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      THE SUMMER HOUSE is the second book in THE ROSE SISTERS series, about three sisters, Ashleigh, Eloise and Ginny who live in the small town of Whisper Falls.

      There are four books. The first three are based on each of the sisters, and the fourth book brings all their stories to a conclusion.

      While they can be read standalone, your reading experience will be richer if you read the books in the following order:

      
        
        The Bridal Shop

        The Summer House

        The Winter Beach

        The Rose Garden
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      “A week in Miami! I can’t wait!” Eloise could imagine it now, spending time with her best friend, Beth, and her new husband, and some wonderful people she’d met at the wedding. “I so badly need a break.”

      “You sound tired,” her friend Beth remarked.

      “You have no idea.” Eloise walked around the house with the phone to her ear,  searching for Ginny. That girl was driving her insane. Her sister was still wallowing in pity two months after the wedding-that-was-never-to-be.

      And thank goodness for that. Secretly, Eloise and Ashleigh, their older sister, were relieved that it had happened sooner rather than later.

      Not marrying Ben Duckworth was a blessing, though it would take time for Ginny to realize this.

      “Alex asked when you were arriving,” Beth added, breezily, at the other end.

      Eloise’s heart jumped at the sound of the name. “He did?”

      “Aren't the two of you in touch?” Beth asked.

      “We were but then with Ginny's wedding plans falling through ...” Eloise often reminisced about that blissful week when she’d gone to Beth’s wedding.

      Her friend had planned a plethora of bachelorette parties in the month leading up to her big day, but because of The Bridal Shop—the family business Eloise and her sisters ran—she hadn’t been able to go to many of the events.

      Instead, she'd gone to a couple of them, including the wedding, and she’d met Alex there. They’d had some fun, had flirted and gotten on well, and they’d swapped numbers and kept in touch. But their late-night phone conversations and text messages had dwindled to nothing as she and Ashleigh tried to deal with the fallout from Ginny canceling her wedding.

      She'd lost touch with him, and now that things were slowly back to a weird normal—because Ashleigh was in Europe for four months—Eloise felt trapped, abandoned and miserable. She didn’t want to be here. In charge of everything. Taking on responsibility.

      She missed her interactions with Alex; the man had brightened her world for one glorious week. He was also the man she’d lied about to her sisters, when she'd pretended to be too ill to come home. She’d ended up staying with Beth for longer than she’d anticipated, but it was only a small white lie. She’d been ill for a day or two, not an entire week, as she’d told her sisters.

      She didn't feel bad about it now, even though Ashleigh was jetting around Europe and had left Eloise and Ginny to take care of the business, but Ginny was as useless as an umbrella on a sunny day.

      “Alex thinks you ghosted him.”

      Her friend’s comment took her by surprise. “I didn't. We had to deal with Ginny.” She’d been busy, and she'd sent him a text, when she’d gone a week without returning his calls and messages, because the drama around Ginny had taken up all their lives. When things had calmed down enough, she'd called Alex, then messaged him, but he’d ignored her.

      She took that to mean that he had moved on.

      “I explained, about Ginny,” Beth continued. “And all the stress you were dealing with.”

      Beth mentioning that Alex had asked about her filled her insides with a girlish excitement. “He isn’t with anyone?” She was feeling hopeful.

      “He’s still single. He got so excited when I told him you were coming to Miami.”

      “He was?” A burst of happiness exploded inside her and Eloise stopped for a moment, her hand on her heart.

      Beth laughed. “The two of you were good together.”

      “We weren’t exactly together. It was fun.”

      It felt so good to be wanted. She stuck her head through the living room, expecting to find Ginny on the sofa watching TV, again, but her sister was nowhere in sight.

      “And you can have more fun in Miami.” Beth proceeded to talk about the vacation, telling her the things she had planned. But Eloise’s mind drifted to other things.

      Urgent and more important things.

      Ginny hadn't gone to work today, again, and Eloise had been left to take care of things. Thank goodness for their shop assistants, but this being the height of summer was a busy time for business. While Ginny's wedding plans had fallen through, countless other brides were still walking down the aisle.

      There was plenty to do and she was still busy working away at the shop long after they closed. There were adjustments and alterations to be made on some dresses, and the accounts and admin still needed to be done daily. Eloise hadn’t expected to be the only one dealing with things. Going from three sisters to one was difficult, and while the assistants helped a lot, there was still so much to be done. Their customers were easily irritated, picky, choosy, and had to be handled with care.

