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For my sister, Denise – forever loved, forever missed, and forever in my thoughts.

And for Linda and Mich – we will always be four sisters, no matter what.
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Chapter 1 
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Denni Grainger loved the beach at this time of day – a little after sunrise, while silence still lingered, and the sea hadn’t yet surrendered to tourists, water sports enthusiasts and the inflatable boat brigade.

She’d always been rather envious of people who plunged fearlessly into deep water, arms slicing through the surf in a flawless front crawl that took them way out of their depth, but large stretches of water terrified her to her core. Even at fifty-four, after a lifetime lived by the coast, she preferred to feel solid ground beneath her feet rather than no ground at all. A risk taker, she was not.

The eldest of five sisters, Denni was the solid, dependable one. The one who kept a note of everything, never missed a birthday or anniversary, organised family gatherings, calmed arguments, and never hesitated to offer a helping hand. The type of person who’d stick her head above the parapet to fight for those she loved, but who trusted far too easily.

She gazed along the shoreline to where a lone fisherman cast his line into Bliss Bay’s inky depths. Otherwise, the only suggestions that anyone else was up and about at this hour were the random lit-from-within windows of the houses on the clifftops, and the aroma of coffee wafting by every now and then. 

Leaning back on the heels of her hands, she dug her toes into the cool sand and tipped her face to the brightening sky, watching the light bathe the houses overlooking the bay in a pink glow. 

According to public records, the first mention of Bliss Bay village in the English county of Devon was during the late Middle Ages. At the time, it was home to just thirty-seven residents, with a scattering of dwellings along one side of the horseshoe-shaped bay. Over time, the village had grown steadily, with present day figures recording six hundred and eighty-nine residents; a result of the expanding patchwork of permanent homes dotting its landscape. 

The original settlement – locally known as the 'home side' of the village – remained its heart and soul. It boasted a small, yet remarkably well-stocked, shop, the old square where locals and visitors gathered for weekly markets and festive carol concerts, and a village green with its centuries-old church, village hall and ancient Duck Inn pub, sited just within reach of the shade cast by the oak tree that had stood at Bliss Bay’s heart for generations.

Across the bay was the lively younger brother of its more sedate older sister. Locally known as the ‘holiday side’ of the village, an array of rental cottages and B&Bs had transformed the landscape over the years. Its main street, upgraded from dirt track to local stone cobbles during the Victorian era, now played host to a variety of shops, cafes and restaurants. 

Even though the centuries had seen the village expand, and its population grow, it still retained a charm and spirit unique to small communities. Visitors to the village were struck by the all-pervasive sense that being a good neighbour in Bliss Bay was a way of life, and one that came as naturally as waking up every morning.  

It was a village in which camaraderie was the order of the day. Residents still greeted everyone they met, still stopped to share local news and gossip, didn’t think twice about helping a neighbour in need, and regarded newcomers with only the merest hint of suspicion before welcoming them with open arms. 

Of course, as was often the case with close-knit communities, there were the odd exceptions to this rule – for instance, those who regarded anyone who wasn’t born in the village as an outsider, no matter how long they’d lived there – but, on the whole, Bliss Bay was a wonderfully welcoming place to live. 

For Denni Grainger – with her parents, two of her sisters, and her great-aunt all living within walking distance of the home she shared with her husband – it was a place she never wanted to leave. 

As the sun rose on a new day, she exhaled and allowed the peace to flow through her. She’d need every ounce of calm she could summon for the day ahead – she’d promised to lend a hand to her sister Beth, the local gallery owner, at her bustling weekly market stall. 

Heaving herself up from her driftwood perch with a groan, she rubbed her recently arthritic knee and picked up her shoes before heading for home. When the phone in her back pocket vibrated, she knew before looking at it who the early morning caller would be. “Hi. What’s up?” 

“What’s up? Where are you is what’s up! I called your landline by mistake, but you didn’t pick up, so I woke Marc instead and he said he had no idea where you were. Talk about Grumpsville.” Beth, the third of the five sisters, was usually the unflappable one, but her voice bordered on hysteria in Denni’s ear.

“Yes, I guess he would be pretty grumpy. Unless he gets called in, he’s not working today, so he was sleeping late... past tense. And I didn’t answer the phone because I’m at the beach.”

