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      Something about the moonlight over Bluebell Cove was magical. Standing at the edge of the cliff overlooking the water, Juliet watched the white light play across the waves and felt her heart rise in her throat. At seventeen, she carried enormous expectations about what would happen to her in the years after high school. She had a sense that everything that had come before had been little more than a preview for the greater show. 

      Beside her, Callie, her best friend since they were three or four (maybe even before they’d begun to form real memories), threw her head back, letting her blond curls dance across her shoulders. There were tears on her cheeks. Only moments ago, Juliet had told Callie she would leave Bluebell Cove as soon as she had enough money and they graduated from high school. Juliet knew it was bad timing. Callie’s boyfriend Jeremy had dumped her last week, and Callie was fragile and emotional and feeling bereft. 

      Now, Callie whispered, “I don’t have dreams the way you have dreams.” 

      Juliet turned and gave Callie a look she hoped translated to but you can make up whatever dream you want! You’re young and alive! The world is yours! 

      Callie shook her head with what seemed like too much exhaustion, given her age. 

      Juliet tugged at her best friend’s elbow. “Let’s not think about that now. Let’s go.” 

      Together, they traced the slender trail from the top of the cliff down to the beach below. As they got closer, the water grew louder, becoming a roar. Clouds swarmed around the moon, but little flashes of light came over their faces when the moon ducked its head out again and again. Juliet knew the ocean was too violent for swimming. But she preferred the ocean when it was volatile and emotional, like her wild, beating heart. 

      Juliet’s mother had died when Juliet was five, but she remembered the way her mother had described her. “My wild one. My beautiful rainbow bird! You’re going to do amazing things. You’re going to be in the world in ways I never could.” At this, Juliet remembered her older sister Ivy, looking at Juliet with a mix of horror and jealousy. Ivy, the quiet, nervous, and responsible one, could never be described as a rainbow bird. 

      Does my mother love me more than my sisters? Juliet remembered thinking at the time.

      Now, she didn’t think that was so. She simply believed that her mother had seen something in Juliet, something that reminded her of herself and her reckless spirit. The longer Juliet was alive, the more she believed that her mother had felt trapped in Bluebell Cove, that she’d burdened herself with the inn and four daughters and a husband’s cruelty. She hadn’t known how to get out.

      Juliet would not have that problem. In fact, she’d been careful not to have romantic relationships or get too invested in Bluebell Cove events. Well, she’d been careful minus one person: Callie. When she left, she would miss Callie deep in her bones. Maybe she could convince Callie to come with her? Maybe Callie could have a future in the big city? 

      Even as Juliet thought it, her feet squishing through the sand, she knew it couldn’t be so. Juliet had to fly free on her own. Only then could she become what she was meant to be. 

      When Juliet and Callie reached the water, they removed their shoes and felt the chilly ocean against their toes. Juliet fought the urge to ask Callie about her dreams again. It felt sort of obscene to Juliet that Callie had no vision for herself. She’d apparently wanted to marry her high school boyfriend Jeremy, have his babies, and give up in the way so many other women in their small town had. 

      When the silence had gone on too long, filled only with the roar of the waves, Juliet unzipped her sweatshirt and threw it onto the sand. Callie watched her, furrowing her brow. 

      “Check this out, Callie. I’ve been practicing.” Juliet undid her bun and let her hair fly out behind her. Then she twisted around to “strut” like a model up and down the sand. She’d been practicing the model walk for a few months, certain that a career in modeling would help her enter the fashion world, introduce her to the right people, and help her to one day launch her own fashion brand. She knew her beauty would not last forever, that being somewhere between seventeen and twenty-two was probably the sweet spot for selling yourself as a model. She was prepared to soak up every moment and learn as much as she could. 

      And hadn’t she been sketching fashion ideas since she was a little girl? Hadn’t she mastered the sewing machine by the age of eight? Didn’t she make most of her clothes? 

      Her future felt foretold. 

      When she finished with her model strut, Callie clapped and hooted, then burst into laughter. “You look like the real deal.” She shrugged. 

      Juliet couldn’t tell whether Callie was lying, but she decided that it didn’t matter. She was going to be a model. There was no arguing with that. 