      Brides-to-be weren’t the easiest of customers.

      But Ginny still didn’t appear to show any signs of coming back full time, even though it had been a full two months since Ginny had canceled her wedding. She’d had enough time to whine and mope around.

      Ashleigh had left two weeks ago and had urged Eloise to let Ginny work part-time hours for a while, but Ginny hadn’t come to work at all. She was getting worse, not better, about accepting what had happened. She wasn’t moving on and had become very quiet lately. Eloise was worried that she might be sinking into depression.

      She hoped not.

      She wasn’t the right sister to deal with that. After a long honeymoon in the Caribbean, Beth and her husband had returned home but were finding it difficult to settle back into normal life. Normal life for Beth wasn’t what others would call normal. Eloise fully expected her to end up being on a social committee organizing galas. Her husband came from a wealthy family and Beth would never have to work for a living. And now she’d arranged a vacation in Miami for all the friends to meet up again and was warbling on about the things they could do.

      “What do you think?” Beth asked, at the end of her long monologue.

      Eloise hadn’t paid much attention. “It sounds … great! I can’t wait.” She  wandered into the kitchen and surveyed the countertops and the stove, and her heart sank. There was nothing cooked in the kitchen. No signs of tonight's dinner. “She hasn't even made dinner. Oh, sweet Jesus.” Eloise swiped a hand through her hair. “I miss Ash.”

      Beth laughed. “You miss your sister because there's no dinner?”

      “I miss Ash because she kept it all together.” It wasn’t only that, but she missed her older sister for a whole heap of reasons and she’d only now fully understood how much Ash did for them all. She was the mother and father they’d never had, and the head of the household.

      “Eloise, you poor thing,” her friend commiserated. “Where's your sister at the moment?”

      Eloise sat down at the small kitchen table and propped her legs onto an empty chair. “In Portugal, in the Algarve region, she said. I have no idea what that is. She says it’s really pretty. We're due a video call this weekend and no doubt she will be gushing about her trip and all the places she visited.”

      “You sound bitter.”

      “I’m … not.” Eloise coughed. “But she's left me holding the fort while she's off enjoying herself.”

      “Your sister deserves a rest,” Beth pointed out.

      “But she's left me with Ginny, who is useless at the moment.”

      “Ginny’s heartbroken.”

      “No, she's useless. I mean, when a guy cheats on you, you pick yourself up and put yourself back together again.”

      “You're hard-hearted, Eloise.”

      “I've had to be.” Because of her ex-husband’s infidelity, she didn’t allow herself to get close to people. It was only later, after they had divorced because he seemed to have changed, and they argued so much, that she discovered it was because her husband had been cheating on her. Unbeknownst to her at the time, he’d met with the younger sister of a college friend who was at their wedding. Her ex alleged that nothing had happened for months, but nothing should ever have happened.

      The betrayal left a bitter taste in her stomach about men, marriage and trust.

      Since then, Eloise liked to party. She liked to have fun without commitment—as she did with Alex, the man she'd met at Beth’s wedding.  Nothing had happened apart from a few kisses, but they had plans to meet again, and when he ignored her, even after she explained the reason for her silence, she was done with him.

      But, an adventure in Miami was exactly what she needed, and if Alex happened to be there, then so be it.

      She was allowed to frolic and have fun, and she could do that without allowing herself to get close and trust anyone. She certainly would never commit again. Men, as far as she was concerned, caused heartache, and Eloise's heart was not available to be broken.

      “It’s not that easy for your sister,” Beth insisted. “I’m sure she needed the break.”

      Eloise flexed her fingers. Her stomach rumbled and she was turning hangry.

      “If it’s any consolation, Alex will be waiting for you.”

      “Hmmm.” It was something to look forward to. With the way things were going, Eloise was in danger of being stranded in Whisper Falls, running the business her parents set up before their untimely and unexpected tragic deaths, and turning into a lonely old woman.

      “I should go and let you make dinner,” Beth said.

      “I don’t want to make dinner,” Eloise growled. “I want to eat and go to bed. Today was a tough day. Come to think of it, the last few weeks have been hectic.”

      “You can let your hair down in Miami. All we’re going to do is party and have fun.”

      Eloise rubbed her foot. Miami was too far to offer comfort right now. Sitting in the kitchen with her stomach screaming for food, and her feet sore from standing so many hours, she was miserable. “I feel trapped.”

