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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Harper Grey had absolutely no idea what she was doing. It was a Friday afternoon early January, and she could barely see the road through her windscreen for the relentless rain. Her mum had told her the M6 wouldn’t be busy just yet; how wrong she’d been.

      Harper just wanted to make it to her destination. Her new home. She wasn’t supposed to be making this journey alone; Callie, her supposedly loving and committed partner, should have been with her. But no, Callie was preoccupied with the woman from work. The one she’d been sleeping with.

      The radio presenter on Smooth FM introduced the next song, Patrick Swayze’s She’s Like the Wind. Harper barked a laugh; this journey couldn’t be any more agonising. “She was more like a bloody hurricane, Patrick.”

      Rather than wallow, Harper changed the station, bopping her head when Little Mix’s Shout out to My Ex blasted through her speakers. This was definitely more like it.

      Her satnav alerted her that she was due to pull off at the next junction; at least the rain wouldn’t be so bad off the motorway. She never had been fond of surface water while she was driving 70 m.p.h. with lorries either side of her.

      Harper relaxed into her seat, slowing and remaining in the inside lane until she reached her junction. She should be excited—she now owned her first home—but Callie and her infidelity had really put a downer on celebrations. Harper’s belongings were already at the new house, the furniture being delivered at the end of next week. So long as she could get her office set up in the spare room, she could live without a couch for another week. Now, she just had to sort through what she owned and what Callie had brought by two weeks ago.

      Four years together, an engagement, and Callie decided to sleep with the new intern at the office. Apparently, love was “different” these days. That was Callie’s excuse when Harper found the iMessages on their shared iPad.

      Instead of owning her actions, Callie told Harper that their relationship was stale, and getting cosy with someone else was supposed to reignite her feelings for Harper. The total opposite had happened. Harper was glad Callie’s ‘experiment’ hadn’t produced the expected results. She couldn’t abide a cheat, and Callie’s excuse for doing so was piss-poor in Harper’s book. Harper had never so much as looked at another woman, but Callie? Well, she had an entirely different outlook.

      She would never take Callie back, but Harper would sort through her things and hand over what was necessary. She didn’t intend to hold a grudge; it wouldn’t solve anything, and at least this way, she wasn’t tied to Callie. The house was solely in Harper’s name, and now the reason for that made sense.

      She had expected Callie to want her name on the deeds to the house. They’d rented together for 18 months beforehand, so when Harper found the most beautiful home she’d ever seen, it made sense to put their money into something that would one day be theirs. Callie initially jumped at the idea, setting up a viewing just a few days later, and then they made a weekend of it in the town they would hopefully move to. But when they decided to put an offer in several weeks later, Callie started to back out, claiming that work was suddenly kicking her arse. Callie told Harper to buy it if she wanted to, but that she couldn’t commit. In one breath, Callie was fearful of losing her job, but in the next, she was looking at a promotion. None of it had made sense to Harper at the time, but to make life easier and to ensure they didn’t lose out on the house, Harper agreed to be the sole buyer, her parents helping her out with the deposit. She figured they could add Callie to the documents at a later date. How wrong she’d been.

      So, here she was, moving 90 miles away from her hometown, not a soul in sight that she knew. But in time, she would find her place. The beauty of working from home meant she could do that from anywhere. And The Lakes was her destination of choice.

      You’ve got this. A new start.
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        * * *

      

      Harper cut the engine on her small, gravelled driveway, just a streetlight across the road illuminating the path to her front door. The house still looked quaint, her eyes drawn to the freshly painted white sash windows. It had been the windows alone that convinced her to put in an offer, the idyllic surroundings only furthering her desire to live in this town.

      At the bottom of the hill lay a huge lake. At the top of the hill, a town with coffee houses, gift shops, and a range of restaurants to choose from. That had been what appealed to Callie, but Harper was just happy to live in a place that resembled a postcard from when she was a kid. The Lakes had been the destination when it came to summer holidays over the years, and this year, once the weather picked up, Harper was determined to try her hand at paddleboarding—if she could ever build up the courage.