      Callie and Juliet sat far back from the water, wrapping themselves in the blanket they’d stolen from the Bluebell Cove Inn. If Juliet’s father knew they’d taken it, he would have grounded her. But Juliet was good at hiding things from James Harper. She’d always been. 

      Callie glanced at Juliet, looking secretive. 

      “What’s up?” Juliet asked. 

      “I don’t know. But like…” Callie wet her lips nervously. “What about Theo?” 

      Juliet barked with laughter. “Theo? Theo Maddox?” She knew it was a funny question. There weren’t any other Theos in their orbit. There weren’t any other Theos she was close with. 

      “I mean, he’s in love with you,” Callie said. “Isn’t he in love with you?” 

      Juliet felt a tenderness toward her best friend’s lovely spirit. “We’re just teenagers. I’m sure he doesn’t think about it in any real way. And it’s not like I’ve ever tried to make him fall in love with me. We only kissed, like, once. When we were twelve!” 

      “You don’t care about him?” Callie asked. 

      Juliet raised her eyebrows. Her instinct was to tell Callie that she didn’t care about Theo, her male best friend who looked at her as though she was the sun, moon, and stars put together. 

      Often, it was the three of them together. Callie, Juliet, and Theo were thick as thieves. But she’d never imagined what that might look like to Callie. She’d never imagined that Callie actually thought Juliet was in love with him back. 

      “I mean, he’s great.” Juliet shrugged. “But you know, I don’t know if our dreams are aligned? And I don’t feel anything romantic toward him.” 

      “He wants to open his own restaurant. I don’t see how that’s so different from your dreams?” Callie said, because Theo’s dreams of restaurateuring were everyone’s business. Theo had become obsessed with cooking at an early age, and he’d invited people to his place for “restaurant night” so often that it had become a ritual. “And he’s good. Remember his quiche last month? I’m still thinking about it. If you let yourself fall in love with him, think of all the food you could eat!” 

      Juliet laughed, then thought of her waist, of the weight she needed to maintain if she was going to be a fashion model. Her smile faltered. “You know he wants his restaurant to be here in Bluebell Cove, right?” 

      Callie nodded. “Yeah, but…”

      “But I’m never going to come back to Bluebell Cove,” Juliet said simply. 

      Callie looked sorrowful. Juliet knew that Callie had imagined them in one another’s weddings, maybe pregnant together, maybe buying houses on the same street. Callie had pictured their children becoming best friends, while Callie and Juliet struggled to keep up with them. Callie had imagined a simple existence that had nothing to do with Juliet’s dreams. 

      “What if Bluebell Cove is better than anywhere else?” Callie asked. 

      Juliet bit her tongue to keep from laughing at such a preposterous idea. “Let’s just enjoy it while we’re here,” Juliet said, before Callie could protest. She squeezed Callie’s hand and turned to watch as the moon ducked behind another cloud, casting them in darkness. 

      Juliet couldn’t see so much about the future. But she understood that fame and success were waiting for her, just as soon as she got up the nerve to get out of Bluebell Cove. 

      People like Callie and Theo were already a part of her past. They had to understand that. 

      Of course, Juliet never could have fathomed what would happen to Callie next. Nobody could have guessed it. And it changed the trajectory of everyone’s lives—and fears—forever.
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      Sitting at her window in her Greenwich Village apartment, listening as a group of city dwellers screamed with glee and youth and joie de vivre outside, Juliet found herself thinking about her sisters. Even from a young age, there had never been any question in her mind that she was different from Celia, Wren, and Ivy. Recently, they’d proven that all the more with their recommitment to their hometown. It mystified Juliet. Even Celia, who’d left Bluebell Cove at eighteen and promised never to return, had returned after their father’s death. She’d come back to reopen the Bluebell Cove Inn, transforming it into the Bluebell Cove Eco-Lodge. Celia had then fallen in love with Landon Brooks, a Bluebell Cove biologist. She’d become someone Juliet struggled to understand. 

      And Ivy, who’d stayed behind in Bluebell Cove and simmered with resentment for years, had found new ways to forgive Celia. She’d revamped her flower shop and begun to help out at the Eco-Lodge. She’d even fallen in love with someone new! Another small-town guy, Elliott Rhodes. Even Wren, who was out traveling again and therefore mostly unreachable, had spent many months in Bluebell Cove, recovering from and learning to manage her Graves’ disease diagnosis. Ivy had taken her in and doted on her. 

