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      The frigid yet sunny day in mid-April dared you to go to the beach, to feel the stabbing, icy winds on your face and ache for summer to draw closer. Nine-year-old Celia Harper spent the afternoon racing across the sands of Bluebell Cove with the salty ocean winds in her hair—from the rocky cliffs to the frothing waves to their mother and back again. Freedom was in everything she did; it was in the way she danced and dreamed and sang. Behind her, her little sisters, Ivy, Juliet, and Wren, worked tirelessly through the sand but failed to keep up. Wren at one and a half, a toddler with a raucous giggle and curly hair, Juliet at four, and Ivy at seven and churning to beat her. 

      How Celia loved them! How she loved her family, the only people she needed in the world. Before them on the beach waited their gorgeous mother, Margaret, her eyes rimmed red with tears she couldn’t explain, her arms stretched wide as they ran. “Faster, girls!” she said, which only made Wren’s giggles wilder. “You’re almost here! You can make it!” 

      Celia felt her legs burn as she reached out for their mother, who scooped her into a hug, just before the other three Harper sisters barreled into them both. Her laughter rang out across the Atlantic and bounced across the cliffs of Bluebell Cove. Down here on the beach, they could barely make out the top attic windows of the Bluebell Cove Inn. The inn had been in the Harper family for generations. The Harper sisters were told that it would one day be theirs, in some impossible future, when they were adults and meant to take care of themselves. Celia was more or less certain she’d be a child forever. 

      There was so much she couldn’t envision, even in that imaginative mind of hers. 

      “My girls!” Margaret cried. “How wonderful you are! How fast! How smart!” 

      It was a rare day that Margaret had actually left the house and packed them a picnic. They sat on a blanket with sandwiches and watched the seagulls swoop and caw overhead. Margaret was brighter than she’d been in what felt like ages. She told them countless fantastical stories about princesses, ogres, dragons, and ancient seabeasts, which she said lurked on the ocean floor beside Bluebell Cove and protected all the citizens of their town. 

      “That’s why we must be good to the forests and the oceans and the beaches and the earth,” Margaret told her daughters sweetly. “The earth and its creatures are always good to us. Can’t you feel the magic in the air? Can’t you hear the sea beasts?” 

      Celia perked up her ears to hear what she could: the rush of the winds through the forest, the crash of the waves, the shriek of the seagulls, and her little sisters, captivated, breathing as they watched their mother. She couldn’t hear the sea beasts, but she still believed they were there, lurking on the ocean floor, waiting. Who else protected Bluebell Cove if not them? 

      “Someday, I won’t be here to watch over you,” Margaret said out of nowhere, sliding her fingers through Celia’s hair. “You’ll have to trust in each other, then. You’ll have to trust in Bluebell Cove.” Margaret didn’t say anything about their father. 

      Despite her mother’s illnesses and her frequent inability to leave the house, their mother was to Celia like the weather: always present, always changing. She couldn’t imagine a time when Margaret wouldn’t be around. Celia dropped her head against her mother’s chest and listened to the pounding of her heart. She made believe the sound was the sea beasts in the water, whispering, “Buh-dum. Buh-dum.” But she realized she couldn’t speak whatever language they were speaking. It was untranslatable, like love.
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      It was twenty-four years almost to the day since Celia Harper had last been to Bluebell Cove. She’d lived more than half her life since then. Now aged forty-two, her head fizzy from the flight up from Washington, DC, and her mouth dry with the taste of coffee and the vaguely cheesy crackers they’d given out on the plane, she stopped in the airport bathroom to tend to herself, to drink water and fix her face. The last thing she wanted was for the people of Bluebell Cove to think she was anything but put together, the “perfect” oldest sister of a family torn apart. She didn’t want anyone to see the devastation and exhaustion of her recent life stitched across her face. Which meant, she supposed, she wanted to lie. 

      She’d been lying more and more lately: to her daughter, to her editors (none of whom were writing her back anyway), and to herself. 