      Then there was the option to follow the various hiking trails with waterfalls and tracks along the way that she could get lost in. Once she turned away from the screen each day, she wanted nature. She wanted fresh air, snowfall in the winter. And from her bedroom window, she could see exactly that. Snow covered hills and mountains, misty mornings as it rose from the lake. Yes, she would likely end up with frostbite given the fact that she wasn’t prepared for the elements here, but she would learn…and she would love it.

      She exited her car and grabbed her holdall from the boot. This was her final trip here with everything she owned, but since the darkness had already blanketed the town, she would wait until morning to collect the rest from her car. Right now, she wanted a hot shower and a restful sleep. Something she hadn’t had in a few weeks.

      Whenever she lay her head on her pillow, Callie came to her mind. During the day, it wasn’t so bad, but once Harper had time to think, her mind started to wander. Where had she gone wrong? Had she not been a good enough girlfriend and, ultimately, fiancée? Did she not love Callie fully and with everything that she was? Harper knew she had, she would have given up the world for Callie, but something had gotten mixed up along the way.

      Callie had strayed, breaking Harper’s heart in the process.

      And now, she was starting over.

      Harper could stand around thinking about what should have been, or she could get herself inside and light the open wood burning fire. Callie wasn’t here, she never would be, so thinking about their relationship was wasted. Harper just wanted to move forward and concentrate on herself.

      She took her keys from the inside pocket of her coat, grinning with excitement as she slid it into the lock. She made a mental note to have an outside light installed; it was a little too dark on her property for Harper’s liking. As she glanced over her shoulder, she realised she had nothing to worry about around here. There wasn’t another person in sight.

      Harper pushed her shoulder against the door. The lock would need a few squirts of WD40 at some point over the weekend; she didn’t want to force it every time she came home from walking in the hills. But with an old place like this, something original, she expected it to need some extra TLC over the winter months. But the summer would surely make up for it.

      As she stepped through the door and pressed the light switch in the hall, Harper frowned. Why didn’t she have any electricity? She moved further into the living room, the carpet squelching beneath her Vans. Her heart stumbled for a moment. This couldn’t be happening.

      She took her phone from her pocket, using the torch feature to get a look at what she could. She’d apparently had a leak of some kind, one that had spewed all over the place. She pressed a hand to the carpet on the stairs; thankfully that was dry, so her belongings hadn’t been damaged. But downstairs was ruined, and she had no idea why.

      “I can’t see a bastard thing in here!” Harper didn’t want to, but she really could cry right then. What was she supposed to do with no electricity? She certainly had no intentions of tackling the fuse box herself. Not when there had been a substantial leak. She may be stupid in some aspects of her life, but she knew better than to mess with electricity around water.

      She had to think. She couldn’t stay here tonight, but she also couldn’t sleep in her car. Frostbite would be the least of her concerns if someone found her the following morning, dead and frozen in her driver’s seat. Dramatic, yes, but Harper really could do without all this tonight.

      She pulled up the internet on her phone, sighing when she realised she had no service. The Wi-Fi wasn’t going live until tomorrow, but with no electricity, that wouldn’t matter.

      Harper secured the house and lifted her hold-all from the driveway. There were several B&Bs up the hill, one just a block away. Her only hope this evening was that one of them had space for her. She decided to try the one she’d stayed at twice during trips here with Callie, a gay friendly one they’d found on the Cumbria Pride website. She hadn’t thought to specifically seek out somewhere that accepted them, but it was a small town, and neither Harper nor Callie knew whether they would be welcome at a little family run bed and breakfast. But at this B&B, they had been welcomed and really looked after.

      Harper trudged up the hill, the ice-cold wind cutting through the skin on her face as she ascended the steep incline. If she hadn’t felt so tired from her journey, she would have gone further and headed into the town, but she really didn’t have the energy. When she left the motorway, she’d sat in traffic for over forty minutes. And then the rain had been relentless again, leaving her with no option but to drive significantly slower than she would have liked.

      This was just a mess.

      Relieved when she reached the bed and breakfast she’d stayed at just a few weeks ago, Harper pressed the doorbell, hoping and praying they could fit her in. She remembered the couple who owned it, quiet but very helpful. Jude and…Cait, she thought.