      For Juliet, their recommitment to family was adorable, quaint, and charming (even though it had come as a result of their father’s death). But what they were up to back in Bluebell Cove was nothing she wanted in her own life. Throughout this time of upheaval and change, Juliet had dipped in and out of town to spend time with her sisters and help out at the Eco-Lodge, learning each time that small-town living was not for her. 

      The flight from New York to Maine was becoming easier and easier to manage. 

      But through it all, Juliet always kept her sisters at arm’s length. Although this had been one of the strangest years of Juliet’s life, they still knew little about her. Juliet liked it that way. 

      Ever since she was a child in Bluebell Cove, Juliet had been entirely herself and self-reliant: rebellious and whip smart and beautiful. Still reeling after everything that had happened with Callie, and knowing there was nothing for her in Bluebell Cove, she’d moved to Manhattan at eighteen to become what she’d always known she wanted to be—first a model, then a fashion designer. Now, despite everything that had happened to her recently, she had no plans to give up on her dreams. Not now that she was in her upper thirties, headed for that dark shadow of age forty. She had no plans to give up on herself now, not when she’d enjoyed “living those dreams” for the better part of twenty years. 

      This was what Juliet told herself as she sat in the little apartment she’d recently rented, listening for her daughter on the stairs. Danica should have been home by now. She was more than fifteen minutes late. Oh, Juliet hated when Danica was late. It reminded her of her fears. 

      Now, outside, rain began to pound on the streets and flattened the branches of the oaks and maples. Shivering, Juliet zipped her hoodie to her chin and got up to do a mini workout, something to distract her from her panic. Besides, when she restarted her career in the fashion world—probably after tomorrow’s interview, which she was sure would be a success—they needed her to be trim and sleek and endlessly chic. She’d gained a tiny bit of weight recently. She’d known it, and her husband had been keen to point it out. 

      Gasping, bent in a horrible crunch to work her abs, she made sure to remind herself: Ex-husband. Alvin was her ex-husband. She was still struggling to call him that in her mind. Maybe this was because she’d kept their break-up a secret from Celia, Ivy, and Wren, talking about her husband and life in the city as though everything was chugging happily along. 

      She needed her sisters to see her as the successful one. I am the successful one, Juliet reminded herself, filling her lungs with air and allowing the rest of her body to collapse across the carpeting. 

      Now, she heard a sharp key in the lock, and she bolted to the living room to watch as her fourteen-year-old daughter, Danica, came in, shaking rain from her long, dark hair. She wasn’t wearing her raincoat, and she looked pale and sad. She looked like a cartoon version of a teenager in a bad situation. Juliet fought the urge to throw her arms around her daughter and comfort her. Danica had recently decided she didn’t like to be hugged. Juliet remembered going through something similar at her age. But she hadn’t pondered how painful it might have been for the people around her. 

      Of course, by the time Juliet had been Danica’s age, her own mother had been dead. 

      “How did it go?” Juliet asked tentatively. 

      Danica rolled her eyes and gestured at her soaking-wet clothes. “What does it look like?” 

      “Why don’t you take a shower?” Juliet suggested, willing herself not to match her daughter’s mood. “I’ll make tea.” 

      “There’s never hot water in the shower,” Danica said. “Not in this apartment. Not at this time of day.” 

      But Danica slunk to the bathroom anyway, leaving Juliet alone, her heart pounding. She was pulled out of her reverie a second later, when a text message from Alvin came through.

      
        
          
            
              
        ALVIN: You need to do something about her attitude. Maggie can’t take it. Neither can I, honestly. We’re considering telling her that she can’t come back unless she respects us. 

      

      

      

      

      

      Juliet felt herself drown in a wave of rage. She considered ways to respond to Alvin. She imagined texting him: If you hadn’t left us, maybe she wouldn’t be so angry. Or maybe she could say: If you didn’t force her to hang out with your affair partner all the time, maybe she’d show you more respect. But Juliet knew better than to anger him even more. They were in the midst of a pretty heinous divorce, and she needed things from him—money, namely. 

      It always came down to money, especially in Manhattan. 

