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      I’m now single so please call me… in fact hold that call… in my mind every guy I’ve met has been an arsehole so if you are an arsehole I never want to know. *Sighs*
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Ella Johnson’s life was in turmoil. She just couldn’t understand how this could even be happening to her. She’d barely slept in the last forty-eight hours and was consumed with worry and confusion, as her whole world was shattering around her.

      Her fiancé, Dr Alex James, had gone to work as normal on Monday morning but had never come home. There was no trace of him; his mobile phone no longer connected, their brand-new Range Rover had vanished and there had been no withdrawals from their bank account. None of it made any sense, and Ella checked her mobile phone and local news reports for the umpteenth time that day.

      Hours earlier, with the constant pain of not knowing what might have happened to Alex twisting in her heart, Ella had been sitting at the kitchen table in front of two policemen, giving a statement.

      ‘And nothing out of the ordinary happened between you? An argument, perhaps… anything?’ The police constable was poised with his pen.

      With tears rolling down her cheeks Ella shook her head. ‘Far from it. We cuddled in bed and Alex brought me a cup of tea, like he has done every morning since he moved in.’

      ‘And how long have you lived together?’

      ‘Ten months,’ replied Ella, remembering the day they’d met like it was yesterday. ‘But we’ve been together for just over a year… we’re getting married next year!’ Ella was distraught and none of this made any sense. They’d already picked the venue, organised the invitations and, knowing how difficult it was getting time off work, Alex had booked his leave already.

      ‘And Alex’s friends, have you spoken to them? Has he been in contact with any of them?’

      Ella was silent for a moment. ‘I’ve never met any of his friends.’ She knew as soon as the words left her mouth that it sounded lame, but although Alex spent a lot of time mentioning friends and colleagues, after he’d finished his shift at the hospital, he always wanted to spend time with her alone, which of course she never objected to.

      ‘Never? How about work colleagues?’

      Ella noticed a look pass between the two officers. ‘No, but Alex talks about them all the time and he plays football with them every Thursday night… five a side.’

      ‘At which sports club?’ The policeman was poised with his pen again, waiting for Ella’s answer.

      ‘Christ, I don’t know.’ She stood up and raked her hands through her hair. ‘All these questions.’ Ella was beginning to feel a little agitated. They shouldn’t be here talking about football – they should be out looking for Alex. ‘I’ve never asked! He goes and plays football, then comes home.’

      ‘Try and keep calm, Miss Johnson, take a seat. These are just standard questions, so that we can try to build a picture of Alex’s routine,’ the officer soothed.

      ‘You need to get out there and find him. He can’t just disappear off the face of the earth with no trace. Something has happened to him, I know it. He wouldn’t do this to me, he messages me all the time.’ Ella’s voice wavered as she sat back down at the table.

      ‘And his phone? Have you rung his phone since Alex has disappeared?’

      Ella nodded. ‘Yes, of course I’ve rung his phone. I’ve lost count of the times I’ve rung his phone, but all it says is my call can’t be connected. Alex never has his phone switched off. Please, please just find him!’ she pleaded.

      ‘We’ll do our very best. It’s our job to investigate, and our first stop is the City Hospital.’

      ‘Good, because they wouldn’t tell me anything.’ Ella was taking in huge gulps of air as she tried to catch her breath. ‘They said they can’t give out any information about any member of staff, due to data protection.’

      ‘Leave that to us. Have you got anyone who can come and sit with you?’

      Through her tears all Ella could manage was a nod. ‘My friend Callie is on her way. She’s travelling from Scotland, but her train gets in…’ Ella glanced up at the clock on the wall, ‘any time now.’

      Both policemen stood up. ‘That’s good. We’ll be back in touch after we’ve visited the hospital.’

      ‘Will that be today?’ Ella just wanted answers.

      ‘Yes, hopefully today.’

      Hearing a knock on the door, Ella’s eyes widened. She scraped back her chair and rushed to the door. ‘Alex… Alex!’ she shouted and flung the front door open… to find her friend Callie standing on the doorstep.