      Nothing.

      No answer.

      As Harper turned to walk back down the small stone path, the outside light flickered on, and Cait’s face came into view behind the old wooden door with a huge glass panel sitting in the middle of it.

      “Can I help you?” A woman with a soft tone landed in front of her, dark bouncy curls falling into place below the shoulder. They’d met twice before; Cait likely wouldn’t remember, but Harper did. She recalled how captivating her eyes had been, inviting and mellow.

      Harper shivered, hiking her hold-all further up onto her shoulder. “H-hi. I was wondering if you have a spare room for the night?”

      “Oh.” Cait paused, stepping out onto the path and looking around. “Where have you come from?”

      “Just the next block. I was supposed to be moving into Park Lodge today.”

      “You’re the new owner?”

      Harper offered a lopsided smile. “Unfortunately, yes.” She shivered again, causing Cait to take her by the elbow and guide her into the warmth of the B&B. “Oh, wow. That heat feels so nice.”

      “I only have a single room suite available tonight.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll take it. How much?”

      “Don’t worry about that right now. Go through into the lounge and warm yourself up.” Cait’s dark eyes softened as she took Harper’s hold-all from her shoulder. “Go on. I’ll bring you a hot drink. Tea or coffee?”

      “Coffee, please.” Harper rubbed her hands together, the tips of her fingers icy cold. She really needed to acclimatise to this place, but tonight, she just needed a thick duvet and some rubbish TV. She would probably fall asleep within ten minutes of climbing into bed anyway.

      Cait returned a few minutes later, holding a tray with a cafetière and two cups. A porcelain milk jug sat beside them with a jar of brown sugar cubes.

      “I know I’m really pushing my luck here, but do you by any chance know an electrician and a plumber?”

      “What for?” Cait asked, setting the tray down between them as they took seats on opposite couches.

      “When I got to my house tonight, I found I have no electricity. And there’s been a leak.”

      “Oh, no. That’s awful.” Cait offered a sympathetic smile, pouring two coffees. Harper focused on Cait’s delicate hands, her manicured nails. Simplistic, that’s how Cait appeared. And friendly. “I have a handyman on my books, if that’s any use to you. He’s qualified for both your problems. I can give him a call in the morning.”

      “That would really be a massive help. I’d really appreciate it.” Harper knew she was asking a lot, but she didn’t know where else to turn.

      “I’ll call him, and we’ll get you sorted out. Don’t worry.”

      “You’re Cait, right?”

      “I…am.” She frowned, her brown eyes rich and soft, just like chocolate.

      “Sorry. I’ve stayed here twice in the last few months. I was here with my girlfriend in room five for the weekend about a month ago.”

      “I knew I recognised you. I was wracking my brains in the kitchen trying to figure out how.”

      She recognised me? Harper punched that thought from her mind. Cait had a husband.

      “We were here while we finalised the details on the house.”

      “She’s not with you tonight?”

      Harper sighed. “No. We broke up. But it’s fine, I’m still doing this. That house is far too beautiful to give up.”

      “Park Lodge is something else. We considered buying it and opening another B&B, but it deserved a real chance at a happy ending. I didn’t want to go in there and destroy the interior with walls and en suites.”

      “Well, thank you. I’m glad you didn’t.” Harper smiled, taking a cup of coffee from the tray. “And thanks for fitting me in. I considered sleeping in my car, but the weather is awful.”

      “I won’t have you sleeping in a car. Not when I have a perfectly good room upstairs for you. With breakfast in the morning.”

      Harper blushed when Cait smiled in her direction. She had no idea why. “Oh, don’t worry about me. I just need a place to crash for the night.”

      “Your house will need to dry out. I’ll book you in for a couple of weeks, and if anything changes, you just let me know. And since you’ve been here before, I’ll discount your stay.”

      “That’s really kind of you.”

      “You’re about to become our neighbour. And around here, we help one another out.”

      “Well, thanks.”

      “Come on. I’ll show you to your room, and you can get settled in. The rest can wait for another day.”