“The beach? You’re still okay for today, aren’t you?”

“Of course. I’m going to stop at home for breakfast, and then I’ll come over so you can tell me what’s what before we get to the market. I won’t be more than an hour.  Why do you sound like you’re about to blow a fuse?”

There was a pause so long, Denni would have thought they’d been disconnected were it not for the rhythmic tick of Beth’s watch in her ear. “Hello?”

“Sorry, yeah, I’m here. Look, if you could get to me earlier, that’d be a big help.” Beth cleared her throat like she was sending a message in Morse code. “Thing is, there’s been a small change of plan.”

Denni stopped walking and put a finger to her suddenly fluttering eyelid. If there was one thing on a list of things that triggered her nervous tic, it was a deviation from a well-laid plan. “What kind of change of plan?” 

“A double-booked kind of change of plan... I told Angie I’d work on her sourdough stall today.” 

Denni felt all the calm she’d suffused herself in drain away. “No, Beth! You’re supposed to be working on your own stall today... with me!”

“I know, I know, but it’s unavoidable circumstances,” Beth’s voice soothed. “Angie’s husband fell off a ladder yesterday and broke his ankle, so neither of them can work their stall because she’s looking after him. She was in such a flap when she called last night, I couldn’t say no when she asked if I could help out. I mean, what sort of friend would I be if I abandoned her in her hour of need?” 

Denni smiled, her anxiety and her twitch ebbing away. Of course, her sister would always help a friend in need! The fact that it meant she’d be on her own at the busy market, without the first clue of how to run Beth’s stall was neither here nor there. She drew a great calming breath. “Listen, I won’t go home first, I’ll come straight to you, and you can run through what you want me to do today. Don’t expect too much, though – I’ve never worked a market stall in my life. And will you get a bowl of muesli ready for me, please?” 

Beth’s sigh of relief seemed to go on forever before her voice returned to its normal pitch. “Thank you. Did I ever tell you you’re my favourite sister?”  

“Don’t think you can get round me. I’m furious.” Denni chuckled as she got into her car. “And put the coffee on. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 

°°°°°°°

“You’re a lifesaver.” Beth pulled Denni into a hug as soon as she walked through the door, then steered her to the breakfast bar and slid a cup of coffee and a bowl of muesli towards her. Hoisting herself onto one of two barstools she’d bought for pennies at a flea market and reupholstered into vintage chic, she lifted her chin in the direction of the other. 

“Right, so, all you need to do is chat to people who come to the stall, but don’t get in their face. Let them browse, but don’t forget to tell them about the ten percent discount. I usually sell out before the market packs up, so fingers crossed today won’t be any different. I’ve already stuck a price sticker on all the frames, so just put each painting on a display stand and let them sell themselves. Oh, and don’t forget to smile,” Beth said, dunking a slice of toast into her coffee mug. “That’s all there is to it. Easy peasy.”

Denni eyed her sister with suspicion as she drizzled honey onto her muesli. “If it’s so easy peasy, why do you need me to help?”

Beth swigged from her coffee mug before wiping the corners of her mouth with a finger and thumb. “Because summer markets can be hectic, so it helps to have two pairs of hands. If people have to wait too long to be served, they can lose interest and wander off.  You know Sofia usually helps, but she’s swapped shifts with Eddie, so she’s working at the gallery this weekend.” 

“Hmm,” Denni said, licking honey from a thumb. “Well, it sounds straightforward enough, so I’m sure everything will be fine, although I’m only one pair of hands, not two. Also, I don’t know what I’m doing, so there’s that.”

“Oh, you won’t be on your own,” Beth said, fiddling with a lock of mahogany hair. “I could hardly expect you to cope all on your lonesome, could I? ”

Denni rolled her eyes. “Well, that’s a relief. If you’d told me that to start with, I wouldn’t be panicking! Who’ll be with me?”

“George Trevellion. Remember him?”

“George Trevellion?” Denni’s brows dipped. “You mean the guy from school?” She stopped chewing and put down her cereal spoon. It occurred to her that she’d rather manage the stall on her own than spend the morning with a virtual stranger from almost forty years ago, whom she probably hadn’t spoken more than three words to. “Why him, for heaven’s sake? Didn’t he move away years ago? I didn’t even know you were still in touch with him!”

