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Piper Stevens hadn’t known there could be such a thing as “too many dogs.” Up until about an hour ago, she’d been quite hell-bent on owning around thirty, or maybe just moving to that island of strays near the Bahamas. But then she’d tried to prepare six canines of varying sizes for a walk, and now she was tangled up in leads, holding four full stinky poo bags as she was yanked along the canalside path in all directions, and… well, she had to reevaluate future plans.

She usually limited the number of clients she took on at once to four, but then her neighbor, Graham, had asked her to walk his small, seemingly harmless pug, named Binx, and she hadn’t been able to resist. And perhaps she might have been able to manage the extra addition to her usual two black whippets, Sooty and Sweep, energetic Jack Russell terrier, Dolly, and tiny little Winston the dachshund, had her boss, Pearl, not also turned up at her door this morning with her gigantic Saint Bernard, Jessie, claiming that her daughter had gone into labor and she had to make her way to Carlisle immediately.

Which was fine. Pearl had done plenty for Piper over the years, hiring her in the tearoom and giving her sage advice as though she were her own daughter. Piper was happy to help. It would have been a bit easier if Jessie weren’t prone to chewing through her leads or rolling in goose poo, mind.

Still, Piper persisted, with four leads attached to her belt and one in each hand. Easy-peasy lemon squeezy, she told herself. She could do this. She was practically a dog whisperer.

Until Dolly saw a squirrel, and then Piper was just a bag of bones being dragged along the path by a terrier hell-bent on hunting her prey.

“Come on, dogs,” she begged, pulling Dolly back breathlessly. “Work with me a bit here.”

Winston the dachshund decided he would do no such thing. Instead, he lay down behind Piper’s feet: a regular occurrence when Piper didn’t take him to the park. This was his rebellion, his big statement, the exercising of his canine authority. He was on strike. He was boycotting the walk.

He was causing Piper to question her decision to set up a part-time dog-walking business.

“Winston,” Piper complained, pouting as she turned around, which knotted the leads even more. “We can’t go to the park today. There are too many of you.” And not enough of Piper. “Come on.”

Winston blinked but did not move, much to the dismay of Jessie, who was pulling desperately to get to a Canada goose enjoying a nice breakfast of soggy, crumbling bread courtesy of a toddler wearing a yellow raincoat and Wellington boots.

“Come on, Winston. What’s this?” Piper’s voice turned higher in pitch as she tried to entice Winston with the very exciting prospect of absolutely nothing in a desperate attempt to get him up. But Winston wasn’t for moving.

Piper sighed, putting her hands on her hips. The whippets wagged their tails, waiting patiently as she glanced around. She supposed she could go to the Bark Park, but—

Across the water, a head of pink-tinted curls bounced above the top of a canal boat, framing a round, elfin face. A face Piper had not seen in almost three years.

Jamie Lockett.

Max hadn’t told her that his sister was home. Why hadn’t he mentioned it? They were best friends. They told each other everything.

Piper could do nothing but stare at Jamie, who was too engrossed in painting the boat to notice her. A smudge of magenta covered her chin dimple, her denim overalls just as splattered and stained. And she was here, in Hebden Bridge, in front of Piper.

Piper’s face began to burn, as it always had when Jamie was around. Every single day between the ages of fourteen and twenty-two, Piper had stuttered and stumbled and avoided her best friend’s sister, always uneasy for reasons she didn’t understand. Fine, Jamie was attractive and one of the first lesbians Piper had met when she’d been coming to terms with her own pansexuality, but why did that have to make her a cliché with a big fat sapphic crush? Worse was that Jamie had never liked Piper. She’d always been so sour and dry around Piper whenever she went to Max’s house. Always seemed to be giving her looks when she thought Piper wasn’t looking. She’d been hostile. Rude. She hadn’t entertained Piper when Max left the room, making it quite clear she was an inconvenience — a feeling Piper had been used to as a child in foster care, though that never stopped the pain and isolation she felt as a result.

Those feelings returned now. The fluttering stomach, the sharp-edged knots, the emptiness and the fullness of seeing Jamie: her pretty face, her tattooed forearms, her complete comfort in her own skin.

As though feeling Piper’s gaze, Jamie’s head snapped up suddenly, and her eyes widened. They were the same murky blue-green as the canal but not nearly as calm. “Piper?”

“Er, hello. Hi.” Piper tried to pretend as though she had not been staring by beginning to walk again, a still-protesting Winston sliding along the path behind her. Her stomach muscles ached with his dead weight. “I didn’t know you were back.”

Jamie opened her mouth to reply, paintbrush dripping in her hand, but Piper never discovered what she’d been about to say. Dolly began barking at a flock of geese that were fluttering their wings in the canal, ready to take off, and Sooty and Sweep joined in as though afraid to be left out. Piper was tugged forward by the irate dogs, stumbling over leads, paws, and pug.