      Feeling like her legs were going to buckle underneath her, Ella held on to the door tightly. ‘He’s got a key, Alex wouldn’t be knocking, he’s got a key.’

      Callie opened her arms wide and grabbed on to her friend. Ella could feel her whole body physically shaking. ‘Thank God you are here. I can’t believe this is happening.’ Once again, a tsunami of tears ran down her cheeks.

      ‘I’m going nowhere,’ replied Callie, noticing the two policemen standing behind Ella. ‘Is there news, have you found him?’

      Ella shook her head and let go of Callie as the police constables walked outside.

      ‘We’re going to the hospital now and we’ll be in touch as soon as we have some more information.’

      ‘Thank you,’ replied Ella, watching them head out towards the police car that was parked outside.

      As soon as Ella closed the door behind them, she turned towards Callie. ‘I just don’t understand this, Callie. The ache in my heart is killing me. Where is he, Cal? What the hell has happened to him?’

      ‘I don’t know, I just don’t know.’ Callie hugged her friend again, then passed her a tissue from the box in the hallway. ‘I’ll make you a drink. Have you eaten?’ she asked, following Ella into the living room.

      Ella dabbed her swollen eyes. ‘I can’t think about eating, showering or anything. I haven’t even slept, in case I miss a call from him. Where is he?’

      ‘I wish I knew, Ella, I really do. You can shower now I’m here, and I’ll make you something to eat. You have to keep your strength up.’

      But Ella wasn’t listening. She’d sat down on the sofa and pulled her knees up to her chest, hugging them tightly. She began to rock gently. ‘He just needs to come home.’

      ‘The police will do their best to find him.’

      ‘I’ve got this horrible sinking feeling. Someone can’t just disappear with no trace.’ Ella swallowed down the lump in her throat.

      ‘We’ll have news soon, I’m sure,’ soothed Callie.

      ‘All I keep thinking about is the worst-case scenario. They’re going to find him dead, aren’t they?’

      Callie slipped her arm around Ella’s shoulder and pulled her in close. ‘Try not to think like that, stay positive.’

      For a moment, they sat in silence. The last forty-eight hours had taken their toll and an exhausted Ella finally fell asleep. Gently, Callie removed her arm, then laid Ella down on the sofa and covered her up with a soft grey throw. Tip-toeing out of the living room, Callie headed towards the kitchen and switched on the kettle to make a cup of tea.

      She would let Ella sleep whilst she could, but hopefully there would be some news soon.
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      Three hours later, Ella woke up startled. Hearing a loud knock on the door, she was up on her feet to find the same two policemen standing back on the doorstep. There was something about the look on their faces that she didn’t like. This wasn’t good news.

      ‘What is it? Have you found him?’

      ‘Are we okay to sit down?’ asked Constable John Price.

      ‘Yes, please do.’ Ella gestured towards the chairs, whist Callie perched next to Ella on the sofa and took her hand.

      ‘There’s no easy way to say this. We’ve been to the City Hospital…’

      Ella’s heart was thumping so fast, she thought it was going to burst through her ribcage at any second. Callie gripped her hand tighter.

      ‘What is it?’ Ella’s voice faltered, her whole body trembling. ‘Have they found him? Is he dead?’ she blurted.

      ‘I’m afraid there is no Dr Alex James working at the City Hospital. We’ve checked and double checked.’

      Ella’s mouth opened and closed. The words hung in the air whilst she tried to process what she’d just heard. ‘But… but…’ Ella looked towards Callie, confused. ‘He’s worked at the City Hospital for the last three years. I drop him off and pick him up from the car park there. He has his doctor’s coats hanging in the wardrobe, his spare lanyard is in the drawer. There must be some sort of mistake.’ Ella felt a tightening in her chest as her mind raced.

      ‘Could we possibly have a look at his lanyard?’ asked the Constable.

      Ella was already up on her feet, pulling open the drawer. ‘Here it is.’ She handed the lanyard over to the policemen, who passed it between themselves.