“I’m not. And, yes, he did move away, but he’s in the village visiting his dad and his dad’s in the book club I go to. He brought George with him last night, which is where I was when Angie called to tell me about her husband. When I told everyone what had happened, George volunteered to help. And he’s getting there really early to set up the stall, so all you need to do is turn up and do your thing. He even has a fold-up table we can borrow, so you don’t have to take mine with you. Much easier that way.” 

Beth produced a large suitcase on wheels from under the counter. “I know it’s a bit of a surprise, but he’s a really sweet guy.” She put her palms together under her chin. “You’ll still help out, won’t you?”

“Yes, of course I will.” Denni sighed and took a last mouthful of cereal before sliding off the stool. “When have I ever let you down? I just wasn’t expecting to spend the morning with someone I hardly know, that’s all.” She grabbed her bag and the suitcase full of paintings and headed for the door. Of all the things she didn’t want to be doing while she didn’t know what she was doing on Beth’s market stall, having to make polite chit-chat with George Trevellion was one of them. “I’d better get going.”

“Angie’s stall isn’t far from mine, but I can’t leave it unattended, so you’ll have to call me if you have any questions,” Beth said, following behind, “but, you’ll be fine. I can feel it.” She waved as Denni got into her car and cupped her hands around her mouth. “And don’t forget to smile!” 
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Despite the early hour, Bliss Bay’s village square was already bustling as traders prepared for a busy day.  There’d been a market on the old site for centuries and, along with the village green, it was where the community congregated most often. 

Pulling the suitcase behind her, Denni headed for Beth’s stall. As she drew closer, she saw George, head down and shoulders hunched over a folding table. She exhaled a deep breath and put on a smile. “Morning!”

When George looked up and smiled, Denni felt as though she’d whizzed back in time to when she was seventeen. Apart from the extra height, and the appreciable definition in the muscles department, there was no mistaking George Trevellion. He stood tall – a few inches over six feet, Denni guessed – with shoulders broad enough to carry a small car. His eyes, the colour of a stormy sky, glinted with mischief and the promise of an enjoyable few hours.

“Don’t leave me hanging,” George said, nodding towards his outstretched hand. He smiled again, and a feathering of laughter lines made an appearance around his eyes. 

“Hmm? Oh, sorry.” Denni pumped his hand up and down and returned his smile, averting her gaze from his bear-paw-sized hand and the dark hair that fell to the nape of his neck. “Of all the people I wasn’t expecting to spend my Saturday morning with...”

George shrugged and spread his hands. “Well, here I am. And likewise.” He looked at the suitcase. “Shall we get started, then?”

°°°°°°°

Two-and-a-half hours later, George raised a hand and punched the air. “And that’s the last two sold!” 

“I can’t believe we sold out so quickly!” Denni said, shaking her head. “Beth’s going to be over the moon.” 

George spread his hands in a ‘What did you expect?’ gesture. “You shouldn’t be so surprised. This is a real community market and people love anything made by locals, don’t they? And your sister’s stuff is fantastic, so it’s no wonder everything went.”

“That’s true, Beth’s paintings are beautiful. It’s not their appeal I was doubting, it’s just that I didn’t know what to expect today.” Denni looked around the market buzzing with customers browsing, trying, and buying. “Honestly, I was dreading working here when I found out Beth wouldn’t be with me, but I’ve had a great time.”

“Me, too. I love this place. I haven’t been back to Bliss Bay as often as I’d have liked over the years, but one thing that never changes is the way the community comes together and everyone supports everyone else.” George scratched at the shadow of stubble on his cheek. “And they’re here in force. Always are, always have been, always will be.” His gaze travelled around the market square and came back to land squarely on Denni. “So, what have you been up to? It’s been so busy, we haven’t even had time to talk.”

She looked up at him. How do you fit almost forty years into small talk? “Well, let’s see... I got married to Marc Grainger. He’s a detective inspector based at Oxeter station, and it’s our thirty-four-year anniversary in September. We have two beautiful kids, Clare and Taylor, and an adorable two-year-old grandson, Alfie. Clare’s a nursery school assistant, and Taylor’s studying at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge, to be a vet.” She drummed her fingers against her chin. “I worked in Passenger Services at Oxeter airport for over thirty years until it was bought by a multinational investment company. When they were looking for employees to take voluntary redundancy, I put my hand up because my great-aunt hasn’t been well, and I wanted to help look after her.” 

