
  
    [image: Bluebell Sunsets]
  


  
    
      Bluebell Sunsets

      
        The Bluebell Cove Series

      

    

    
      
        Katie Winters

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2026 by Katie Winters

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance of characters to actual persons, living or dead is purely coincidental. Katie Winters holds exclusive rights to this work. Unauthorized duplication is prohibited.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        Coming Next

      

      
        Other Books by Katie Winters

      

      
        Connect with Katie Winters

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      It was hours before the grand opening party of the Bluebell Cove Eco-Lodge, a September morning that brought churning purple and gray clouds to the ragged coastline of Maine. Rain spat and sparkled across the warm-tipped leaves in the red cedars that lined the cliffside. Beneath the trees, nestled in a thick knitted sweater, Ivy Harper sat at the edge of the porch overlooking Bluebell Cove, a mug of coffee wrapped in her hands, and her ears perked as she listened to her daughter Lily chatting with her sister Celia in the kitchen of the eco-lodge. Although today was supposed to be one of bliss, of excitement, of fresh perspectives and second chances, jealousy throbbed in her heart of hearts and threatened to consume her. 

      At something her Aunt Celia said, Lily cackled louder than Ivy had heard her daughter laugh in the years since she’d become a teenager. In fact, Ivy couldn’t recall ever laughing with her daughter like that. Heck, she could hardly remember laughing like that with anyone—not with old friends, hardly ever with Daniel, and certainly never with her sisters Celia, Juliet, or Wren. 

      She wondered what she’d missed out on. She wondered if she’d ever allow herself to laugh like that or if she was even capable. 

      Ivy remembered how their father, James, had always called her “my quiet one, my serious girl.” She set down her coffee, put her face in her hands, and felt her shoulders quake. She hadn’t set out to be “the serious one.” She hadn’t thought being the one stuck behind in Bluebell to take care of things would make her so lackluster in her father’s eyes. 

      Always for their father, Ivy’s sisters Celia, Juliet, and Wren were the exciting ones, the ones who’d embarked on greater adventures and grand stories. Ivy had always been down the hallway or locked away in the kitchen or in the office, tending to bills and making phone calls. 

      When their father got sick, Ivy was at his bedside, day in and day out. Didn’t that count for something? 

      Ivy usually wasn’t one to feel sorry for herself. But sometimes, when life felt as though it was moving too frantically, when she felt she’d lost all control, when she felt as though too many years of her life had gone by without purpose, Ivy was lost to her emotions. 

      Again, her daughter, Lily, laughed outright at something her Aunt Celia said. Ivy was half aware of their topics now and vaguely certain that they circled Lily’s college plans, or lack thereof. “I want to help out around here,” Lily told her Aunt Celia. “I mean, there’s so much going on now that Grandpa’s gone and the eco-lodge is reopening and everything.” 

      Good, Ivy thought. Lily had inherited Ivy’s understanding that she was needed at home, that home and the people within it mattered, that they mattered far more than any incoherent “dreams” she might have. Lily could laugh and laugh at whatever her Aunt Celia said and did, but at least Lily had inherited Ivy’s heart. 

      “Ivy?” a voice rang out from the far end of the lush lawn. 

      Ivy pulled her hands back to her thighs and watched as her youngest sister, Wren, walked softly and jaggedly across the grass. After her recent diagnosis of Graves’ disease and her newly prescribed medication, Wren had gained maybe a little bit of weight around her midsection, and her cheeks weren’t quite as hollow as they’d been when she’d first returned to Bluebell, sick out of her mind. Gosh, she’d been sick. It had taken the doctors ages to figure out what was wrong. 

      But something about Wren still reminded Ivy of the little bird that had crashed into the window of her flower shop last spring and died on the concrete. Something about her was broken. Something that urged Ivy to fix her although she didn’t know how. 