She was never given the chance to regain her balance. Jessie spotted her worst enemy: a tabby cat creeping over the bridge in front of them.

All hell broke loose.

“No!” Piper warned, but it was pointless. Jessie had locked onto the target, and she was too big, too strong, to be stopped. With loud, booming barks, she set off the other dogs until they were all pulling and straining to get to the cat, the geese, and the toddler’s bag of bread. Piper found herself wondering if this was the end, and a life that wasn’t particularly exciting flashed before her eyes. “No, no, no!”

She tumbled forward, legs as skewed and tangled as the leads while the dogs all barked in different directions. Winston was dragged behind them, unfazed and refusing to break his resolve mid-protest. Her heart slid out of her chest and landed somewhere along the path, and she was certain she tripped over it — straight into the dirty, no doubt duck-poo-infested, water.

Cold engulfing her, Piper splashed frantically to stay afloat, foul-tasting water pooling into her mouth as she coughed. The only things anchoring her were the leads, which were thankfully retractable so that the dogs remained dry and bewildered on the bank —

All of them but the black blot floating by. “Binx!”

She quickly grabbed the pug, whose stubby legs were paddling in the water, her ears pinned back sadly. With Piper’s grip on the two leads she’d been holding loose, Jessie was already racing down the path, chasing the cat and almost knocking the toddler over in the process. Piper was grateful to find the concerned father had stepped on her lead, catching Jessie before she disappeared.

“Shit,” a voice muttered behind her. Only then did Piper remember that Jamie was still there, watching. Piper’s cheeks blazed as she avoided both her gaze and the attention of the father and child.

“Stay there,” Jamie ordered, rushing across the bridge.

Piper wasn’t quite sure where else she could go. She bobbed forward toward the bank with Binx in her hand, glaring at Jessie, who had forgotten about the cat and now stood wagging her tail in hopes that the toddler would give her some moldy Warburtons.

“Your fault,” Piper muttered.

Jessie replied with a nice long howl, as though saying “I know.” The ducks quacked as though they found it hilarious.

Panting, Dolly bounced on her front paws for a moment — and then hopped into the water too, splashing Piper in the process. “No, Dolly!” She squeezed her eyes shut, pushing the dog away. “No!”

“Here. Give me your hand.” Jamie’s voice was distant in Piper’s waterlogged ears. Still, she swam toward it, glad that Dolly, at least, had better swimming skills than Binx. With the hand that wasn’t cradling the pug, Piper reached out, grabbing a fistful of fronds before finding warm skin. She settled Binx back onto the bank first and then used her free hand to crawl, ungracefully, to dry land, legs akimbo and clothes dripping wet.

Dolly jumped onto the path after her, shaking out her fur just to make sure Piper was doubly wet. Wincing, Piper realized that she was still clinging to Jamie’s hand. Jamie knelt in front of her, brows furrowed in concern — but mouth quirking up all the same. And Piper couldn’t pretend that if Jamie hadn’t been there, she might not have been so unfocused that she ended up in the water, because Jamie was still so dazzling, so very Jamie. Cockiness and charisma oozed from her, made stronger by the suntan that browned her once-pale skin and the shell necklace draped across her collarbone. Clearly, a few years of traveling around sun-drenched countries had made her even prettier. Which wasn’t fair, considering Piper’s olive skin had been kissed only by British rain and, now, dirty canal water.

Jamie tilted her head. “You all right?”

Before Piper could reply, a slimy, hot tongue that smelled of beef-flavored dog treats scraped across her face. It belonged to Sooty.

With a huff, she lay back on the bank, only to sit up again when someone cleared their throat. The father, who still held Jessie’s lead.

“I’m so sorry,” Piper said, taking it and glancing at his toddler to make sure she hadn’t been hurt.

“No worries…” He shifted awkwardly as though unsure whether to stick around.

Jamie said, “Cheers, mate. We’ve got this,” and he wandered away hand in hand with the little girl. The story would most certainly be told on the town’s Facebook group later.

“I didn’t picture our reunion going like this.” Jamie smiled wryly, plucking a soggy blade of grass out of Piper’s hair before standing up. “Come on. I’ve got towels and stuff on the boat.”

Piper would rather have jumped back into the canal than endure another moment of the humiliation she felt with Jamie, but she didn’t have much choice. Everything squelched as she hauled herself to her feet, the dogs getting excited again. All but Binx, who shivered unhappily.

“Thanks.”

Wordlessly, Jamie took Jessie’s and Binx’s leads and wandered back over the bridge.

Piper watched for a moment, rattled and unsure. Reunion, Jamie had said, as though she’d planned for the day she’d see Piper again. Only they’d never gotten along, so that wasn’t true. Wishful thinking, perhaps.

Jamie stopped halfway across the bridge expectantly. “Coming?”