      “Trapped?”

      “What if Ash doesn't want to come back? What if she wants to travel some more? What if she gets the travel bug? What if she and Ford get together again?” It gave Eloise a headache thinking about it.

      “You said they were together.”

      “I'm not so sure now. It looked promising but then Ash left. She didn’t put her plans on hold for Ford; she said she’d already done that before and she was determined not to do it anymore.”

      “He might go and visit her,” Beth suggested.

      “Go to her? Whatever for? I don’t think Ash would like that.”

      “But it would be so romantic,” cooed Beth. “Their story already is, coming back and reconnecting so many years later.”

      “You think anything and everything is romantic, but I’m not sure there’s been much of a reconnection. Besides, you're newly married. I'll ask you in a few years’ time.” She stopped herself.  Just because her own marriage had failed didn’t mean that Beth’s would.  “Sorry. I didn't mean that.”

      “I know you didn’t.”

      “Ah, Miami! I cannot wait,” said Eloise.

      “Me, either. Coming back from our honeymoon and with nothing to do, I’m so bored already. Miami will be fun.”

      A huge smile lit up Eloise's face, penetrating to her insides. The weariness she'd felt as she'd walked back into the house after a long day at work soon disappeared after talking to her friend.

      “Will Ginny be okay?” Beth asked. “You said she wasn't well.”

      “Ginny will be fine. She’s only suffering from a serious bout of self-pity. She’s wallowing in misery, but it’s high time she got on with it. I had to get on with it when Ash left and she'll have to do the same.”

      “I agree. She needs to get over what happened. I can't wait to see you again.”

      “I can’t wait to see you again,” Eloise echoed. “I’ll speak to you later. I’d better go and see what that sister of mine is up to. ‘Bye.”

      She went upstairs and found Ginny lying in her bed. Eloise’s insides hardened. She had a good mind to tell this spoiled younger sister to get up and get cooking. “Tell me that you managed to get out of bed at some point.”

      “I feel tired.” Ginny’s voice was weak. Eloise was poised in the doorway, arms folded, trying hard to not say anything with the anger that had built up inside her.

      After a hard day, she’d been looking forward to having a cooked meal but it seemed that she'd even have to do that herself. “How long is this going to continue?” Even now, she and Ashleigh didn't refer to 'the wedding' because there hadn't been one.

      “I’m getting better. I am. I promise I’ll be back at work soon.”

      “You won’t if you continue to wallow in self-pity, all day and every day.” Eloise walked in and examined Ginny’s face. Her sister was lying in bed. Dark circles under her eyes gave her a gaunt look. Guilt washed over Eloise. What if Ginny had been feeling low ever since Ashleigh left, and Eloise had been too angry to notice?

      She felt bad for the disagreements that passed for their conversations these days. What if Ginny wasn’t only sad about Ben, but was missing Ashleigh, too? Ash and Ginny were so much closer than Eloise and her younger sister had ever been.

      Please, God. Make Ginny be okay.

      Eloise was aware of her limits. She couldn't deal with a sick sister. She wasn’t good at taking care of others, only herself, and she didn't have Ashleigh's empathy and compassion.

      She would not be able to handle this.

      “I wish I wasn't so weak. I know you think I'm feeling sorry for myself, but I can't shake the tiredness. I'll try and do better tomorrow.”

      Eloise pressed her lips together, searching for the right thing to say. “You did the right thing, Gin. He's better out of your life.”

      “Don't say that.”

      “B-but, it's the truth.” She shouldn’t have gone down this avenue. Ginny struggled to sit up. “Don't say that. I don't want to hear it.”

      Ashleigh would have said something wise and sensible. Eloise had to stop herself from launching into a verbal attack. She perched on the edge of the bed and moved a lock of hair away from Ginny’s face. “You’ll get over it, Ginny. There will be happier times ahead, I promise.”

      Her sister would find someone else.

      Someone better.

      She opened her mouth to say more but a knock at the door stopped her. “Who on earth can that be?” she muttered under her breath, rushing down the stairs.

      She wasn't expecting any visitors. She was tired and hungry, and she had a sick child to tend to—because Ginny might as well have been one for all the help she’d been to her. And now this unwelcome visitor so late in the evening, only ratcheted up her grumpiness.