      “Are you all right?” Wren asked Ivy, fear and curiosity marring her face. Ivy rarely let anyone see her the way Wren just had and regretted it immediately. 

      “Oh yes, honey.” Ivy fixed her voice into something just south of cheerful. “I’m just a bit stressed about the big party, you know. There’s so much to be done.” 

      Wren continued to look at Ivy curiously. “I thought Celia said everything was finished?” 

      “Yes, but the guests,” Ivy sputtered vaguely. “I’m worried they won’t understand what we’re trying to do here. I worry that the eco-lodge angle will, you know, falter?” 

      Ivy couldn’t believe what she was saying. Wren didn’t seem to understand either. But she sat down beside Ivy and cupped her knees with her little, bony hands. “Did Celia tell you her news?” 

      Ivy flared her nostrils and considered lying about this as well. The last thing she wanted was to feel out of the loop about her sisters and the eco-lodge. But she didn’t want to feel out of her depths, either. So she finally said, “I haven’t spoken to Celia yet. Not this morning.”

      Wren blushed. “I’m sure she won’t mind me saying so. I guess Landon and Celia finally kissed last night. At the Cove. I’ve never seen her so smitten.”

      Ivy’s heart thudded with another round of jealousy, which felt like a curse that would never let up. “Landon and Celia have been circling one another for decades,” she said, trying on a smile. “They were always going to end up together.” 

      Wren tilted her head, her eyes on the cedar tree leaves as they flickered with rain. “I think people who were meant to be together don’t get together all the time. Life gets in the way. It’s sort of a miracle that anyone falls in love at all. Don’t you think?” 

      Ivy was speechless. She sipped her coffee and tried not to think of her husband, of all she’d thought was “meant to be.” 

      Wren seemed to understand that she was treading through territory that touched Ivy’s heart. She swept her fingers through her hair and added, “It’s just nice to know that second chances are possible, I guess. I mean, I know I’m still young, sort of. But even I feel like my heart’s been through the wringer a time or two.” 

      Ivy felt her eyes flicker. Of the four of them, Wren was the most adventurous sister, the one whose whereabouts had been more or less unknown to Ivy and the others for the better part of twenty years. Now that Wren was thirty-four and sick, she was forced to slow down, to turn inward, and to heal—all within the watchful gazes of her older sisters. Ivy guessed this wasn’t a comfortable feeling for a woman who’d known only how to leave and leave and leave. 

      “Do you want to settle down with someone one day?” Ivy asked. “Do you want to have children?” 

      Wren was quiet for a moment, her eyes stirring with the sunlight that cut through the thrashing autumnal clouds. Ivy felt as though she’d pushed her sister too far, as though a question about pregnancy when Wren was still so ill was tactless. 

      But before Ivy could apologize or change the subject herself, the door opened onto the back porch and brought out Celia, Lily, and their other sister, Juliet, all with mugs of coffee and bright shades of lipstick and adorable outfits that illustrated them as businesswomen on the cusp of a brand-new undertaking. Ivy was still in a pair of sweatpants. 

      “Good morning, girls!” Celia said. “You have to come see this.” 

      Ivy turned to catch Wren’s eye. But Wren was already standing on her wobbly legs and heading inside after her sisters and niece, leaving Ivy behind. Ivy caught the door right before it slammed shut for good and shuffled down the hall to the dining room, where one of their carpenters, a man named Elliot Rhodes, was finishing the last of the gorgeous breakfast nooks. Each of the little breakfast enclaves was made of glowing mahogany and featured large bay windows overlooking Bluebell Cove beyond. Elliot was covered in sawdust and flicks of stain and paint, and he was wearing a pair of Levi’s jeans and a white T-shirt that made him look like Bruce Springsteen as a younger man. 

      Ivy crossed her arms over her chest and forced her eyes away from Elliot and over to the breakfast nooks, which were glowing and ready for their first round of breakfasters tomorrow morning. 