Nodding, Piper followed, her heart thundering in her chest with each dripping step to the old narrowboat.

* * *

“Watch the wet paint,” Jamie warned as she guided Piper onto the boat. It still smelled like her grandfather inside, she’d found: musky with a hint of cigar smoke. Though her plan was to refurbish the Lockett and Key as its inheritor, Jamie hoped that strange, lingering ghost of him never left. It made her feel less alone.

Not that she had to worry about solitude now. Piper was dripping dirty canal water on the brand-new flooring. Thankfully, all of the dogs remained outside, tied to a post, where they howled and barked for attention.

Jamie hadn’t thought about Piper Stevens for a long, long time, and having her here now made Jamie feel as though she’d been the one to fall into the canal, water so icy it left her shivering. At the same time, it was as though Jamie had never left. Piper looked exactly the same, if not a little rounder-faced with longer, wavier hair. Her fashion had greatly improved, though she still dressed like a primary-school teacher from the fifties, all tweed pants and chunky-knit cardigans that couldn’t have been comfortable when wet. Piper brushed a damp curl from her eye as she looked around, hovering in the kitchen area as though she’d never seen a kettle before.

Jamie realized she was staring. She always used to stare, and it was a habit she should have broken after two years of traveling: sunshine, history, sea, and new people every day. None of them, not from any country, dredged up that bizarre, sharp-edged bitterness and confusing fascination that Piper always did.

Jamie cleared her throat and broke herself out of it quickly, opening the hatch of an overhead cupboard to produce towels and a ratty old jumper she’d stored in case it got cold while she was painting. “I don’t have much here at the minute, but you can dry off and put this on if you want. Bathroom’s just there.” She pointed at the only door, tucked beside a shabby built-in bench with velvet cushions.

“Thanks.” Piper took the bundle without meeting Jamie’s eye and went into the bathroom with her head still bowed. Nothing had changed, then.

Piper had spent her entire adolescence with her gaze cast down as though her shoes or the placemats or her chewed fingernails were more interesting than the people around her. Jamie had asked her why at a family dinner once, loud and unabashed as she’d been at seventeen. Piper had stuttered out a nonresponse and gone back to pressing the tines of her fork across her mashed potato like a child.

It had bothered Jamie, though she’d never really known why. It was the meekness, she supposed. The strangeness. Maybe the fact it wasn’t always there. Whenever Piper had slept over to spend time with Max, tinkling giggles had floated down the hallway. Jamie had walked in on them doing each other’s makeup once, Piper ordering Max to “close his eyes” with such authority it had shocked Jamie.

So maybe it was just her who Piper was quiet around. And somehow the idea left Jamie clenching her teeth. Piper was practically part of the Lockett family. If she was going to invade their home the way she had as a teenager, didn’t Jamie at least deserve acknowledgment? Piper looked at Max like he put the stars in the sky, yet she didn’t look at Jamie at all. It had never made sense, her friendship with Jamie’s brother. Jamie had teased them constantly about it, knowing full well by the blush in Max’s cheeks that there were feelings there. But Piper was oblivious to anything that wasn’t floor-level, it seemed.

Weird. All of it was weird. Jamie shook out her tension, convincing herself that the past was the past. Maybe things had changed — though Max’s weekly calls with only dull updates about job interviews, his master’s degree, and Saturday hikes with Mum suggested otherwise.

The shuffling behind the bathroom door ceased, and then the handle turned and Piper emerged. The jumper was slightly small on her, especially around her full chest, and she tugged on the material as though trying to loosen it. She’d piled her brown hair on her head, cheeks rosy. A bit of canal scum still sat above her brow, and Jamie resisted the urge to remove it herself, fingers twitching at her sides. She flicked on the kettle.

“So you’re a dog walker now,” she stated in a desperate attempt to fill the silence while waiting for the water to boil.

“Yeah.” Piper scratched her cheek uncomfortably, setting the towels down. Folded and everything. It was as though she were afraid to exist. Afraid to leave behind remnants of herself anywhere. Jamie remembered her doing the same with sleeping bags, rolling them up and tucking them back in the airing cupboard where Mum kept them. She’d always hop up to wash the plates after dinner, though Mum insisted she was the guest. Jamie knew she’d been in the foster system all her life, had probably learned behaviors Jamie would never understand, but… it was annoying. Jamie just wanted to shake her. Tell her she was allowed to leave wrinkles and footprints and marks in her own life.

Good chat, Jamie wanted to say against the one-word reply. Instead, she pulled out the only kitchenware she had: an old, chipped mug stolen from Mum’s and a bloody Peppa Pig glass. She’d make do with water. “Tea?”

“It’s…” Piper shifted. “It’s really all right. I should get back to the dogs. Take them home.”