      “I can't wait to get out of this place,” she groaned to herself, a little too loudly perhaps because the tall and not-so-bad looking man on the other side of the door took a step back, surveyed the door number, then cast his eyes on her again.

      “Is this a good time?”

      He'd obviously heard her comment when she’d opened the door. “It is a good time,” she countered.

      He nodded. Then, “Eloise Rose?”

      She scrutinized the man's face. Green eyes, dark hair and a beard. He wore a ball cap back to front, which he hastily removed. “Yes,” she replied, blinking a few times, her heart starting to pitter patter. It was a feeling she hadn’t had in years.

      “Ford sent me. He said you wanted to have some work done on a property.”

      “The summer house.”

      He shrugged. “Ford told me it needed fixing up.”

      “Ah. Yes.” The two-story house, which could be seen in the distance from the kitchen window of their house, was what Eloise called the ‘summer house,’ which she'd bought it with the proceeds of her divorce settlement. Back then she’d had ideas to renovate it and make it new and homey for her to move into. A home away from home, close enough to her sisters and yet her own living space. She’d check it a few times a month, to make sure no creatures had moved in, and that there were no leaks, and nothing had been broken. But as the years went on, the house started to look run down, aging with time.

      With her eye on her future, she had reconsidered getting it done up and had mentioned it to Ford. He said he knew someone he could recommend.

      This had to be that someone.

      They stared at one another. When Ford had told her that he knew of a guy who owned a small construction company she’d expected someone old and wiry.

      Not someone like this guy.

      He looked like a baseball player. All big and gorgeous and sexy.

      “You—you own the construction company?” she blurted out.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She licked her lower lip. Even under his light beard she could tell he had a good, strong jawline.

      Jawline.

      Since when had she become a jawline connoisseur?

      “And you are?”

      “Liam. Liam Reynolds.” Long fingers plucked out a business card from his pocket. He handed it to her.

      “Ford Montgomery sent me. I'm sorry it’s late, Ma’am, but I was passing by and I wondered if I could see the place.”

      “Now?”

      “If that’s okay, Ma’am.”

      “It’s okay. Please don't call me ‘ma’am’,” she snapped. “I'm not that much older than you.”
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      “Then what do you want me to call you?” the contractor asked.

      “Call me Eloise.” She tried hard not to gape at the wingspan of his shoulders while she’d been taking a guess at his age.

      “Eloise? That’s an unusual name, I mean that as a compliment.”

      “My parents had an affinity for pretty sounding names. My older sister is called Ashleigh, and my younger sister is called Genevieve.”

      “Sweet.”

      “Ford didn't say you'd be coming tonight.” She led him out through the back yard, past the fence which bordered the expanse of fields. There, in the distance was the rundown house, her summer house, standing in the distance, overlooking the sea with its back to the family home. It looked like a lost lonely building, a bit like how she felt when she first returned to Whisper Falls after her divorce.

      “Sorry about that. Like I said, I was in the area, and I wanted to swing by.”

      She didn’t reply, feeling unnerved by the size of him. Not understanding why her stomach had gone all light and fluttery.

      Alex, the man she’d met at Beth’s wedding, had been in a smart suit, then a gorgeous tuxedo for the lavish wedding reception. He was polished and slick; tall, dark and handsome, too, and  she’d noticed him immediately. The attraction was instant, but it was nothing compared to the way she felt around this rugged mountain man with his overabundance of hair and testosterone.

      He was so unlike Alex, and so unlike her ex-husband, that she wondered for a moment if she might be ill. Maybe she’d caught whatever Ginny had. “Now’s as good a time as any,” she said, eyeing the house in the distance.

      “How’s that?”

      “Just.” She wasn’t about to tell her plans to a guy she’d only just met. “Are you available?”

      “Excuse me?”

      The bright green of his irises held her captive for a few startling seconds. “F-for work,” she managed to say, the neurons in her brain starting to fire.

      “It depends on how much work is needed. I could maybe slot you in before a bigger project. Ford said you seemed pretty keen to get going with it.”

      “I am eager to get it fixed up.”

      The Masons, the elderly couple who lived there, had passed away and their son put the house up for sale. She’d purchased it with the money from her divorce settlement, with the intention of living there, but it had been too much of an effort to get the place renovated. As soon as she moved in with her sisters—for what was supposed to be a short-term stay—she started working in the family business and life got hectic. And, it was nice to be with her sisters again, after the last few months in a miserable marriage. What was supposed to have been a temporary move back into the family home, became something permanent.