      Warmth spread through Harper as she followed Cait up the stairs. The B&B was cosy, homely, but she really wished she were settling into her own place this evening. But Cait was right, staying here was the best option. “Oh, I’m Harper, by the way.”

      Cait beamed as she stopped halfway up the stairs and turned around. “It’s really nice to meet you, Harper.”
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      Cait pulled her woolly hat from her head, stepping through the door of the B&B with a wad of newspapers under her arm. Guests didn’t always pick them up, the internet seemed to be preferred these days, but she liked to have the option available. Jude would read them if nobody else did.

      She removed the snip from the back of the door; the B&B wasn’t open to the public just yet. Cait and Jude had become an unintentional tourist information centre over the years, but Cait had come to enjoy pointing people in the right direction. If it meant tourists could “stumble” upon an unexpected trail, it made it all worthwhile.

      The sound of footsteps on the landing caught Cait’s attention as she added the newspapers to the rack in the lounge, the local station playing on the radio on the windowsill. She poked her head around the door, a flash of rich auburn hair in her line of sight. Wow, she’s pretty. Harper was slightly taller than Cait, perhaps an inch or two, but that was the perfect height, you know? The ideal ratio for hugs…or the likes of.

      “Hey, mornin’,” Harper said, zipping her hoodie up as she reached the hallway. “Could I scrounge a cup of coffee before I see what the damage is at home?”

      Cait reached for a piece of laminated card. “Here. Pick breakfast, too.”

      “Cait, it’s really okay.”

      Cait didn’t know why Harper felt as though she was putting her out. It was her job to be on hand. “Please.”

      “I’ll just have some toast.” Harper perused the menu. “Oh, my God. Eggy bread?”

      Cait offered a full smile. “My favourite. Not many order it, but my parents used to make it every Sunday when I was a kid. It reminds me of better times. Happier times.”

      Harper blew out a breath. “I could really use a reminder of better times.”

      Cait noted the pain behind Harper’s vivid blue eyes. “If you can’t remember them, you create them. And living here is very good for starting over.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Harper handed over the menu. “And a helping of eggy bread…if there’s any going begging.”

      “Absolutely. Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      “I thought she didn’t want breakfast?” Jude frowned, disposing of a scrap of bacon from a guest’s plate. “This is why we tell guests we need breakfast orders by 7 the night before.”

      “It’s a few slices of bread and a couple of eggs.”

      “So?”

      Cait spun around, sighing. “So, since you’re in a mood again, you can put some extra bacon on the grill for me, too.”

      “She hasn’t even paid for her room yet.”

      “Jude,” Cait warned, pointing a spatula at him.

      “Don’t Jude me! She will probably take off without paying.”

      “Of course. And I’ll have to chase her an entire block to get it from her. Do you have any idea how ridiculous and miserable you sound?”

      “I just…I think you forget that this is a business.”

      Cait’s eyebrows shot up with surprise. Had Jude really said that? “Since I’m the one who hasn’t been out with friends for six months or dated in years, it’s hard to forget.”

      “Sorry,” Jude said, opening a fresh packet of bacon. “Why don’t you arrange a girl’s night out for next weekend, and I’ll be on call?”

      “Really?” Cait’s entire body buzzed. She’d missed so many nights out lately. Tourism and staycations had her working seven days a week. By the time she got upstairs each evening, she didn’t have the energy to even watch TV let alone head into town. It was the same routine every night. Shower, then bed. “I’ll call around. See who can make it.”

      “You deserve a night off.”

      And she did. Jude had never been as on the ball as she was when it came to the B&B. Cait had to be sure everything was how it was supposed to be, but Jude? He buggered off down the pub with his mates on a Friday night. Saturday too if he could get away with it. Then there were football games, golf, and anything else he could use as an excuse to not work.

      “So, do you have any bacon ready?” Cait plated up two lots of eggy bread, offering Jude a flutter of her eyelashes as she spied crispy bacon ready and waiting to the side of the grill.

      “That…was mine.”

      “And what do we always say?”

      Jude clenched his jaw, his nostrils flaring. “It’s all about the guest experience.”