      Scrabbling through the bottom of her purse, she found lipstick and tapped it on, her eyes smarting. Pull it together, Harper, she thought, using the maiden name she’d taken back after the divorce, feigning a smile into the mirror. Next, she added a light dusting of perfume. The scent was nothing like her mother’s, nothing that would bring any rogue memories back. When she finished, she took a staggered breath and turned off flight mode on her phone, nervous for what she’d find there. Sure enough, there were messages from each of her sisters: "We’re all here," "See you later," and "Don’t forget." There was no warmth in the messages. Celia’s heart pounded so hard she thought she was going to collapse. Her hands shook too much to text back.

      At the rental car place outside the airport, Celia slipped her sunglasses over her eyes and waited for a little man with wiry arms and a thick handlebar mustache to pass over the keys of the clunky Chevy she’d booked online. Gone were the days of renting fancy cars on her journalism assignments. Although the man looked nothing like her father, when he spoke, his accent was so entirely Maine, so entirely like Celia’s father’s, that Celia bit her tongue to keep from sobbing. She hadn’t expected that. She hadn’t expected herself to be so weak. 

      “Are you all right, ma’am?” the man asked, sliding a pen behind his ear. 

      “Just fine.” Celia forced a smile. Her cheeks shivered with pain. 

      As Celia walked around the Chevy to check for dings and dents, she noticed another woman approaching the rental place, wheeling a suitcase behind her, her stride jaunty and uncomfortable. Celia’s blood ran cold. She had half a mind to duck into the Chevy and get out of there before she was spotted. 

      But was that really the energy she wanted to bring with her to Maine? Did she really want to start this “makeshift reunion,” this “final goodbye” like that? After a career in journalism, a career in the cut-throat environment of Washington, DC, a career mostly family-less (besides her daughter, of course), she’d never been the sort of person who let fear get the best of her. Not in the past, anyway. 

      She wasn’t someone to be frightened of, she reminded herself as she stepped around the Chevy. Nothing that happened was her fault. 

      “Juliet!” Celia hardly recognized her own voice. It felt lodged deep in her throat. 

      Juliet froze and then lurched around to find Celia hurrying toward her. Celia struggled to read her expression but guessed it was something like no, I’m not ready for this. But Celia was already five feet away, her arms outstretched. She was going to hug her sister, right here at the rental car place, because that was what you did when your father died. That was what you did when you hadn’t seen each other for decades. 

      Juliet let herself be hugged. Conscious that the rental car guy was watching them, Celia counted to four and then stepped back, her smile wide. “This is funny timing,” she said. 

      “Yes. Funny,” Juliet said, her voice wavering. 

      “I got a car,” Celia said, gesturing back behind her. 

      “Oh. Nice.” Juliet’s nose twitched, taking her sunglasses on a funny ride. Celia wondered how much she’d spent on them and guessed somewhere north of five hundred dollars. 

      “You can come with me. If you want to.” Celia suddenly felt overwhelmed by her desire to tend to her younger sister, to make sure she was warm, safe, and well-fed. She did a quick calculation and realized that Juliet was thirty-seven, five years younger than Celia.

      The silence between them was deafening. 

      For the first time, it boggled Celia’s mind that none of the sisters had called one another after news of the death of their father. None of them had reached out beyond a logistical text message regarding what needed to be done and when. They’d been made to sit in their private sorrows, marveling at a past that they couldn’t fully wrap their minds around. At least, that was what Celia had gone through—marveling, broken-hearted, and alone in her DC apartment. 

      When she’d called her daughter, Sophie, and asked her about her day, she hadn’t been able to tell her about her grandfather’s death till the tail-end of their conversation. “Mom?” Sophie had demanded, out of sorts, “I know you don’t talk to Grandpa or whatever, but are you okay?” 

      Now, Julia turned to look at the rental car guy with the handlebar mustache. Celia sensed she wanted to refuse Celia’s offer of a ride into Bluebell, that she wanted to decompress in her own rental car en route to their hotels. 

      But Juliet surprised Celia when she shrugged her bony shoulders. “All right. I haven’t driven in five years anyway. I wasn’t looking forward to it.” 

      Celia felt a jolt of fear and searched for a joke. “You’re a full New Yorker, now. No driving for you, I guess?” She tried to smile. 