      ‘See, there has to be some mistake.’ Ella’s voice was hopeful.

      ‘Ella, this isn’t a lanyard from the hospital. It’s a fake.’

      Feeling baffled, Ella looked towards Callie, then back towards the policemen. ‘I don’t understand what you’re telling me.’

      ‘I’m afraid that the man you knew as Dr Alex James isn’t a real doctor. We aren’t sure that’s even his real name.’

      Ella felt the burn of bile in the back of her throat, and an uncontrollable shudder swept through her entire body. Her breaths were now coming in short sharp bursts. The initial shock of what she was hearing just didn’t make sense.

      ‘It’s going to be okay,’ Callie reassured.

      ‘It’s not, though, is it?’ Ella knew she was being sharp, but she couldn’t help it.

      ‘Ella, please can you start from the beginning. How did you meet Alex?’

      ‘Take a deep breath,’ encouraged Callie, handing her a glass of water from the coffee table.

      After taking a sip, Ella exhaled. ‘I’m the owner of the gift shop on the corner of Barton Square next to the City Hospital.’ She noticed that Constable Price was tapping away on an iPad whilst the other officer was writing in his notepad.

      Barton Square was home to small boutiques, coffee shops and a deli which was popular with the medical staff from the hospital, and that was where Ella had first spotted Dr Alex James, sitting outside at a wrought-iron table, reading a newspaper and drinking coffee. The second Ella clapped eyes on him she knew there was something about him – the way he carried himself, his Mediterranean olive skin and deep hazel eyes. He was drop-dead gorgeous and even though he was a stranger to her, Ella had a feeling that this man was going to be in her life. And she was right.

      ‘My parents had passed away…’ Ella let out a long shuddering breath and the tears slipped down her cheeks.

      Callie quickly passed her a tissue. ‘Take your time,’ she soothed gently.

      ‘Their deaths made the local news but that escalated to the national news.’ Her voice quivered.

      ‘What happened?’ asked the policeman.

      ‘Carbon monoxide poisoning,’ replied Ella, ‘given off by the old gas fire in the Edwardian property they were living in. There was an article in the newspaper and I was sitting in my shop reading it, when Alex walked in. I was mortified, all blotchy-faced from my tears, with greasy hair,’ Ella reminisced. ‘But he introduced himself, asked if I was okay, and as soon as I explained about my parents’ death, he insisted on making me a cup of tea. He comforted me for an hour, the whole of his lunch break. I felt dreadful – he went back to work not having anything to eat.’

      ‘And he said at that very first meeting that he worked at the City Hospital?’ asked the police officer.

      Ella nodded.

      ‘And when was the first time you picked him up from work?’ asked Constable Price.

      ‘Literally a week after. His flat was on the outskirts of the city and he used to ride the bus into work. He didn’t like crawling through the slow city traffic, so it was easier for me to pick him up, as I live closer to the hospital, and for him to come back to mine. It was a couple of months before we moved in together.’

      ‘And what’s the address of his flat?’

      All eyes were on Ella.

      Ella’s voice faltered. ‘I… I don’t know.’ As soon as the words left her mouth, she noticed both policemen raise their eyebrows. ‘I know saying that out loud, it doesn’t sound very good, does it?’

      ‘Did you think it was strange that you never went to his home?’

      Ella looked towards Callie who gave her hand a little squeeze.

      ‘No, I didn’t think about it. It was just easier for him to come to mine when he finished work.’

      ‘When he moved in, did he bring his belongings?’ the policeman probed.

      Now Ella felt like she was under investigation. Why were they questioning her like this? She hadn’t done anything wrong. Her only crime was to fall in love. She shared a look with Callie, raising an eyebrow. ‘Do you think it’s weird I never went to his flat?’