      When she started helping at the shop, she got so busy that she no longer checked on the house as much, and left it to languish and fall into disrepair.

      It would be a beautiful place once she’d had it fixed up. It would be a good source of income for her and it would help fund her move to Boston which was only an hour away from Hyannis Port. She couldn’t live in a small village again, hence the move to a big city made more sense. She needed to be somewhere fun and exciting, and Alex was nearby. Maybe things could develop between them. Beth said he seemed eager to see her. Whether anything developed with Alex, or not, Eloise figured she stood a better chance of having a more fulfilling future than if she stayed here and grew old alone.

      Ginny would find someone else, and Ash would probably end up with Ford, if she played her cards right.

      “Let me know what you think.” But her heart sank as she opened the door and walked in to see the place in a shambles. She hadn’t been here since the spring and now it looked more run down than before.

      Liam removed his ball cap and coughed. “Dusty. Smells stale.”

      “I don’t come in here much. I’m afraid I’ve let this place languish.”

      “How long have you had it?”

      “I bought it a few years ago, with my divorce settlement.”

      He'd been running his hands down the falling plaster on the walls, but turned to face her just then. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “I’m not sorry.” She wasn’t going to elaborate.

      He continued examining the place. There was no furniture here, just run down walls and interiors.

      “I had plans to live here, but it got really comfortable being with my sisters so ...”

      “And now? Not so comfortable?”

      She didn't like that he could guess so accurately. That he could read her well.

      “I'd like to do something with it, and not let my money go to waste. Maybe I can rent it out, or sell it.”

      “Hmm.” He walked around, examining the walls the doors and windows. She cringed when his eyes slowly took in the damaged walls, Cracked and peeling paint with ugly stains. Loose floorboards. “You should let the air in. Open the windows. There’s a lot of mold and mildew in here. It can be a health hazard.”

      She made a face. “I’ve not been good at that. I guess you can tell.”

      The fixtures were old and outdated, as if they were from another century, which, given that the Masons had been in their late nineties, was probably accurate. Liam ran his hands along the walls, assessing and examining. “It will clean up real nice when it’s done. You’ve got the structure in place, doesn’t appear to be too bad, given that it’s been neglected for so long. Mind if I look upstairs?”

      “Sure.” She led the way and he followed. It had two bedrooms and a good-sized bathroom. He wandered around, examining each room carefully as she waited at the top of the stairs. Finally he returned to her. “You’d rent this out?”

      “Believe it or not, some people actually come here in the summer months for vacation.”

      He raised a brow. “I believe it. People flock to Whisper Falls. I love this place.”

      “You can buy me out,” she offered, half-joking.

      “This has a lot of potential. It's a nice place. Small but cozy. The views from here are stunning. Overlooking the ocean, too. It’s really pretty. “

      “Thank you.” She wondered if he had a wife or a girlfriend, since he wanted a place that was small and cozy and had such pretty views.

      She tried to get a glimpse of his ring finger but his hands were in the back pockets of his jeans. Once again he rubbed a hand over his beard, and looked pensive. She hazarded a guess at his age. Early thirties. Maybe.

      “There’s a fair bit of work involved.”

      She swiped a hand across the back of her neck. “I don't want to spend a lot of money on this. The idea is to make money from it.”

      “But at the same time you want to get it done properly…”

      “All I need is for someone to fix this up for me, and fast.”

      “I can do that. The walls need plastering and painting, some of the floorboards will need to be replaced as will all the doors and windows. The wiring will probably need to be upgraded, and I’m guessing you’ll want to have new fixtures and fittings.”

      She stared at him helplessly.

      “You don’t have water damage,” he continued, “not that I can see so far, but I’ll need to take a proper look.”

      “How about tomorrow, or another time?”

      “Sure. I didn’t mean now. I’ve taken up too much of your time.”

      “I have to make dinner.”

      “Sure.”
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      Ginny was making lunch and a wonderful aroma filled the house.

      It had been a good week. After lots of moping around, Ginny had finally returned to work.

      There was some color in her face now, but her eyes still had dark circles, and she still looked tired. Eloise continued to worry about her. She powered up her computer and glanced at her watch. “Let’s see where Ash is today.”

      She was setting up to have a video conference call with Ashleigh, and she clicked on the link her sister had sent her. Like magic, Ashleigh appeared on the screen. She was sitting outside and behind her Eloise could see the sea. “Don't you look the picture of happiness,” she said, sourly.