George responded with a sympathetic bob of his head. “I’m sorry to hear your aunt’s not been so good. That was quite a sacrifice to make, giving up your job like that.” 

“Not really. My husband’s retiring next year, and his police pension is pretty good, so I was fortunate that I could give up my job without having to worry too much about the reduced income. Anyway, I was able to help my aunt, and I’m glad I could.” Denni lifted a shoulder. “That’s all there is to it. And I love spending time with her. I’m going to see her tonight, actually.”

George smiled, then reached out and briefly touched her arm. “By the way, I was sorry to hear about your sister, Amie. I wasn’t living here at the time, but my dad told me what happened. I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”

Denni’s intake of breath was so sharp, she almost choked. When was she going to be able to accept the condolences people offered without being knocked sideways by a wave of emotions? She blinked back the sudden tears that burned her eyes. “Thank you. It was horrendous, but my family got through it together... we’re still getting through it, actually, eight years on.” 

“One of your sisters moved away soon afterwards, didn’t she? Did she come back, or was it a permanent move?”

Denni stiffened. The subject of her sister Grace was always a prickly one, and not something she enjoyed discussing, especially not with someone who wasn’t family or a close friend. “Well, she hasn’t been back to the village since she left so, yes, I guess it’s permanent.” She forced a smile in an attempt to lighten the mood. “Actually, do you mind if we don’t talk about it? It’s a bit too personal.”

“Oh, sorry, of course. I hope I haven’t upset you?”

Denni shook her head. George’s expression was so sincere, and he looked so mortified, she didn’t believe he’d been fishing for details, unlike so many others in the wake of the tragedy that had taken her sister, Amie. “No, it didn’t upset me, you just caught me off-guard.”

“That’s okay, then. I’d hate to think anything I’d said made you feel bad.” He made a fist and touched it gently to her shoulder. “Still friends?”

Denni chuckled and relaxed. “Still friends,” she said, doing the same.  

“Can I walk you to your car?”

“Oh, thanks, but no. I’m going to find Beth and give her the good news, but if we meet up again, perhaps we can catch up with what you’ve been doing for the last three-and-a-half decades?” 

George nodded and hoisted the folding trestle table onto his shoulder like it was a matchstick. “I’ll hold you to it. It’s been good to see you again, and happy anniversary for September. I hope it’s a great day for you.”
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Judith Appleby – or, as she insisted to her family and friends, ‘Just plain Jude, and don’t refer to me as a great-aunt, because it makes me sound like a dinosaur’ – knew that her life was nearing its end. 

At ninety-four, she was a strong-willed, no-nonsense woman, who’d never worn a wedding ring, but had never been alone. She was the beating heart of a family that adored her, and she loved every one of them with a fierce and unshakable devotion.

At Warbler’s Rest, the home she’d lived in all her life, she leaned against the balustrade of her balcony, and Denni wondered how many more times her aunt would see the sun rise. “Here’s your coffee.”

“Oh, thanks, love. You know I can’t function until I’ve had my caffeine fix.” Jude pulled her shawl around her and settled her long plait of white hair over her shoulder, her smile reaching all the way up to her eyebrows. “And thank you for getting up at this ungodly hour to keep me company.”

“No thanks necessary,” Denni said, helping her aunt to settle in her chair. “I like to be up early, and I can’t think of a better way to start the day.”

Jude chuckled, and plumped up a cushion behind her back, her blue eyes twinkling. “Get away with you! You don’t have to humour me, y’know.” She gave a trill with her tongue against her teeth and her old tortoiseshell cat, Torty, jumped onto her lap.

“And why would I do that?” Denni smiled and stroked the cat behind the ears. “I love the time we spend together – you know I do.” She reached for Jude’s hand and the two women sat in companionable silence, watching the sky turn from coal black to the darkest inky blue, to shades of pink and lilac. As the sun continued its ascent over the horizon, a solitary wood warbler landed on the balustrade and looked around before taking flight again.

“I noticed when I was making the coffee that the bird feeders need topping up,” Denni said. “I’ll do it after breakfast when I put some fresh water out.”