      “Amen, brother.” Cait took a pair of clean tongs from the dishwasher, helping herself to the bacon Jude was keeping for himself. “Now, I’m sitting down with our new guest for breakfast while trying to keep her sane and not worrying about her house issues.”

      “Sure you are.”

      Cait froze, turning back to face Jude. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. You just seem really giddy this morning. You know, since our guest arrived.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Cait would admit that she found Harper interesting, those blue eyes had pulled her in the moment she stepped outside the B&B last night. But sitting down to breakfast with Harper really didn’t mean anything. Cait wasn’t that stupid. Harper was way out of her league.

      Jude eyed Cait. “You can’t say she’s not easy on the eye. And you said she was here with her girlfriend last time, so we both know she bats for your team.”

      “Bats for my team? It’s not 1998, Jude. Nobody says that anymore.”

      “Deflecting.” He waved a spatula in the air, laughing. “Just…don’t go out there fluttering your eyelashes like you did to me. I don’t want to have to come looking for you to find you in a compromising position. No thanks.”

      “Charming.”

      Cait’s belly fluttered. Did Jude offering to stay home and on call next week mean that he wanted her to get out there and look for someone she could spend her time with? What time? Cait laughed, shaking her head. She didn’t know what “time to herself” was anymore. She hadn’t done for as long as she could remember.

      Harper sat at a table in the corner of the breakfast room, her eyes glued to her phone. Cait didn’t know whether she should turn around and leave Harper in peace, or whether she should do her job and provide breakfast.

      Have I been giddy? No, she hadn’t. She had merely been herself. Something Jude didn’t see often because he was never around for breakfast. The only reason he was here this morning was because the young lad Cait employed had broken down on the way into the town. It also explained his mood. God forbid he should help out with the business he part owned.

      Cait cleared her throat, stepping up to the table Harper sat at. “Eggy bread. And I’ve thrown some bacon on too for good measure.”

      “Yes. My kinda woman.” Harper’s eyes widened, and she held up her hands. “Sorry, I didn’t mean…you know. I just love bacon.”

      Cait understood. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be anyone’s kinda woman. But she could live in hope.

      “You love bacon. Got it.” Cait studied Harper, satisfied that she wouldn’t be rejected if she joined her for breakfast. “Would you mind if I shared this table with you?”

      “No, of course not. Take a seat. At least when I call my mum to tell her everything has gone pear-shaped at the house, I can also reassure her that the people here are lovely and haven’t left me to fend for myself.”

      “I called my handyman before I left this morning. He’s getting here for midday.”

      “Wow. That was quick.”

      “Well, I’m sure you want to get into your new home and get everything set up. It’s a beautiful house.”

      “Yeah.” Harper slumped her shoulders. “It feels like it’s not going to work out for me. The place is far too big for one person, but I can’t bring myself to let it go. I really want it to work here.”

      “Do you have a job lined up?”

      “I work from home. Graphic design.”

      “Oh, well that makes life easier for you while you’re here, I suppose. If you need any extra space while you’re staying with us, just let me know, and as soon as a bigger room is available, I’ll swap you.”

      “Cait, you don’t have to do that.” Harper reached her hand forward, stopping mid-air before it rested on Cait’s. And then she pulled it back completely, clearing her throat. “Sorry.”

      “I want to. Things are beginning to slow down here, so I expect a few empty rooms for a number of weeks now. The Christmas and New Year period are settling down, and the weather isn’t great, so that means I can have five minutes to myself…and spare rooms.”

      Harper glanced around the breakfast room, frowning. “I haven’t seen your husband this morning. Is he not working today? It seems kinda busy for you to be on your own.”

      “My…husband?”

      “Yeah. The guy who is always around here. Jude. We met him last time.”

      “Christ, if Jude was my husband, I’d have lost the will to live by now.”

      Harper wasn’t the first to assume Cait was married to Jude, but Cait was slightly disappointed that Harper’s gaydar wasn’t going off around her. Perhaps she should work on that.

      Harper blushed. “Sorry. That’s what I get for assuming and being nosey.”