      “Hey!” Ashleigh cried. “And thanks.” She flashed a wide smile. It was a rare sight. Her sister hadn’t looked this happy in a long time. She seemed relaxed, as if she didn’t have a worry in the world. Her eyes were shining, she was smiling more. She had an aura about her. Like she was blossoming, like she'd gone from a withering flower to one full of life and energy.

      Like she was happy at last.

      “Hey!” Ginny came over and placed her hands on the chair, leaning over to get close to the laptop screen. “Hey, Ashleigh.”

      Ashleigh's expression changed. Worry filled her eyes. “You don't look too good.” She sat forward and peered closer, her face filling up the screen.

      Fear crept along Ashleigh’s face. Gone was that instant glow that Eloise had just witnessed. She held up her palms, eager to placate Ashleigh. “She's been under the weather, but she's getting better. Aren't you, Gin?”

      “She’s sick.” Ashleigh insisted.

      “I'm getting better,” Ginny replied. She sat down, folded her arms and leaned forward.

      “This is better?” Ashleigh gave Eloise a questioning stare.

      “I must have had a nasty virus. There’s something going around, but I’m better now. I'm fine. I really am. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Are you still hurting?” Ashleigh asked, probing deeper.

      Ginny gave a nervous chuckle. “I’m not too sad.”

      “She’s getting over it,” Eloise added.

      “I am.” Ginny nodded as if to prove a point. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “You don’t look so well to me, Ginny.”

      Eloise shifted uneasily in her chair. She’d been doing her best to hold the fort, and she didn't like that Ginny's health had declined on her watch. “Where are you?” she asked, eager to change the subject.

      “In Faro, in Portugal.”

      “That looks tasty. What are you eating?” Ginny sat forward to get a better look.

      “Shrimp wrap with salad. It’s delicious.”

      Eloise's mouth began to water. “You are so cruel.”

      Ashleigh grinned. “I wish you two were here.”

      “No you don’t,” Eloise shot back.

      “Why didn’t you take Ford with you?” Ginny asked.

      Ashleigh opened her mouth then closed it again. Then, “Because this was my trip. For me.”

      “But aren’t you together again?” Ginny persisted.

      Ashleigh seemed to hesitate before replying. The weighted silence alarmed Eloise who, up until now, had considered that her sister and Ford were very much an item. Ford had been coming to the shop most days, now that she thought about it, and he always ended up talking about Ashleigh. From conversations with him, Eloise believed her sister and Ford were an item. She wondered if something had cooled down between them both. It would be a shame if that was the case, because Ford returning to his hometown, divorced, and getting back in touch with Ashleigh was the stuff of old romance movies.

      “We are together, but we’re not joined at the hip.” Ashleigh tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. “Just because Ford decided to come back to Whisper Falls, because he’s divorced and wants to start over, doesn’t mean I have to put my plans on hold.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Ginny said quietly.

      “You look good, Ash,” Eloise noted, sensing Ashleigh’s unease.

      “You think so?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Thanks. So, tell me, what have you two been up to?”

      Eloise answered first. “It's been a good day. It’s been a good week. Ginny finally returned to work.”

      Ash looked worried again. “I shouldn't have left so soon after everything that happened.”

      “It's not a problem. We're doing fine. Eloise is taking care of everything,” Ginny said. Eloise glanced at her sister, quietly surprised that Ginny thought this of her. “Everything’s fine. We're fine,” Ginny continued. Eloise sank back in her chair and it dawned on her that Ginny was saying this to make Ashleigh feel better.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” Eloise and Ginny replied in unison.

      “Look.” Ginny turned the laptop around and angled it so that it was facing the stove. “I'm making lunch and everything’s in hand. We haven't argued at all this week,” Ginny said, as if the two sisters had accomplished a mean feat.

      “No, we haven't,” Eloise agreed. “And you left at the right time. Enjoy your trip and make the most of it because before you know it, you'll be back.” She flashed Ashleigh a smile, expecting her sister to agree.

      But Ashleigh said nothing.

      Eloise waited with her breath hitching in her throat. She was about to say something when Ginny spoke up. “Eloise is going away and I'm going to be in charge. We've got this, Ashleigh, we⁠—”

      “Going away?” Ashleigh sat upright. Eloise tried to poke Ginny in the side gently, but her sister was sitting out of reach. “Going where?”