      “I’ve been there since I was eighteen years old,” Juliet reminded her. “A lot can change in nineteen years.” 

      Celia wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she offered, “It’ll be great to catch up.” 

      Celia opened the trunk of the Chevy and slid Juliet’s suitcase beside hers. When she closed it, she took a moment to look back at the airport, wondering if Wren, their other sister traveling in from elsewhere, was coming out to join them. They hadn’t coordinated their flights, but maybe, just maybe, they’d all come in at the same time. Perhaps fate was on their side for once. The door flashed, and out came a family of four in puffy coats that suggested they thought Maine was frigid at all times of the year. The littlest kid unzipped his coat and wailed, “Mom, it’s hot!” 

      Celia started the rental and drove out, following the signs for the highway. Juliet had removed her leather jacket and was rubbing lotion on her long, slender hands. She smelled expensive, like the people Celia interviewed who were in charge of destroying mass forests to support the fashion, tourism, or film industry. Celia imagined that, like them, Juliet would call Celia an idiotic idealist, the sort of person who spins around in circles, trying and failing to make the world a better place. Sometimes she really did feel dizzy with the fact that after everything she’d done, nothing was getting better. She often wondered if she’d picked the wrong career. 

      Nothing about her career was going well right now, but it would pick up. It had to. 

      “How was your flight?” Celia asked Juliet. 

      “Fine,” Juliet said. “And yours?” 

      “It was okay.” Celia searched her mind for ways she could elevate this conversation. “I mean, I just keep wondering what we’re getting into.” 

      Juliet sniffed. “Did you know he was sick?” 

      “No.” Celia squeezed the steering wheel till her knuckles turned white. “But that’s how Dad is, right? He’s always too proud to tell anyone what’s going on with him.” 

      As soon as she said it, Celia felt a pang of remorse. She’d used the wrong tense, the present tense. Now, Dad was, or had been, she reminded herself. Past tense. Per his wishes, he’d already been cremated, which meant that their father didn’t exist in the world any longer. The man who towered over Celia’s past was gone. 

      “And Ivy, well. I mean, she keeps everything to herself,” Celia said. 

      Juliet made a throaty noise and looked at her phone. She seemed not to want to talk much. “Well,” she pointed out, typing something, “she stayed, I guess.”

      “She certainly did,” Celia stated. 

      After a brief exchange about Juliet’s career in fashion and Celia’s work as an environmental journalist—polite, surface-level talk that revealed nothing of who they really were—the conversation ebbed. Silence settled in as the sweeping highway carried them forward, the landscape shifting between rocky stretches and pockets of lush green on either side. Celia’s heart lifted into her throat. Sometimes she couldn’t believe she’d ever lived in such a mesmerizing place, that the background of their childhood memories was other people’s screensavers and vacation photographs. She wondered what Juliet was thinking, then decided Juliet would never tell her what was on her mind anyway, so maybe it was better not to ask. 

      We’ll spend one day together, Celia thought, and then we’ll go our separate ways. She had to be strong enough for that. 

      The meeting with their father’s lawyer, Randall Hopkins, was set to begin at four thirty that afternoon, giving Celia and Juliet four hours to prepare. Coincidentally, Juliet had booked a room for herself at the swankier hotel across the street from Celia’s, one with a seaside view, several tennis courts, and an outdoor and indoor pool and sauna. Celia opted for the cheaper hotel with a poor Wi-Fi connection and a television that couldn’t be switched away from The Cooking Channel. Celia lay on her back and watched an Italian man sauté a head of garlic while drinking from her water bottle. When she’d asked Juliet if she wanted to have lunch before they met with Randall Hopkins, Juliet had said she wouldn’t be hungry till dinner. What she meant, probably, was that she didn’t want to be alone with Celia, and she wanted to dilute the drama with all the sisters involved. Celia prayed that her sisters would want to eat together tonight. If they each went their separate ways after the meeting, she thought she might break down. 

      Not that I can afford a nice restaurant, she thought darkly. She wondered whether she was the biggest failure among the Harper sisters. She pondered if they could see it written on her face.

      Celia’s phone pinged with a message from her daughter, Sophie. 