      “Elliot, you’ve seriously outdone yourself,” Celia said brightly. “My sisters and I are so grateful for all your hard work on this. I know it wasn’t always easy.”

      Elliot laughed. “There was a learning curve with all the eco-friendly stuff,” he said. “But it made this project a whole lot different from your average redesign. I’ve already started advertising myself to future clients as an eco-friendly carpenter. I keep telling them, you know, we have to change now. We have to think about our future and the future of Bluebell Cove.” He beamed and ruffled his dark curls so that sawdust flicked off them and onto his shoulders. 

      Her sisters laughed good-naturedly. It was as though they’d spent all summer and into early fall, joking together and building camaraderie. Ivy hadn’t spoken to Elliot once since she’d seen him working at the eco-lodge—not because she hadn’t wanted to, but because she hadn’t known what to say. 

      How could she account for all they’d been through? 

      Now, Ivy ached to reach forward and touch the sleek line of the table he’d made for them. She ached to sit quietly in the corner and watch him sand the last of the corners and blow the sawdust to the side. It was remarkable that he was the head carpenter on the redesign of the Bluebell Cove Inn. After all, he’d worked here before. 

      He’d been an integral part of Ivy’s life, if only briefly. But Ivy was sure her sisters didn’t know the extent of it. Maybe Elliot didn’t remember. 

      What her sisters knew was that Ivy and Elliot had been students in the same year at Bluebell High, which felt like a thousand years ago, a time during which Elliot had been a basketball star as well as his carpenter father’s right-hand man. Back then, Elliot’s girlfriend was Shelly Triplet, the cheerleader-slash-math wiz who’d gone on to major in mathematics and eventually gotten a job at MIT. Ivy and her sisters knew that after they’d left Bluebell, Elliot and Shelly had made it work for a little while. During Shelly’s undergrad, they’d gotten married and bought a house. Elliot had worked on wealthy Bostonian properties, made pieces of expensive furniture, and tried to be happy in Shelly’s shadow. But after a few years, the strain of Elliot’s lack of intellectualism versus Shelly’s ultra-math-brain had gotten to them. By the time they’d all turned twenty-two, Elliot had returned to Bluebell to take over his father’s carpentry business, where he’d mostly kept to himself. Ivy had seen him on a few incredibly intense occasions—but her sisters didn’t know about that. 

      “We’ll leave you to it.” Celia thanked Elliot again before guiding Ivy, their sisters, and Ivy’s daughter back into the kitchen. 

      Right before Ivy turned the corner, she couldn’t help but glance back and find Elliot’s eyes on her. He offered a soft smile, then turned his back to her to put his tools in his box and get ready to go. A shiver went down Ivy’s spine. 

      In the kitchen, Celia blushed with a mix of excitement for the day ahead and her joy at her “beautiful date” with Landon. “He should be here any second,” she said, after she’d walked Ivy through what had happened last night and how right it felt. “I hope everyone in town really comes to the opening party. After everything that happened with the Smith family, I want everyone to know they can trust us to put our best foot forward and help Bluebell Cove as best as we can.” 

      “It’s all anyone can talk about,” Lily said, beaming at her aunt. 

      “You’re sweet,” Celia said. 

      The opening party was set to begin at three thirty that afternoon. The catering company van pulled up outside, bringing with it white-coated chaos agents who wanted to kick the Harper family out of the kitchen. Ivy followed Lily, searching the streets for some sign of Elliot Rhodes’s truck. But it looked as though he was already gone. 

      “I want to check on your brother,” Ivy said to Lily, “and make a few phone calls about tomorrow’s shipments. Want to head home for now?” 

      Lily seemed reticent, as though she wasn’t sure she wanted to leave the eco-lodge just yet. But after a moment’s hesitation, she forced a smile and said, “Sure.” She followed Ivy back to the house next door, where Wren was already on the staircase, heading for the room she’d claimed as her own when she’d come home. She needed to rest before the party later. Tyler was on the sofa, flicking through channels, his bedhead mussed and his body a scrawny string bean under his massive Bluebell Cove High School Athletics shirt. At seventeen, he was already the spitting image of his father—a slightly younger version of the man Ivy had met and fallen in love with all those years ago. Sometimes that fact gave her whiplash. 

