah stepped into the kitchen after Kate. Sarah raised an eyebrow pointedly at the champagne. “Can I—?”

“No,” Megan answered as quickly as Sarah formed the question and then pretended to pinch her daughter’s cheek as she grabbed the bottle and started to work on removing the foil. “Amelia, I’m impressed, and I’m grateful. I think this is just what we needed.”

Kate looked at Amelia, who beamed in reply and rocked onto her heels as she tucked her hands into her jeans pockets. Kate felt a sisterly pride creep in. She sneaked a look at Clara, who was lifting a bloom to her nose. “These are so fresh, Amelia. Did you get them at the Lakeside Market?”

Amelia wagged a finger. “Nope. I mean, I went there for the grub and drinks, but I made a special trip to White Birch Floral for these babies.” Amelia ran a hand gently up the full bouquet, bouncing the blooms along her fingers. Kate winced a little. 

“Sparing no expense, I see,” Megan murmured just before a loud pop scared them all half to death.

Kate caught Sarah roll her eyes (in true teenage fashion) before the girl plucked a slice of watermelon and perched on a stool. Kate pressed a hand to her chest. “I hate loud corks,” she declared and then selected a flute and tipped it toward Megan who wasted no time in filling four of the five glasses. The fifth glass she filled with pure orange juice and passed to her daughter.

“I’d like to make a toast,” Kate announced, raising her pale-yellow drink. A breeze curled in from the kitchen window behind them, sending a chill up Kate’s spine. She smiled. 

The others followed Kate’s gesture, even Sarah with her chaste glass of OJ. 

Kate cleared her voice, preparing for the cascade of tinkling. Pressing her champagne flute above the center of the island, she announced, “To the Heirloom Inn.”

***
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An hour later, after listening with rapt horror as Sarah recounted various tales of high school terror (with Clara nodding along in somber confirmation
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