Jude nodded. “That’d be good, love. I worry about them not having enough. My old Ma used to tell me and your gran that if the food ran out, the warblers would stop coming, and we can’t have that. Not when this house is named after them.” She winced as Torty stretched and extended her claws. “Now, tell me your news. How did it go on Beth’s market stall yesterday? I fell asleep last night before we could talk about it.” 

“It was great. Long story short, Beth wasn’t there because she was helping out a friend on another stall, but it all worked out really well.”

Jude’s eyebrows rose over her coffee cup. “You managed all on your own?”

“No, thank goodness. Beth arranged for someone to work with me. Can you believe that I used to go to school with the guy? George Trevellion.”

Jude’s smile dropped, a furrow settling in between her brows. “Trevellion?” 

Denni nodded and blew on her coffee. “You don’t look very impressed. Did you know him? Did he do something awful when he was young?”

Jude paused, toying with the locket she wore around her neck, as she always did when she was deep in thought. “No, I didn’t know him, and I don’t remember him,” she replied, slowly, “but let me give you a word of advice, love... don’t go getting too friendly with that chap. Trevellions and Applebys don’t mix well.”

“That sounds ominous. Bit mysterious, too. What do you mean?”

“Just what I say. We don’t mix well. Not that you’re an Appleby through and through, but you’ve got your mother’s genes and that’s enough.”

“Well, George and I got on okay,” Denni said, with a shrug. “I didn’t know him very well when we were younger because he was in the year above me, but he seems nice enough.”

Jude raised her eyes. “I’m glad there are still some good ones around,” she said, with a sniff.

“What? There are plenty of good ones still around! I’ve been married to one for almost thirty-four years! Why on earth would you say that?”

Jude grimaced and raised her narrow shoulders. “No reason, I suppose,” she said, avoiding eye contact. “Anyway, don’t take any notice of me. I’m just a crochety old woman.” Her mood suddenly changed, her lips lifting. “A crochety old woman who’s ready for breakfast. You know I get irritable when I’m hungry.”

°°°°°°°

Twenty minutes later, Denni stepped back out onto the balcony with a breakfast tray. Jude’s eyes were closed, her head lolling to one side, her chin resting on her chest, and her lips quivering gently with each shallow breath. “Come on, Torty, move over.” 

The cat looked up from her spot on Jude’s lap, opened her big amber eyes, and gave Denni an indignant glare before settling down again. 

Denni sighed and took Jude’s hand, cool against hers, its tissue-paper-thin skin as soft and delicate as a butterfly’s wings. Her aunt looked so small, wrapped in the shawl that swaddled her petite frame like a newborn baby. 

Denni didn’t want to imagine life without Jude. Didn’t want to imagine a life without her love, her humour and her kindness. 

She couldn’t bear to think that, one day, Jude’s beloved home would be sold, and another family would make their own lifetime of memories in it. 

With a swallow, Denni shook the thoughts from her mind. She bit hard on her lip then put on a smile as she risked Torty’s wrath and gave her aunt’s shoulder a gentle shake. “Wakey-wakey, Jude... breakfast’s ready!”
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Denni’s life-changing discovery came during the party to celebrate her and Marc’s thirty-fourth wedding anniversary.

If the neighbours were to be believed, it had been the most riotously enjoyable gathering in living memory. 

Denni’s recollection, however, was far less favourable, having discovered her husband taking his role as the perfect host way beyond what any spouse would consider acceptable.

Five hours prior to her kick-in-the-gut discovery, and blissfully unaware of what lay ahead, party preparations were underway.

“I’m bringing this potato salad down. The fridge is literally going to burst its seams if anyone tries to shove anything more into it.” Her sister, Martha, balanced a vast bowl on the crook of her arm as she negotiated the steps from the kitchen down to the larder in her heels. “Oh, my giddy aunt, it’s bloody freezing down here! Oh, sorry! I didn’t know you were on a call.”

Denni stuck up a thumb and continued stacking glasses into a box while she held her phone between her chin and her shoulder, her shoulder-length hair – the colour of wet soil – falling across the smattering of tawny freckles on her pale cheek. “Marc, it doesn’t matter if you’re running a little late, just don’t be hours late, okay? I know your work’s important, but it’s not like the party’s just been sprung on you, is it? It was your idea, for heaven’s sake! And some people are travelling a long way to see us so just get here as soon as possible, please? Okay, that’s great. What? Oh, well, call me when you can. Yeah, I’ll see you later. Love you, too.”