      “You’d better get ready, Ty,” she said, snaking past the sofa to pick up his bowl of cereal, where just a little bit of milk remained. “We have the party later, remember?” 

      Lily collapsed on the sofa next to her brother. “It looks insane,” she told Tyler, speaking of the eco-lodge and all the work they’d done. Ivy was aware that her children felt a sense of ownership over the eco-lodge. They’d helped out the past few months after Celia had asked them to. They’d sanded and painted and thrown their hearts at a space that, for many years, had remained vacant. 

      Ivy still couldn’t believe that their father had stipulated in the will that they couldn’t sell the inn until they’d kept it running for an entire year. A part of her wanted to fight it, to remind her sisters that she’d worked tirelessly at the Bluebell Cove Inn for the better part of her life, that she shouldn’t have to deal with it anymore. 

      But she knew what Celia would say. "Nobody asked you to be a martyr." Nobody asked you to give up your life. And isn’t this what you wanted? Didn’t you want to stay in Bluebell with Daniel? Didn’t you want to have Bluebell Cove children and live a Bluebell Cove life? 

      The answer, Ivy knew, was complicated. 

      When her children spoke excitedly about the approaching party, Ivy crept into the kitchen, made herself a mug of tea, and sat by the window, watching the rain. She willed more storm clouds to rip open over the eco-lodge. She wasn’t sure why, but she wanted the day to be a failure. She wanted Celia to know what it was like not to get everything she wanted. 

      Ivy was accustomed to messiness. She was accustomed to failure.
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      At nine months pregnant and a few days’ change, Ivy strained to stand upright at the front desk of the Bluebell Cove Inn. Sweat bubbled on the back of her neck and all along her spine, and she felt swampy and strange in a big, loose dress she hoped hid how monstrous she felt. Still, every single guest who wheeled their bags into the Bluebell Cove immediately fixated on how pregnant she was and asked question after question, usually finishing with, “You shouldn’t be working any longer! You’re about to pop!” 

      Each time she said the same, “Ha ha! Can’t stop till the baby comes! It’s a family business. You know how it goes. We’ll put the baby to work when she gets here!” 

      Ivy’s smile made her cheeks ache. But when her father, James, came in from the back porch to see how things were going, she made sure to put on her bravest face and act the part of the charming front desk hostess he needed her to be. Back in the old days, back before Celia had taken off for her new life in Washington, DC, James had always thought Celia was better at working the front desk; he’d thought she was better with people and knew exactly what to say. Ivy struggled with it. But after four years of working at the inn post-high school, she felt she was on the verge of making sense of it, of socializing, of saying the right thing. She hoped. 

      When James Harper wasn’t cozying up with guests and telling fantastical stories from his long and brilliant life on the coast of Maine, he glowered at both Ivy and whatever paperwork awaited him in his office. Things at the Bluebell Cove Inn had been patchy at best the past year, especially after a storm over the ocean had destroyed three of their top-selling rooms. Now that construction was underway, they hoped to reopen the rooms by midsummer. 

      There was a creak on the staircase. Ivy flinched as the carpenter, Elliot Rhodes, hustled down, a toolbox heavy in his right hand. Sweat was glossy on his forehead, and his shoulders were broad and muscular in his plaid shirt. He gave her a crooked smile, a nod, then asked, “Can I keep my toolbox behind the desk? I need to get a glass of water.” 

      Ivy said he could. “There’s lemonade in the fridge,” she offered. “It’s freshly squeezed. Want some?” 

      Elliot laughed. “I can’t imagine anything better.” 