      Callie hesitated. ‘If you thought it felt right and he was being genuine…’

      ‘Alex is genuine! What are you saying? He could lying at the bottom of the river… murdered… anything! And you’re asking me ridiculous questions about his clothes, what he moved in with.’ Ella was bordering on hysterical now. She didn’t want the police sitting there asking her stupid questions. She wanted Alex to be found and brought home.

      ‘Ella, I’m on your side,’ reassured Callie, ‘but I can hear what the officers are saying. Alex James is not who he says he is and doesn’t work at the hospital.’ Callie’s voice was calm.

      Ella was quiet for a second, and she felt a quiver in her stomach. She wanted to turn back the clock to Monday morning before Alex had left for work, when everything in her life had been normal. At this moment in time she wanted to be anywhere but here, listening to this. She’d spent twelve months with this guy. She knew who he was!

      ‘Your friend is right,’ added the policeman. ‘That’s exactly what we’re saying. So, did Alex move in with any possessions?’

      Ella tucked her feet up on the settee and cast her mind back. ‘It was a weekend; I remember because I was working in the shop and he borrowed my car to move stuff. He brought one suitcase full of clothes and shoes…’

      ‘Was that it?’ continued the policeman. ‘No furniture from the flat? TVs, electrical devices?’

      ‘No, he didn’t need to bring any furniture, as I had all my stuff and most of it belonged to his landlord. All he had was his clothes and white coats for work, a few shirts.’

      ‘Any photographs of family?’

      Ella shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Can we go back to the death of your parents?’ questioned the police officer. ‘Did your parents leave you any inheritance?’

      Ella looked puzzled. ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ She was starting to feel a little agitated. ‘Why is this relevant?’

      The policeman was staring at her, waiting for her to answer the question.

      ‘Yes, I received two hundred and fifty thousand pounds. But I’d rather have my parents than the money.’

      ‘And did Alex know that you were going to receive a large sum of money? Have you lent him any money?’

      The room fell silent, and Ella felt a tightness in her chest. The colour drained from her face as everyone watched and waited for her answer. ‘Yes… but… he’s going to pay me back.’

      The policeman raised an eyebrow. ‘How much money did you give him?’

      Wearily Ella walked over to the dresser and pulled out her savings account book and slid it over the table.

      ‘You gave him the whole two hundred and fifty thousand pounds?’

      Ella nodded her head sadly.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘He had cash-flow problems and needed the money to help his brother out of a business predicament. But he said he’d have all the money back in my account by the end of the month. He promised.’

      ‘Have you met his brother?’

      Ella felt her chest tighten again. ‘No.’ Every time she answered their questions her mind whirled.

      ‘What about credit cards? Bank accounts?’ questioned the officer.

      ‘I barely use my credit cards. If I don’t have the money, I don’t spend it. I have no debt whatsoever.’ Ella headed for the kitchen and returned with a pile of unopened statements. She tore the top one open and stared at the statement in her hand. She frantically began tearing each one open.

      She had difficulty focussing on the numbers in front of her, feeling disbelief as she pushed the statements across the table towards the officers.

      ‘I-I didn’t spend all this money!’ Ella stammered. ‘This wasn’t me. How am I ever going pay this back in a lifetime?’

      The police officers cast a glance of the statements. ‘There’s over ten thousand pounds’ worth of debt on this card, and you had no idea?’

      Ella was in a state of shock, and she shook her head. ‘The card is in my purse. It can’t be possible; I just don’t understand.’ She muttered as she reached for her purse. She desperately searched all compartments for the card, but it wasn’t there.

      ‘It’s gone,’ admitted Ella, suddenly feeling exposed and judged. ‘What am I going to do? He’s maxed out my card.’

      ‘Our guess is the man you know as Dr Alex James is a professional fraudster. He targeted you when you were at your most vulnerable after your parents’ death and pursued your inheritance,’ shared the police officer gently.

      Ella buried her head in her hands. With her heart thumping fast and the tears falling down her cheeks, she felt sick to her stomach. She had nothing left; Alex had stolen everything from her, including her heart. With all the evidence laid out in front of her, Ella had to face facts. The man she’d let into her life was an imposter and she didn’t know anything about him at all. Everything had been a lie. Whoever Alex was, he’d played the long game and swindled Ella out of everything. And he was never coming back.