      “Jude is my brother. We’ve co-owned for 5 years, but I think he forgets that fact a lot of the time.”

      Harper offered a lopsided smile, sympathy in her blue eyes. “Let’s you get on with everything here?”

      “Yes, but he’s great. When he’s around.”

      “Well,” Harper paused, picking up her cutlery and tucking into the eggy bread, “I think you’ve done a great job. This place is so cosy and welcoming. I was dreading being turned away last night.”

      “I’m happy you enjoyed it enough to consider us this time around.” When people came back, it meant a lot to Cait. There was no shortage of B&B’s on the main road that ran from the town to the lake; she knew competition was rife.

      “We found you on the Cumbria Pride website. Callie wanted somewhere that we could be ourselves, so thanks for having a gay friendly B&B.”

      “It’s important.” Cait followed Harper’s lead, enjoying her breakfast without interruption from guests. “Before we took on this B&B, I was on a short break elsewhere with an ex of mine. And while we didn’t feel completely alienated, we did get those looks. You know…are they together, aren’t they? Are they best friends? Did we want separate rooms?”

      “God, I hate that.” Harper shook her head, moaning in delight as she demolished her breakfast. If she was surprised by Cait’s ‘coming out’, she certainly didn’t show it. “This is so good, by the way.” She helped herself to the coffee in the cafetiere already on the table, offering Cait a cup. Cait smiled and nodded. “Why do people do that? I mean, I love to people-watch, but I don’t sit there wondering if they’re going to bed with one another at the end of the day.”

      “I don’t know. I suppose some people are just inquisitive.”

      “Nosey, you mean?”

      Cait laughed, lifting her coffee cup. “Or that. Yes.”

      Harper lowered her fork, leaning in closer to Cait and lowering her voice as she said, “So, where are all the lesbians?”

      Cait snorted. “Not here.” She really had wondered over the years if anyone significant would come into her life, but at 41, she was still single, still looking, and still depressed at the thought of never growing old with someone. “But don’t take my word for it. My life revolves around this place, so it’s not often I get the chance to even look around.”

      “I think you need to give yourself a day off,” Harper said, smiling as she relaxed back. “You never know what’s out there. This time next year you could have just spent Christmas with the love of your life.”

      “Mm. I think I’ll settle for some friendly company. It doesn’t bring as much drama with it.”

      Harper took her phone from the table, pushing her seat away and getting to her feet. “You could be on to something there. I was willing to share a house with a woman who’d been cheating on me for several months. Single may just be the answer to a happier life.”

      Cait’s heart sunk. Was being in a relationship these days so bad? Harper believed so, but she had just been through a breakup. Cait was ready to explore. She was also ready to put her foot down with Jude. If she were ever going to have a life outside of the B&B, he would have to step up and take ownership of something. Anything.

      “Thank you for breakfast, but I need to get to the house. Can I come and find you when I get back later to sort out payment for the room?”

      Cait smiled. “Of course.”
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      “Okay, love. All fixed.” Darren, the handyman, came from the kitchen. “You had a burst pipe. I’ll come back in a couple of days to fix the electrics. It’s pretty damp down here.”

      “I thought it would be a pipe, but I haven’t been here, so I don’t know how it happened.”

      “Did you have the heating set to come on? It was the radiator in the kitchen.”

      “No, not that I’m aware of.”

      Harper leant against the windowsill, folding her arms across her chest. They’d had a new thermostat installed the last time they were here, but Callie had set it so that the pipes remained at 5 degrees at all times when the heating was off. It was a new feature to prevent burst pipes during cold snaps and lack of use. Harper had turned the heating on for a few hours a couple of days ago via the app on her phone, but she hadn’t played with any of the settings.

      “Huh. That’s odd.”

      “Well, it’s fixed now so that’s the main thing,” Harper said, running a hand down her face. “What’s the damage? And do you prefer cash or transfer?”

      “That’s already taken care of.” Darren opened the front door, his toolbox in one hand. “But Cait loves the Mediterranean restaurant on the lake if you wanted to thank her. She won’t take any money from you, so that’s the next best thing.”