      She hated that she’d gotten to this point in life. She hated that everything had crumbled. With her friends here in Manhattan, from whom she couldn’t hide her divorce nor her faltering career, Juliet spoke as though she’d orchestrated this situation herself. She wanted them to think that she was strong for leaving Alvin. She wanted them to think she was “amazing” because she’d stepped away from a boss in fashion who hadn’t respected her. 

      But the reality was that Alvin had been having an affair for more than two years, and her fashion boss had fired her. He’d fired her for many reasons, according to him and according to the official statement he’d published online. One of those reasons, Juliet knew, was that Juliet had made a minor error that had cost them a client at Paris Fashion Week. Okay, that was terrible, and Juliet felt bad about it. She kept herself awake at night, thinking about it. But she’d had a lot on her mind during Paris Fashion Week, namely Alvin’s affair and Juliet’s fear that she was unlovable and ugly. 

      But she suspected her fashion boss had fired her, too, because she was a little bit older and a little bit heavier. She no longer “fit the bill” for the fashion world. 

      She guessed this because he’d suggested weight loss drugs on more than one occasion. “Juliet, everyone is using them these days,” he’d reasoned. He’d looked at her as though he’d never seen her before, although they’d worked together for more than ten years at that point. The pressure to be thinner than thin was higher than she’d ever felt it. 

      But—at a comfortable if not super-slender size—Juliet wasn’t sure if she wanted to demonstrate that behavior to her fourteen-year-old daughter. She didn’t want her daughter to equate super skinniness with wealth and beauty. When she got down to the truth of it all, Juliet wasn’t sure she wanted her only daughter to accept any of the so-called values that Juliet’s work in the fashion industry upheld. 

      It was a difficult time. Juliet poured hot water into two mugs and watched the tea steep, listening as her daughter got out of the shower and stumbled into the bedroom to change. Danica always listened to loud music when she did anything, and tonight was no exception. Juliet told herself not to be nostalgic for Danica’s childhood, when Juliet, Danica, and Alvin had so often played on the floor of their penthouse, giggling together before deciding to order burgers or pizza for dinner. Everything had always felt spontaneous and charged with love. 

      Danica came into the kitchen with her hair brushed out. She wore black sweatpants and a big sweatshirt and sat at the table, flaring her nostrils. 

      “How did it go with your dad?” Juliet asked, sitting across from her daughter, wrapping her hands around the tea and feeling the steam on her cheeks. Danica could hardly look at her. 

      “Maggie took me shopping, but I hated everything,” Danica said. 

      Juliet hated the jolt of anger she felt in her stomach. What made Maggie think she could take Danica shopping? Wasn’t Juliet the person who worked in fashion? Maggie was a secretary on the fourth floor of the building where Alvin worked as a lawyer. It wasn’t that Juliet didn’t respect secretaries. She certainly did. She just hated the old cliché of “businessman leaving his wife for a younger secretary.” Didn’t Alvin see how obvious he was? 

      “What did she want to shop for?” Juliet asked, fixing her voice. She didn’t want to sound jealous. 

      Danica shrugged. “She said I should stop wearing all black. She said it makes me seem, like, mean?” 

      Juliet raised her eyebrows. “She said that?” Juliet remembered telling Danica that black always worked on her skin tone, that she looked chic, like the cool “city girl” she was in her heart. Juliet had only said that because, a few years ago, Danica had felt so bad about herself, about her changing body in the midst of puberty, that she hadn’t known what to wear, so she’d gravitated to black. 

      Juliet wanted to use her skills in the fashion world to make her daughter feel better. She’d wanted to point at people like Audrey Hepburn and Kate Moss and say, “See? Black always works!” 

      But so many years after that, Danica didn’t seem to remember that Juliet had given her that praise about wearing black. Now, Danica shrugged again, finished her tea, and went back to the bed she slept in when she was here, leaving Juliet with her forehead on the table and her heart thudding with sorrow. 

      Everything felt disconnected. Everything felt off. 
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        * * *

      

      Proud and angry and always wanting to appear tougher than she really was, in the wake of learning about Alvin’s affair with Maggie, Juliet had moved out of their penthouse apartment on the Upper West Side to this one-bedroom apartment in Greenwich Village, where, when Danica spent the night, Juliet slept on a pull-out couch in the living room to let Danica have the bedroom. She knew that Danica didn’t like sleeping at the place in Greenwich. Danica was accustomed to Upper West Side doormen and Upper West Side neighbors and Upper West Side luxury. She was used to having hot water in the shower whenever she wanted it. 