“Problem?” Martha set down the bowl on a shelf before lifting the film covering a dish and snaffling a mini-Scotch egg. 

“No. Well, not unless Marc doesn’t turn up.” Denni rolled her eyes and took the box of glasses up to the kitchen. “He’s working on a case that feels like it’s been going on forever, but he’ll be here by seven.”

Martha took a grape from the covered cheese board and tossed it into her mouth. “He’d better be. We can’t start your anniversary party without him, can we?” 

“Preferably not.” Denni finished loading the dishwasher, closing its door with a swing of her hips. “As I just said to him, it was his idea, after all.”

“Yeah, that’s odd, isn’t it? He’s never been a big party person, has he? I mean, he’s never wanted a big bash for your anniversary before, so why now? Thirty-four years is a strange one to suddenly decide to push the boat out.” 

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Denni replied, pouring two glasses of Champagne and handing one to her sister. “These days, when getting a divorce is so easy, being married to the same person for thirty-four years is quite an accomplishment.” She raised her glass. “Cheers to me! And Marc, of course.”

“We should start a club.” Martha sipped from her glass and sneezed when the bubbles went up her nose. “Luke and I are thirty-four years in January.”

“Oh, yes, so you are,” Denni said, tapping her glass against Martha’s. “In that case, cheers to us. May we still be celebrating anniversaries when we’re doddery old biddies.”

Martha took a sip of her drink. “You know the best thing about being married for so long? It’s the lack of the element of surprise. You know your partner so well, nothing can faze you, and everything’s really comfortable, isn’t it?” She leaned against the counter, a faraway expression on her face. “There’s no pressure to always look your best, or hold your stomach in, or to have sex. Not like when you first get together and you’re doing it everywhere, at every opportunity.” 

“Speak for yourself,” Denni said, topping up the glasses. “You wouldn’t believe how attentive Marc’s been since I got back from that hen weekend last month. I’ve had breakfast in bed, bouquets of flowers, and little notes left on the fridge. Being away’s definitely livened things up in the intimacy department and, let me tell you, whoever said you can’t teach an old dog new tricks was wrong, because Marc’s certainly upped his game.” She grinned at the grimace on her sister’s face. “Since I’ve been staying at Jude’s for a few days during the week, it’s like a second honeymoon every time I go home.” 

“Ugh, that’s more than enough detail, thank you,” Martha said, putting down her glass and covering her ears with her palms flat against her curly blonde bob. “Not that I’m not happy for you, but spare me the ins and outs, okay? No pun intended. Oh, hi, Beth!”

“The ins and outs about what?” Beth stood in the doorway, four huge bunches of gold and silver helium balloons floating above her. Unlike Martha, who was the epitome of British reserve and had no desire to know the details of her siblings’ intimate moments, Beth wanted to know it all. “And happy anniversary, Denni.”

Martha removed her hands from her ears and pulled a face. “The ins and outs of Denni and Marc’s sex life. It’s like love’s young dream, apparently. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, and all that.” She filled another glass and handed it to her sister.

“Really?” Beth cocked a brow at Denni, taking a sip from the glass of fizz. “You’ll have to tell me all about it after Grandma’s gone to bed with her embroidery and a cup of warm milk.” Grinning, she dodged the tea towel that flew across the kitchen. 

“Don’t call me Grandma!” Martha laughed through her protests. “I’m not a prude, I just don’t need to know what people do in the privacy of their bedrooms. It makes me cringe.” Her marriage to her childhood sweetheart, Luke, was their business, and theirs alone, and the thought of discussing their intimate moments with anyone horrified her. She’d never understood why some people were so obsessed with it. 

“Can you tell I’m not wearing a bra?” Beth asked, moving the conversation along. She turned sideways to check her reflection in the mosaic mirrored splashback. “It was showing in all the wrong places under this top, so I took it off. I’m not flashing any side-boob, am I?”

“No, you’re perfectly decent,” Denni said, having subjected Beth to a thorough scrutiny. “And seriously lucky that you can go bra-less at your age without the slightest sign of sag, you lucky cow.”