      She fell into Callie’s arms as she sobbed and clung on to her for dear life. Ella couldn’t believe he’d planned the whole thing, she couldn’t believe anyone could be so cruel. She thought they’d been in love. He’d kissed her like she’d never been kissed before, he’d made her laugh and feel beautiful in her own skin. They were going to be together forever. He’d said so and she’d believed him.

      ‘What the hell am I going to do? I’ve lost everything!’

      Ella’s Johnson’s whole life had just fallen apart… again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Six months later

        

      

    

    
      With her stomach rumbling, Ella emptied the contents of her purse and stared at the ten-pound note and a handful of coppers as they rolled on to the kitchen table. She was absolutely broke and this was all the money she had to her name. Next to the shrapnel lay the pile of credit card statements that had accumulated over the last six months. Alex had certainly gone to town spending without her knowledge, and she was liable for all the debt. The last six months had taken their toll on Ella. She’d sold every scrap of furniture in her home and her business to try and make ends meet, but she was still struggling to keep on top of her finances.

      And now, with all of her belongings packed inside a suitcase, her emotions were all over the place. One second she was angry, then embarrassed, the next, heartbroken. And unless the police managed to track Alex down, it was unlikely she was ever going to get her money back. She’d lost everything and the police had no new leads at all.

      Another wave of emotion hit her, and she blinked back the tears and looked at the clock. Callie had arrived a couple of days ago. She’d been a tower of strength for the last six months and had helped Ella to sell as much as she could from the house.

      ‘I’m not going to ask you how you slept.’ Callie walked into the kitchen. ‘You look shattered.’

      ‘I am shattered.’ Ella pushed the loose change towards Callie across the table. ‘This is it – all I have to my name.’

      Callie sat down opposite Ella. ‘I know it’s easier said than done, but try not to worry about that right now. These things have a way of working themselves out, and you need to start thinking about you. I’ve booked the train tickets. We’re on the 12.15pm train to Inverness.’

      Ella went to open her mouth but was shut down by Callie. ‘No arguing, and don’t worry about the cost. What you need is good, decent people around you, and Heartcross is the place for that. Trust me.’

      Ella was extremely grateful to Callie. She was a true friend and had stepped in to help Ella get her life back on track. It was hard giving up her life here, this was her home, but Ella had no other option.

      ‘This place was a happy home once, but for the past six months it’s just felt like an empty shell and tainted in some way.’

      Everywhere she looked reminded her of Alex, and she couldn’t wait to hand the keys back and move on with her life.

      ‘I’m ready when you are.’ Ella looked towards Callie. ‘Can we just get out of here?’

      Within ten minutes Ella was standing on the pavement outside number 17 Ellerbeck Close, next to her battered old brown suitcase. With the door firmly lock behind her, she exhaled. ‘A new chapter,’ she said, her eyes teeming with tears.

      ‘You’ve got this,’ replied Callie, linking her arm through Ella’s.

      ‘Thank you, for everything, and especially for coming to my rescue. It’s just what I need.’

      ‘That’s what best friends are for,’ replied Callie, glancing at her watch. ‘Come on, we have a train to catch.’

      ‘Heartcross, we are coming to get you.’ Ella attempted a smile as she wheeled the suitcase behind her, and began the short walk towards the train station and the next chapter of her life.

      Ella had never visited Heartcross before, but she’d seen it on the news eighteen months ago, after all the villagers had been stranded when the only bridge in and out of the village had collapsed due to a storm. For the next six months, thanks to Callie, Ella was going to be working as a waitress at The Lakehouse, a restaurant owned by millionaire property tycoon, Flynn Carter, and would be sharing a flat above the village shop with Callie. Ella couldn’t be any more grateful to Callie; this was exactly what she needed to try and forget the past and get her life back on track.