      Harper offered an appreciative smile. Cait likely wouldn’t want to go to dinner with her, she was a busy woman, but it was something she could consider. She’d certainly been good company this morning during breakfast. “Good to know. I’ll look into booking a table.”

      “She’ll look after you around here. She’s a bloody saint.”

      “Yes, she is. I’d have been lost without her last night.”

      “I’m sure she’ll need a hand with something at some point. We all work together around here to keep one another happy.”

      “It’s a nice area. It’s just a shame this happened.”

      “You’ll be fine. Cait spoke very highly of you this morning. And you’ve been here before, so give it a little time and you’ll know plenty of friendly faces.”

      “Well, uh…thanks.” Harper avoided the frown she was almost wearing; Darren didn’t need to know she was confused about anything he’d just said. Cait spoke highly of her? Why? “I’ll book that table. And thanks for your help, too. You’re not a carpet fitter by any chance, are you?”

      “Ask Cait to give me a call once you’ve ordered a new one. I’ll fit it for you.”

      “Oh, I was actually joking, but that would be really helpful.” Harper felt another weight lift as Darren smiled over his shoulder, waving as he made his way up the hill.

      She really did have to thank Cait, but she wasn’t sure a meal on the lake would cut it. If it hadn’t been for the wonderful B&B owner or her approachable nature, Harper really would be up shit creek without a paddle.

      Harper took the stairs two at a time, rushing into her bedroom. She’d brought her laptop up here when she arrived this morning, not wanting to place it down somewhere that was soaked. And downstairs, she didn’t have many options when it came to a dry spot. She could set up home on top of the kitchen units, but something told her that wasn’t ideal right now.

      She hooked her laptop up to the hotspot on her phone and brought up local florists in the area. Flowers always made someone smile, right? Harper wouldn’t know; Callie rarely did anything remotely romantic.

      Whoa. No romance going on here.

      Harper suddenly stopped what she was doing. Would Cait think she was trying to get her into bed now that she knew she wasn’t married to the guy she worked with? Surely not. Flowers were sent by people for all kinds of reasons. Births, deaths, special occasions. And this was a special occasion because Cait had really pulled Harper out of the shit this morning. And yeah, Cait was gorgeous, too.

      Harper sat for a moment, chewing her lip. It’s just a thank you. Or was it something more, deep down in Harper’s subconscious? She had caught herself staring once or twice this morning. Hell, she’d almost held Cait’s hand.

      Way too good for you. She shook her head and snorted. “Get real and get a grip.”

      She ordered an arrangement to be delivered this afternoon, leaving a note attached that read: You’re a saint. Yes, they may have been Darren’s words, but they were spot on when it came to describing Cait. Now, Harper just had to call her ex before she tackled the dripping wet carpet downstairs.

      She tapped in a familiar number, waiting for the call to connect.

      “Harper?”

      “Hey, can you talk for a few minutes?” Harper flopped onto the edge of her bed, a headache fast approaching.

      “If you’re quick, yes. I have to get to work.”

      Harper turned her watch towards her. “It’s almost 2 in the afternoon. Shouldn’t you be there already?”

      “Late night…”

      Yep. Harper didn’t need to know that. But she was sure Callie was grinning on the other end of the phone.

      “Well, uh…I just wanted to let you know that it’ll be a few more days before I can sort out your stuff. I’ve had a few issues since I got here last ni—” Harper frowned, spying a bra on the floor under a bucket seat she’d placed under the window. She’d had the seat reupholstered a few months ago, whacky colours and patterns now adorning it. She really loved it, but she didn’t love what was underneath it. “You’ve been here!”

      “Of course I’ve been there. Several times with you.” Callie scoffed, the sound of her heels clicking in the background.

      “No, no, no. You’ve been here with her.”

      Callie fell silent, her heels too.

      “When?”

      “Harper—”

      “No, I want to know when!” Harper got to her feet, taking the bra from the floor. It definitely didn’t belong to Callie unless she’d had a drastic breast reduction that Harper didn’t know about. “Y-You’ve been here with her and I want to know when, and why!”