      SOPHIE: Hey! Did you make it?

      Celia felt her position in the world solidify. She thought, My daughter, my love. Sometimes it felt as though Sophie was the only person Celia had left. Celia never wanted to put pressure on her daughter, never wanted to make Sophie feel like she needed to take care of her. She texted back.

      
        
          
            
              
        CELIA: Sure did. Met up with your Aunt Juliet at the airport. She asked about you and sends her love.

      

      

      

      

      

      As soon as she’d written it, Celia felt dread mixed with confusion. She couldn’t understand what had possessed her to lie to Sophie about Juliet asking about her. Maybe it was wishful thinking. Perhaps a part of her ached to have her entire family back together again. Although now that their father had died, it was too late. 

      You can’t rewrite the past.
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      A half hour before their meeting, Celia called Juliet to ask if she wanted a ride to the lawyer’s office, but Juliet didn’t answer. Instead, she texted that she planned to walk. Celia checked and saw that, in such a small town, the walk from her hotel to Randall Hopkins’s office was twelve minutes. Knowing that an afternoon in May in a town like Bluebell Cove could drop degrees fast, she bundled up and stepped into the orange late afternoon, then gradually removed her scarf, hat, and gloves as she walked. En route, she passed a thousand memories at the ice cream shop, the grocery store, and the preschool where, once upon a time, she’d picked up both little Wren and Juliet. By the time she reached Randall Hopkins’s place, her heart had shattered a thousand times over. 

      She entered the office to find she was the last one there, a rarity for the eldest sister. Sitting before Randall’s desk were all three of them—Ivy, Juliet, and Wren—their legs crossed, their faces expectant. It was hard to tell if they’d said hello to one another. It felt almost like a waiting room for a doctor’s office—a collection of strangers who just so happened to have an appointment on the same day. Celia’s heartbeat quickened. 

      “Hi,” she said, searching first Juliet’s, then Wren’s, then Ivy’s faces. 

      “Hi.” Ivy stood awkwardly and gave Celia a very stiff hug. Wren did the same. Juliet, having already shared the requisite hug with Celia earlier, waved from her chair. 

      “We drove from the airport together,” Juliet explained to the others. 

      Before Wren or Ivy could ask additional questions, Randall Hopkins, the sixty-something lawyer who handled their father’s estate, came through a side door and sat at the desk in front of them. “Good afternoon, ladies,” he said, placing his fleshy hands on the desk. “I am terribly sorry for your loss. James was an incredible man and a longtime friend. I know he loved you all and thought of you till the very end.”

      Celia, Ivy, Juliet, and Wren didn’t say a thing. Celia felt her throat close up. She found herself wondering what secrets her father had shared with Randall, what pieces of their family history he carried—things about the four of them, about their mother, about moments and mistakes Celia never wanted exposed to the public eye. “As I said over the phone,” Randall said, “it’s stipulated in the will that the four of you get back together to hear said will read aloud. Hence, this meeting. Hence, this return to Bluebell. Welcome back home.” Randall reached for the stack of papers to his left and adjusted his glasses. “From the estate of James Harper,” he began, poring over legal jargon that Celia recognized from her years of working as a journalist and reading contracts and wills and other legal documents. She let her mind fade out for a moment before, in a commanding voice, he said, “I, James Harper, hereby grant my daughters Celia, Ivy, Juliet, and Wren the entirety of my very limited fortune plus the ownership of the Bluebell Cove Inn.”

      From where Celia sat, she saw her sisters’ shoulders relax with relief. Why had she assumed that their father had wronged them somehow, and he’d decided that what was his shouldn’t belong to them? 

      We’ll sell the inn and get out of here, she thought. 

      But then the lawyer continued. “Should my daughters decide together that they wish to sell the Bluebell Cove Inn for a profit, I hereby declare that such sale may only go forward if they own and operate said inn for a period of one year. After that, they are free to sell the inn and move on with their lives, together or apart.”

      Randall finished and set the stack of papers aside. Celia’s thoughts whirred. 

      “I’m sorry,” Juliet interrupted the silence, “you said we have to run the inn for a year?” 