      Eloise’s stomach muscles clenched. She didn’t want to lie to Ashleigh, and she’d planned to tell her the day before she left. “Beth invited me. We're going to Miami with some friends from the wedding.”

      Ashleigh raised an eyebrow. “For how long?”

      “Not long.”

      “I'm perfectly capable of taking care of everything,” Ginny insisted.

      Ashleigh and Eloise locked eyes. “Is it wise to leave Ginny?” Ashleigh stared at her in quiet disbelief.

      Ashleigh’s question annoyed Eloise. “I wouldn't go if she was terribly ill. Will you stop acting like you're the one in charge? You're not here, Ash. You're on another continent. I've got this.” Her words came out like bullets, maybe it was the guilt she carried over Ginny being ill, or the way her older sister looked at her, that made her feel guilty, but her temper flared.

      “You're right.” Ashleigh's brows pushed together, her expression not matching her words. “I need to stop mothering you both.”

      “You don't mother me,” Eloise retorted. If anything, her sister mothered Ginny, but that was to be expected given that Ginny had been a toddler when they’d lost their parents.

      Ashleigh’s smile seemed forced. “I’m sorry. Go to Miami with your friends. I’m sure Ginny will be fine.”

      “I am going. I will,” Eloise retorted, but inside she was irritated. “We’re grown women and we can take care of ourselves and the business. You enjoy your trip.”

      “I will. I-uh …” Ashleigh’s smile was weak, as if she wasn’t sure how to frame her lips. “I wanted to ask you something …”

      Eloise braced herself. “What?”

      “If … it would be okay for me to extend my trip.”

      Eloise choked back a gasp. “Extend your trip?”

      “She means she wants to stay for longer,” Ginny explained.

      “I know what she means,” Eloise snapped.

      “I don't have a problem with that.” Ginny shrugged. She had the audacity to look at Eloise for approval. Eloise tried not to hyperventilate at the news and struggled to keep her voice level. “You’ve only been there a few weeks. How do you know already that you’ll need more time?”

      Her sister had planned a four-month vacation, and she’d only left three weeks ago, so how could she already ask for an extension? What was she really planning?

      “I’ve met some wonderful people, and so many have said that I should also visit Greece.”

      Eloise arched an eyebrow. “And if they told you to go and jump into the sea, would you do that?”

      Ginny’s eyes widened.

      Ashleigh turned quiet.

      “What?” said Eloise, feeling like the outcast. “I was only trying to make a point.”

      “I don’t understand what point you’re trying to make,” said Ginny. “Ash, you should visit Greece if that’s what you want to do. You’re already there, nearby, so it makes sense.”

      Ashleigh nodded. “It would be a shame to come all this way and not go there.” Eloise slowly inhaled and exhaled, hoping and praying that Ashleigh would deliver the punchline; that any second now she'd laugh and say, 'I was joking!'

      But the punch line didn’t come.

      “I’ve heard there are so many islands, and some of them sound beautiful,” Ashleigh continued.

      “Greece for how long?” Eloise asked quietly.

      “Maybe an extra two weeks.”

      Breathe, Eloise told herself as she swiped a hand through her hair, and tried to calm herself down.

      She and Ginny were always at loggerheads. Eloise kept her mouth shut. It would be bad if she objected to Ashleigh’s plans. She’d only come out looking worse, and Ginny would be even  more displeased with her.

      “An extra two weeks,” Eloise echoed. “It's fine by me,” she managed to say, with a reluctance she couldn’t shake.

      “Take as long as you want,” Ginny said. “Eloise and I are going to be fine. She's going to meet her new man soon, so she can hardly complain.”

      Eloise’s head turned so fast towards Ginny that she was in danger of pulling a muscle in her neck. “What new man?” she asked, at the same time Ashleigh did.

      “The one you met at Beth’s wedding,” Ginny answered calmly.

      “You nosy little thing.” Ginny had obviously overheard, or been eavesdropping. Eloise turned her back to the laptop screen, hiding her face from Ashleigh. She gave Ginny a cold stare.

      “Who are you talking about?” Ashleigh asked, her voice growing shrill.

      “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt…” It was a man’s voice behind them.

      Eloise jumped, the familiar voice sending goosebumps sprouting on her bare arms. She glanced over her shoulder to find Liam waiting by the door. She’d been so incensed by
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