      As Juliet settled onto the pull-out sofa, she reasoned that Danica probably didn’t like to watch Juliet’s downfall like this. It reminded Juliet of her own childhood, watching her family fall apart at the seams after her mother’s death. Children needed to protect themselves from the chaos surrounding them. They needed to tell themselves that the bad things that had happened to their parents wouldn’t happen to them. 

      Just as she had so many nights before in this apartment, Juliet struggled to sleep, so much so that she got up at two thirty, drank a glass of wine, and watched the city’s lights out the window. Back on the Upper West Side, she’d never struggled to sleep. 

      She’d been safe in the knowledge that a wealthy, successful man loved her, that Danica was growing up with everything she wanted and needed, and that Juliet’s career was bubbling along. Juliet wished she could whisper to her former self, telling her to buckle up. 

      Now, Juliet wondered if Celia and Ivy struggled to sleep back in Bluebell Cove. Probably, Ivy had gone to bed at around nine, careful to sleep enough before her early shift at the flower shop. She’d always been the responsible one, although that responsibility hadn’t protected her from countless heartaches, including a husband who’d cheated on her before he’d subsequently died. 

      Meanwhile, Celia was currently so purposeful, so geared up at both the Eco-Lodge and with her occasional journalism gigs (many of which had to do with saving the world), that she probably slept like a rock. That was what happened when your life mattered, Juliet thought. You slept well. You ate well. You were sheltered from the horrors of the world, if only because you saw yourself as a part of a miraculous machine—a family of love and compassion.
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      Two hours southwest of Bluebell Cove, Theo Maddox was on a date, sort of, with another restaurateur named Nellie Strong. It was a sunny morning in late April, and they wore light jackets and strolled through the market of this quaint, idealistic, anonymous town, a town that was halfway between Theo’s home in Bluebell and Nellie’s home near Moosehead Lake. This was where they’d finally decided to meet. Nellie had a sharp eye for detail and an even more advanced palate than Theo’s, and she wanted to taste-test everything at the Friday market to see if she could “invigorate” her current restaurant menu. 

      It was a research mission. It was also a mission for Theo to see if the butterflies he’d felt for Nellie when they’d first met meant anything. They’d been trying to go on a date since they met six months ago at a pre-Christmas “restaurateurs of Maine” meetup in Bangor, but their schedules hadn’t allowed a moment’s rest till now. 

      “I want to try that,” Nellie muttered, targeting a Swiss raclette place. She shot forward to get in line, expecting Theo to follow her. 

      Theo’s stomach heaved. The idea of eating a piece of bread plastered with hot, melted cheese at ten in the morning didn’t sit right with him. But he didn’t want to say no to Nellie. 

      As they waited, Nellie pulled out a little notebook and wrote down her ideas for her menu. He could hardly read her handwriting, but when he twitched to try to see more, to try to get a handle on what she was thinking, she hid her book against her chest and smiled. 

      “Sorry,” Theo said, drawing himself away from her. “I didn’t mean to read your secrets.”

      Nellie laughed, but it was a sort of sinister laugh. “I think I’m a little in my head. I’ll try to just, I don’t know, enjoy myself?” She put the little book away, but she seemed to regret it immediately. She tapped her thighs with the tips of her fingers. “How was your drive?” 

      “It was good. I listened to an audiobook,” Theo said. 

      Nellie wrinkled her nose. “Do you call that reading?” 

      Theo was caught off guard. “I still read. I mean, I read when I have time?” But the truth was, with his demanding schedule at The Dockside, he often struggled to sit down with his physical books. He adjusted his sunglasses, hoping that Nellie would at least ask him about the audiobook. He loved the slightly creepy story with a historical element that surprised him. 

      But Nellie was talking about how reading was a commitment you had to make to yourself. “I always wake up at five in the morning to go running, read thirty pages, and get ready for my day at the restaurant,” Nellie declared. 

      “Wow.” Theo ached to be sarcastic with her, to ask her something like, “Have they
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