      “Yes. One year of owning and operating the inn, and that’s after it’s been repaired enough to reopen to guests,” Randall repeated. “The Bluebell Cove Inn has been in the Harper family for generations. I think your father worried you’d drop it immediately.”

      “We want to drop it immediately,” Juliet said, glancing over at Celia, searching for her cooperation. For the first time, Celia recognized fear in her sister’s face. “Most of us have lives elsewhere, far away from Bluebell Cove. We can’t just live and work at the Bluebell Cove Inn. We can’t just come back.”

      “The four of you don’t have to be there all at once,” Randall explained. “You could, for example, trade off who’s there, who’s running the operations, who’s overseeing the repairs.” His eyes bounced from Celia to Ivy to Wren to Juliet, as though counting out the months of the year.

      “You keep mentioning repairs. How bad is it?” Juliet demanded. 

      “You’ll see for yourself that the Bluebell Cove Inn needs several refurbishments,” Randall said breezily, as though it were the simplest thing in the world. He didn’t want to get into specifics. It was infuriating.

      “Ivy already lives here.” Wren shrugged, eager to get back on the road herself. “I mean, it makes sense that she handles it, doesn’t it?”

      “I have a life, too,” Ivy grumbled. “I haven’t set foot in the inn in years.”

      “Come on, Ivy. Be rational,” Juliet urged. 

      “Me? Rational? I was the only one who stuck around to care for Dad,” Ivy shot back. “I was the one who noticed he was sick in the first place.” 

      No one knew what to say to that. Shame enveloped them. Celia’s mouth was dry. She wished she’d brought her water bottle. As the seconds of silence ticked past, she felt visions of the Bluebell Cove Inn fluttering past her mind’s eye. The antique furnishings. The piano by the window. The tree branches extending across the lush green lawn. Guests from all corners of the earth, coming and going, bringing stories that seemed fantastical and glorious. But they came to Bluebell Cove, they came to our inn, because it was a hideaway, a secret, a beautiful space to heal and laugh and eat and be warm. 

      It felt strange that her father had let it fall into disrepair. That didn’t sound like her domineering, intelligent, terrifying father—the type of man who’d always kept everything in order. 

      When none of the sisters said anything else, Randall glanced at the clock. It was nearly five, the end of his workday. His thoughts were probably already on his post-work meal and the television show he planned to watch. “I imagine the four of you have a lot to talk about,” he said. 

      “If we don’t work at the inn? If we decide to sell it immediately?” Celia asked, her first words since Randall had read the will. “What then?” 

      “The inn will be sold, and the funds will be donated where your father already stipulated in the will,” Randall said. 

      “And where is that?” Juliet furrowed her brow. He hadn’t read that part of the will, it seemed, which begged the question: what else was he leaving out? 

      “University of Maine athletics,” Randall said.

      The Harper sisters were stunned into silence. University of Maine athletics rang through the air. Celia knew that her father had spent a semester at the University of Maine before sustaining a baseball injury, dropping out, and taking over at the Bluebell Cove Inn. It felt like a slap in the face that his money would go to the athletic program instead of to his daughters. Celia slid her tongue over her top teeth and considered her bank account, a vacuous and dusty thing that seemed to diminish as the months went on and fewer and fewer of her articles were picked up. It was a difficult time for journalism. She realized that since she’d received the call from Randall Hopkins, she’d been counting on that money to make a down payment on a smaller and more comfortable DC-based home, a place where her daughter could stay when she came home from college, a place where Celia could begin the next phase of her life. She hadn’t lived in a proper home since she’d divorced her husband. 

      She felt ashamed that she was relying on that money to such a degree. 

      Randall got up and reached for his jacket. “Let me know what you decide.” He opened the door and beamed at them as a way to say “Get out of here, please.” One after another, the Harper sisters gathered their coats and stepped into the chill of the early evening. Randall locked up behind them, slid his keys into his pocket, and wished them well. “We’ll talk soon, I’m sure,” he said, before striding toward the parking lot to fetch his glossy sports car. None of the sisters knew what to say. A wickedly sharp blast of wind swept between them. Celia felt the cold deep in her bones.
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