      “L-last weekend,” Callie said, her voice barely audible.

      Harper turned around, pulling back the covers on the bed. She’d thought she was doing the right thing by setting up the bedroom when they came by last time so at least they would have had somewhere to crash as soon as they moved in. And, until now, her bedroom had been her sanctuary.

      “And you’ve had her in my fucking bed!”

      “Oh, calm down. I just wanted to show her around. We couldn’t book a weekend away anywhere, so I thought the house was the next best thing.”

      “The house? The house that I own. The house that you lost out on the chance to live in because you’ve been fucking her behind my back. That house?”

      “We only stayed one night. I thought I’d be pushing it if I stayed any longer.”

      “Oh, well that makes it all okay then, I suppose.” Harper’s eyes burned, tears threatening to spill out at any moment. It was one thing to be cheated on by the woman you were engaged to but to find out that she’d brought her new girlfriend to the house that was supposed to be for both of you…that really fucking stung. Way down deep in her stomach. Callie had already broken her heart; this was the final punch in the gut.

      “Look, I’ll come up next weekend and sort my own things. You don’t have to do it.”

      “No, I don’t. But I will. And I’ll do it right now, so you better move your fucking arse and get up here to collect them.”

      “Harper, calm down. Leave them in the spare room.”

      Harper was sick to death of Callie having it all her way. She was more than done with it all. “Nope, doesn’t work for me. They’ll be in the garden by the end of the day. And it’s forecasted to rain, so I’d leave now if I were you.”

      “I can’t get there now. I have to work.”

      “Not my problem.” And then it hit Harper. “Did you put the heating on while you were here?”

      “Of course I did. It was freezing.”

      “So, not only have you fucked that woman in my bed, you’ve caused a leak.”

      “What?”

      “The heating. You knocked the setting off to stop the pipes from freezing. I got here last night to find they’d burst downstairs.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah, shit.” Harper clenched her jaw, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Drop the keys you have at my mums. I don’t want you in this house ever again. Your shit will be in the garden. Bring that bitch with you. You’ll need the help.”

      “Harp—”

      Harper cut the call, bile rising in her throat. She rushed into the en suite bathroom, emptying the contents of her stomach into the toilet. Wow. The pain she felt was intense, but it was the anxiety of knowing another woman had been in her bed that really tipped Harper over the edge. She’d been quite content with remaining amicable with Callie, there was no use in being hostile and bitchy, but Callie really had just changed that entirely. If she wanted to treat Harper as though she was something she’d just stepped in, Harper could play that game too. She wouldn’t allow Callie to have the last laugh. Not in this lifetime.

      Making herself look a little more presentable, Harper rushed out of the bathroom and grabbed her laptop from the bed. She couldn’t do anything about her puffy eyes, but she could hold her head high knowing she would never treat someone she loved as though she didn’t matter. Cheating was one thing but to bring that same woman to the house of the woman you’d cheated on…that was low.

      Checking she had the keys to her room at the B&B, she grabbed her set of keys for the house and rushed out onto the driveway. She had so much to do, carpets to rip up and replace, plus gathering Callie’s belongings, but the thought of staying in the house a moment longer had Harper wanting to heave into the nearest toilet again.

      She hurried up the hill towards the B&B, her calves burning as she crossed the small road as fast as she could. The cold air felt good against her flushed skin, but she needed to be inside in the warmth of Cait’s B&B. She felt safe there. Cait makes me feel safe, not the building.

      “Hi.” Cait met Harper at the door, a beaming smile on her soft features. “Darren says you’re all sorted at home.”

      “I, uh…yeah. Burst pipe.” Harper sidestepped Cait, her shoulders sagging as she reached the staircase. Just one flight, and she would be locked away. “Thanks again,” she mumbled over her shoulder, taking the stairs two at a time. Don’t be so rude. She’s done a lot for you already. “I’m sorry.” Harper sighed as she turned around on the stairs. “But I need to take care of some things. Have a nice day.”

      Cait simply nodded, that pretty smile on her mouth.

      Harper heard Jude’s voice in the hallway; he didn’t sound happy, but
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