“You should warm up,” Jamie stated, trying to swallow down the tinge of concern she felt. And then also the laughter, because despite the way her heart had stopped when she’d seen Piper topple into the canal, it had been quite a thing to witness.

“I can take a shower when I get home.”

Jamie sighed and made the tea for herself instead, dropping a tea bag into the mug and then filling it with steaming water. “Suit yourself, then.”

That was the other problem with Piper: Jamie had always felt as though Piper disliked her. Fine, Jamie had enjoyed teasing her and Max, poking fun like the annoying older sister she was, but… even when she’d tried to get to know Piper a bit more, accepting that she’d always be hovering around the house, Piper had never let her. All it had ever been was this. Nothing.

Piper bit her lip. “Thank you for helping me.”

Jamie batted her away. She’d tried. Again, she’d tried, because she knew Max would want it. He’d lectured her every fucking day about how she had to be nicer to poor little Piper. Well, she had. She’d extended her olive branch in the form of a mug of tea and an attempt at conversation. It had gotten her nowhere.

Even from the corner of her eye, Jamie could see Piper opening and closing her mouth as though she wanted to say more.

Jamie rolled her eyes, warming her hands around her mug and leaning against the counter. “What? Cat got your tongue, Pipe?”

She smirked despite herself. She used to ask Piper the same question, using the same nickname, making Piper blush profusely and scuttle away like a scared deer. A hint of nostalgia sparked through Jamie at the memory — until Piper’s jaw seemed to tighten, lips pressed into a thin line and face darkening. “I never liked that saying.”

“No?” Jamie feigned innocence, yo-yoing her tea bag in and out of the mug restlessly. It was difficult not to show her surprise. Piper could stand up for herself now, it seemed.

“I was only going to say that I hadn’t been in here since…” Piper trailed off as she glanced around again, but Jamie knew the end of the sentence. Since Granddad died, five years ago. The boat had been sitting here ever since, moored and untouched. Then Mum had told Jamie she was going to sell it, and Jamie hadn’t been able to let it go. Too many memories. Summer holidays floating around the country, surrounded by cobbled bridges and trees. Helping Granddad open the locks. Letting him teach her how to steer, cruise, and moor. She’d had no idea what to do with herself when she’d come home two days ago, no plans beyond finding a job and buying a flat somewhere local while she tried to revive her crochet business on Etsy. This had felt like a sign. Jamie could open her own shop, a floating fashion store. Go anywhere she wanted. Follow Pride festivals and Sunday markets. So that was what she was doing.

Brimming with hope, grief, fondness, Jamie patted the cupboards lovingly. “Yeah. It’s been left alone too long.”

“What are you planning on doing with it? I mean, if it’s okay to ask…”

“I’m going to make it into a little shop for the stuff I make.”

Piper’s brows rose, brown eyes glittering. “Wow. That’s a really great idea. You were always so creative.”

A swell of pride expanded in Jamie’s gut despite herself. Why did she care about what Piper thought? She didn’t. Wouldn’t.

After a sip of tea, she placed the mug down and began tapping her fingers against the counter. “Thanks. I’m excited.”

“So… you’re back, then? For good?” Piper fidgeted with the sleeves of her jumper before crossing her arms. She still wouldn’t look at Jamie.

Jamie shrugged. “For now, yeah. We’ll see where it takes me, eh?”

Piper smiled tightly and tucked her hair behind her ear, revealing a feather dangling from a cartilage piercing and a Manchester bee tattoo just behind her lobe. “You always seem to end up somewhere nice. According to Max, anyway. He, er, didn’t tell me you were back.”

“I’ve not been back long,” Jamie said, though she’d gotten home three days ago. Long enough for Max to tell Piper. She had a feeling he’d kept the information to himself for a reason. She just wasn’t sure what that reason was. Jamie waggled her hands as though she were auditioning for the West End. “Surprise, then.”

“Your mum must be chuffed to have you home.”

Jamie stiffened. She wasn’t so sure about that. Though her mum had never neglected or rejected Jamie, she’d always felt on the outside of it all. It had been clear to Jamie as a child that she wasn’t the type of daughter her mum had hoped for. She preferred muddy wellies to pretty pink ballet flats. And then, later, preferred dating women to men. Which had been fine, but had taken some getting used to for her mum. And then there had been Piper. Sweet, pretty little Piper, girly and shy and polite, everything a mother hoped her daughter would be. Jamie hadn’t been needed anymore. “Yeah, I suppose.”

Piper frowned, but then the dogs began barking again. Jamie dipped her head to peer out the window, finding another dog walker on the opposite side of the canal.

“I should go,” Piper said. “Thank you again. I, er… I suppose I’ll see you around.”

“Suppose you will.” Jamie nodded, though the thought of going back to having Piper always around, always part of the family, made her stomach tie itself up in knots.

She wasn’t quite sure why.
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