      Ivy waddled into the kitchen to pour them both glasses of lemonade and returned to find Elliot talking to one of the guests, directing him on the best hiking paths that would take him down to the Cove. Ivy leaned in the doorway, grateful to give her responsibilities to someone else for a change. When the guest left, Elliot turned to smile at her. 

      “This is fun,” he said. “I have to spend all day in my head.”

      “I’d love to spend more time in my head.” Ivy blushed and handed him the glass of lemonade. She wasn’t accustomed to sharing her opinions. 

      “Maybe we can trade.” Elliot sipped the lemonade, then gasped, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. “Man, this is great. Wow.” His eyes widened. “You said fresh squeezed?”

      Ivy felt a shiver of happiness down her spine. “It’s been one of my biggest cravings,” she confessed. “I think the baby likes sour things.” 

      Elliot laughed again. “It’s crazy how early our personalities start, isn’t it? My mom always said she craved pickles like crazy when she was pregnant with me. I’m still crazy for pickles to this day.” 

      Ivy cupped her elbows and allowed herself a moment of reflection. I could listen to Elliot Rhodes’s laughter all day, every day. She felt a smile creep over her face. 

      For a few minutes, Elliot explained how close he was to the redesign of the rooms upstairs that had been destroyed. He spoke in colloquial terms that brought Ivy closer to the world of construction than she’d ever been. She wanted to gush with thanks. But more than that, she wanted to ask him why he was back already. She knew he’d left Bluebell Cove to live with and eventually marry Shelly Triplet, his high school girlfriend. But he’d returned to Bluebell Cove without a wedding ring and without a story. What had happened between them? Had Shelly asked him to leave, or had he left Shelly on his own? 

      She spun her wedding ring around her fourth finger and wondered why the gossip channels hadn’t filled in the gaps yet. Maybe Elliot was keeping everything under wraps. 

      Ivy offered Elliot more lemonade, but Elliot took both glasses into the kitchen himself and instructed Ivy to sit down for a little while. “It can’t be comfortable to stand all the time,” he hollered through the kitchen doorway, the fridge open around his muscular frame. 

      It was then that Jefferson Marlow stormed into the lobby of the Bluebell Cove Inn. He brought with him a smell that Ivy was accustomed to: the fishiness typical of fishermen who spent long mornings at sea, reeling in ropes and casting lines. Ivy had gone to sleep next to that same smell for the better part of two years, since she’d married Daniel the fisherman. 

      Jefferson looked down at Ivy with regret in his eyes. Ivy guessed what he was going to say before he said it. Her heart churned. 

      “It’s Daniel,” Jefferson said. “His boat is missing.” 

      After that, chaos ensued. Ivy nearly collapsed from her chair but was hauled back onto it by the capable hands of Elliot, who’d returned to the lobby to see what was going on. The glasses of lemonade had been abandoned on the counter. Ivy heard Jefferson’s story as though it were echoing from across Bluebell Cove. “Daniel went out this morning but didn’t come back when he said he would. His boat’s not accounted for. There was a storm south of here. We’re worried he got caught up in it.” 

      Elliott was a strong-willed man who clearly stayed cool under pressure. Ivy listened as he asked the relevant questions: “What happens now?” and “How long till the Coast Guard gives us a sense of what’s going on?” 

      All the while, Ivy’s world spun around her. 

      And then, the worst happened: panic and pain enveloped her lower stomach and ratcheted up her back. She knew before Elliot and Jefferson glanced back down at her to see what was going on. She threw back her head and gasped. The baby was coming. 

      Ivy knew better than to go to the hospital at the first sign of contractions. But Jefferson and Elliot were so panicked about both Daniel going missing and the idea of childbirth that they helped her to Elliot’s truck almost immediately. Ivy felt too woozy to fight back. She watched as Elliot tried very gently to buckle her in before he gave up, realizing that her pregnant stomach was too big. He looked panicked, like a kid who hadn’t studied for a test but was being forced to take it anyway. 