“At my age? I’m only forty-eight! And I haven’t had to put up with years of kids tugging on my boobs like a milk machine, have I?” Beth smoothed the front of her multi-coloured patchwork waistcoat over her purple skinny jeans. “That, and swimming fifty lengths every day for the past twenty-five years, has definitely helped.” 

Muscular in a lean and lithe way, rather than a bodybuilder-bulking-up-for-a-competition kind of way, with her rich reddish-brown pixie cut, and eyes the colour of faded denim that twinkled from a face with a permanently healthy glow, Beth was the antithesis of gloom. “And, on the subject of kids, any news from Clare on the pregnancy front? It’s about time I was a great-aunt again.”

“Nothing yet,” Denni said. “She thought she might be for a few days, but then she wasn’t. Still, we keep hoping.”

Beth nodded, turning her wrist to check her watch. “We’d better start setting up the party room, Denni. Let me get rid of these balloons, and then I’m all yours for whatever needs doing. By the way, is Jude here?”

“She’s in the living room. She said she’s conserving her strength for the dancing.”

Beth smiled before a frown set in at her brow. “Have the results of her scan come through yet? I called her this morning, but couldn’t get hold of her, so I guessed she was with you.” 

Denni nodded, her mind flying back to the visit she’d paid Jude just a few short weeks before, to find her lying on her patio where she’d dropped like a stone in the middle of pottering in the garden, trowel still in one hand and grape hyacinth bulbs ready to plant in the other. “Yes, she’s here. She stayed last night. And the results of the scan came through this morning.” Denni drew a breath. Took a bigger sip from her glass. “It’s her heart, which we all knew, anyway, but the doctor said there are no more procedures they can give her now, all they can do is treat the symptoms.” 

“Listen,” Beth said, putting all her balloons into one hand and linking arms with Denni. “Jude’s the toughest person I’ve ever met. She'll still be around when we’re all pushing up daisies.”

“I know she’s tough,” Denni said, the tremble in her voice betraying her smile. “I just hope she’s tough enough.”

“Of course she is.” Martha came alongside and slipped her hand around Denni’s other arm. “She’s as tough as old boots.”

Beth nodded. “Grandma’s right, y’know.”

Martha turned and reached for the nearest kitchen utensil from the rack above the sink. “I’ll bloody well batter you with this soup ladle if you don’t stop calling me grandma!” she said, with a good-natured glare. “Now come on. We’ve got things to do.”

As they made their way to the living room, the gentle teasing between the three of them continued, the result of the familiarity and closeness borne from the bond between them that spanned decades. Denni loved her sisters with every part of her being, although they were more than just sisters, they were her ride-or-die friends, and she theirs. For the good and the bad, they’d been there for each other: through marriage, childbirth, break-ups, and so much worse.

Martha was never happier than when she was in her garden, at her pottery wheel, or tramping through country lanes on long walks with her husband and her brood of three equally outdoorsy children. When she was in her family bubble, she was oblivious to everything else.

Pragmatic Beth’s easy-going nature drew people to her like a butterfly to lavender, but she didn’t suffer fools. As well as the family tragedy that had touched them all, Beth had dealt with her own personal heartbreak when her husband had died following a freak cycling accident twenty-five years previously after just five years together. 

Denni sighed. Of course, family gatherings were always bittersweet. There should be two more sisters here with them, but fate had had other ideas. Nevertheless, Grace and Amie occupied her thoughts at some point during every day. 

Grace, the second youngest sister, was the driven one. She’d been a cardiothoracic surgeon until the accident that had taken the life of her sister, Amie. Shortly afterwards, having turned her back on her career, Grace had left Bliss Bay to escape the ubiquitous memories of her sister that followed her everywhere.

And then there was Amie. The youngest sister, and a surprise blessing born fifteen years after Grace, she’d been the firecracker of the family, a nickname given to her by Jude on account of her boundless energy and her ability to light up any room. Amie had been so easy to love, and had loved everyone and everything with such a passion, it made those outside her orbit feel that something was lacking in their lives for not knowing her.  

But since the day that changed the family forever, Grace didn’t visit any more, and Amie would never visit again.

Denni pushed open the door of the living room where her aunt sat in a recliner, a blanket across her lap, listening to Neil Diamond. The room was already strewn with enough streamers and lights to sink a battleship, but her face brightened, and she clapped her hands when she saw Beth approach with even more decorations. 