      “It’s going to be okay,” she tried to assure both him and herself, but her tongue felt as though it was glued to the bottom of her mouth. 

      Elliot looked as though he didn’t know what speed to go. At some points, he went eighty-five, speeding down the highway, until he remembered that he had a very pregnant woman on board and cut the speed down to fifty-five. Other drivers sped past, blaring their horns. Elliot kept glancing over at her, his hands stiff on the steering wheel. “You’re good?” he asked over and over again. “You feel okay?” 

      But Ivy’s contractions were coming in faster than she’d planned for. It was as though Daniel’s disappearance (and potential death? Was that really possible?) had put a fire in her stomach. It was as though her baby had decided that Ivy couldn’t live in this world alone. 

      Thank you, baby, Ivy thought. Thank you for recognizing what I need. Thank you for helping me through this. 

      When they got to the hospital, Elliot parked in the ambulance drive-through and hurried around to help her out of the truck. A nurse came out to yell at Elliot to move his truck, but Elliot stayed at Ivy’s side until she was safely in a wheelchair. He said he’d be right back, that he would park his truck and hurry in. 

      After Ivy had dressed in a hospital gown and was taken to a room she shared with another woman in labor, she sat quietly and willed herself not to cry. The hospital had run out rooms making no choice but share. At every roll of pain that nearly overwhelmed her, she bit her tongue and focused on her prayers. Daniel had to be all right. Wherever he was, this was all a misunderstanding. Maybe he’d taken his fishing boat too far down the coast and gotten trapped in a bay somewhere. Perhaps he’d gone for a beer with another of the fishermen and forgotten to say where he was. He could be “missing” for countless reasons. Ivy certainly didn’t always know where he was. 

      “Are you a single mom, too?” the woman in the other bed asked, scrunching her tear-lined face. 

      Ivy raised her chin. “My husband is…” She wondered what she was meant to say. Missing? On his way? 

      But at that moment, Elliot Rhodes stormed into the room and sat in the chair beside her bed. “That took ages,” he said, ripping off his hat and fluffing his sweaty hair. 

      Ivy felt a wave of nausea and fear. She knew without looking that the woman in the other bed was watching her and Elliot, jealous of what she thought they had. 

      “You didn’t have to do this,” she told him. 

      “It’s not a big deal,” Elliot said. “I just hope your dad doesn’t kill me for taking too long of a break.”

      Ivy laughed despite herself. She knew her father could be single-minded and cruel at times. 

      “I mean, this is the birth of his grandchild,” Elliot said. “Hopefully, he’ll be lenient.” 

      “Who knows with James Harper?” Ivy said. 

      They shared a moment of silence, one that allowed Ivy to reckon with how pathetic she probably looked in Elliot’s eyes. 

      “I’m sure they’ll find him,” Elliot said finally, speaking of Daniel. “I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.”

      “I’m sure.” 

      But at that moment, another contraction overwhelmed Ivy and swept her into a world of pain. When she returned to their shared reality, she realized she’d gripped Elliot’s hand throughout. When they released their hands, his was bright red and pinched-looking. 

      “You’ve got the grip of a monkey wrench,” he joked. 

      Ivy didn’t have the strength to be as mortified as she might have been otherwise. She wondered if she should ask Elliot to go call her father at the inn or call Daniel’s work to tell them where she was. But she reasoned that Jefferson had been there when Elliot had taken her away. Whatever happened, he carried this gossip. He would direct Daniel to the hospital—if and when Daniel was found. 

      The “if” hung in the air, threatening to destroy everything Ivy had built. 

      After another wave of contractions, Ivy lay back, exhausted, and asked Elliot to fetch some water. He hurried off, leaving her alone with the other woman in the hospital bed. 

      “My sister’s on her way,” she explained. 

      Ivy smiled weakly. “Good. Good.” 

      “I’m scared,” the woman
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