“Oh, I’m so glad you’re here! You three girls are such a tonic.” 

“You couldn’t have kept us away,” Martha said, crossing the room to drop a kiss on Jude’s powdered cheek. 

Beth raised her shoulders and flung her arms wide. “Of course we’re here,” she said, bending to kiss her aunt’s other cheek. “Where else would we be? And I expect we’ll be the last to leave. We usually are.”

“That’s the spirit.” Jude chuckled. “Are you making your special punch?” 

“It wouldn’t be a party if I didn’t, would it?” Beth winked and went off to find a home for the balloons. 

Denni watched her aunt tuck the blanket around her and attempt to stifle a sudden coughing fit with a hand buckled by arthritis. She veered sideways in the chair when she’d finished, exhausted by the effort, but shook her head and shot Denni a warning glance when she saw her heading towards her. “Leave me be, I’m fine. There’s no need to fuss. I’ve already sent your parents away because they were driving me batty, so they went outside to string your apple tree with lights. You just get on with whatever you need to do. 

“And I don’t want anyone fretting over me tonight. I just want everyone to forget I’m here and enjoy themselves. And that includes you.” Jude jabbed a finger in Denni’s direction. “Especially you, in fact. You took early retirement to help your mother care for me, for heaven’s sake! You’ve got a husband and a home of your own, yet you’ve found time to pick up my groceries and prescriptions, cook my meals, clean my house, and stay over to keep me company.” She sat up straight and smoothed the blanket across her lap. “You’ve done more than enough for me over the past few weeks, so no fussing tonight, understand?”

“But—” 

“No buts, Denni, just do as I ask, please,” Jude said, firmly, clasping her hands in her lap. “And I forgot to ask, did you invite Grace and Remy?”

“Of course I did. Just like we’ve invited them to everything over the past eight years. I sent an invitation, but didn’t hear back, so I chased it up with a text a couple of days ago.” Denni was livid with her estranged sister for ignoring every call, text, email and letter from her family since she’d left the village, and the very mention of Grace’s name made her bristle. She loved her dearly but sometimes – most of the time, actually – she felt like throttling her. 

“And you’ve had no reply to either?” 

“Not from Grace, but Remy replied to the text I sent him. He wished Marc and I all the best but said he and Grace wouldn’t be coming.” Denni shrugged. “I’m sure he’d have loved to be here, but Grace would have dug her heels in.”

Jude took a sip of water from the glass on the table beside her and put it down with a shaky hand. “Don’t be too hard on her, love. What happened hurt her. She’ll come back when she’s ready.”

Denni scoffed. “Yeah, well, you know, Amie died, so it hurt us all, not just Grace. And every time we’ve tried to see her or speak to her, she’s completely blanked us. How long are we supposed to leave her alone to come to terms with it? It’s been eight years.”

“I know, but it’s different for Grace, isn’t it? She was there when it happened. You should be prepared for the fact that she may never come to terms with it.” Jude sighed. “And I know it’s selfish, but I hoped she’d come back to see me if you got in touch. I’d love to see her before it’s too late because I’ve popped off.” 

Denni’s finger shot to her eyelid. The last thing she wanted to be thinking about – and certainly not for the next few hours – was her beloved aunt popping off. 

“We were very close, Grace and me,” Jude went on, holding out her gnarled fingers to admire the pearly pink polish Denni had painted her nails with earlier. “When she was young, she’d turn up on my doorstep after every argument with her best friend, every break-up with a boyfriend, and every disagreement with your mum and dad. She used to say Warbler’s Rest had healing powers, do you remember? And it never took long to work its magic.” She wheezed another sigh. “But they were different times back then.” 

“You never know,” Denni said, reaching for her aunt’s hand and feeling an overwhelming rush of love towards her, “she might have a change of heart.” 

Jude shook her head. “Love should have been enough to keep us together, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t enough back then, and it obviously isn’t now.” She exhaled a breath that slumped her shoulders. “I need to rest now, love.” Leaning back in her chair, she closed her eyes, bringing the conversation to an end.

“Can we get finished in here quickly so I can go and make my punch?” Beth danced around to the closing bars of “Sweet Caroline”. “It needs an hour for the flavours to mingle.”

“You won’t make it as strong as you did for my birthday, will you?” Martha said, sending her sister a cautionary
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