      Full of emotion, Ella bit down on her trembling lip and didn’t look back. Dr Alex James – or whatever his real name was – was not going to break her. She was going to come through this with the help of Callie.

      As the train pulled on to platform ten, Ella and Callie climbed on board. With Ella’s suitcase safely stored in the luggage compartment, they sat down and within minutes the train slowly pulled away from the station. This was it, her new life started right now. Ella knew living in a tiny tourist village was going to be a huge change compared to the hustle and bustle of city life. And working at The Lakehouse restaurant was going to be different from owning her own business, but she was excited about the challenge.

      Once the train picked up speed, the towns and the countryside whizzed by. Ella knew it would be perfect hanging out with Callie. It would help to heal her hurt and put the past behind her. She was looking forward to their girly time; being Callie’s lodger was going to be fun. Ella had visions of late-night films, glasses of wine and proper belly laughing, just like the old days at university. She had every intention of getting her life back on track and getting herself out of this financial mess, but she just hadn’t worked out all the details yet.
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      Despite the distance between Chester and Inverness, the journey flew by. Ella and Callie reminisced about their university days, they dozed a little, and finally the train reached its destination. This was it. Ella had arrived in Scotland. With mixed emotions she stepped off the train behind Callie.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ asked Callie, throwing away their rubbish in a nearby bin.

      ‘Excited, scared… sad,’ admitted Ella.

      ‘That’s understandable, but I promise you, you’re going to love it here. When Dan and I broke up, I came to stay with Julia at her B&B and instantly fell in love with the place. I’ve no intention of ever living anywhere else. There’s something about Heartcross…’

      Compared to Chester, this had to be the world’s tiniest station, comprised of a coffee shop, and not much else. Ella admired the wonderful blooms hanging from their baskets as she followed Callie over to the taxi service outside the wrought-iron railings.

      ‘Where to?’ asked the taxi driver after he placed Ella’s suitcase in the boot of the cab.

      ‘Heartcross, please,’ Callie told the taxi driver and climbed in the back of the taxi next to Ella. He nodded and began to drive.

      Heartcross was a tiny village separated from the local town of Glensheil by a temporary bridge, the original having been brought down in a storm. Cut off from civilisation, the village had become famous in the national news, and since the TV coverage of the disaster, tourism had been growing at a rapid pace. In the last twelve months alone, property tycoon Flynn Carter had added a new five-star hotel, a boat house and a fancy restaurant to the quaint village.

      The driver wound down his window. ‘Sorry, the air-con is broke,’ he mumbled his apology. They were both thankful for the fresh air and inhaled the country aroma of cow dung as they spotted the culprits loping across the lush fields. Ella noticed alpacas grazing, vintage caravans dotted in the distance, and a magnificent castle standing on the craggy hill. The cab whizzed past numerous cosy dwellings, white-washed terraces and cottages entwined with pink clematis and roses tumbling around the oak-framed porches. This place was like somewhere out of a novel. In the distance stood the beautiful mountain of Heartcross covered in purple heather with numerous ramblers dotted around, hiking the paths, enjoying the weather.

      ‘Look at this place,’ she murmured, still watching the views through the window.

      The taxi continued to bump over the steep mountainous track, approximately half a mile long, and pulled up outside the village shop opposite the pub. After the driver was paid, they stepped on to the pavement. Ella slung her bag over her shoulder and held on to the handle of the suitcase. ‘So this is Heartcross,’ she muttered, casting a glance around. People were going about their business; kids ambling up the road, clutching their fishing nets; dog walkers sitting outside the pub enjoying a pint. It was a beautiful warm evening.

      ‘Welcome to Heartcross, your new home!’ exclaimed Callie, nodding towards the flat above the old village shop in front of them.

      ‘I feel like I’m on holiday,’ shared Ella.

      ‘That’s exactly how I felt when I turned up here too. Honestly Ella, you are going to love it here. I promise.’

      Ella took in the sight. The lovely little shop in front of her was quaintly old fashioned, with postcards stacked outside in the spinning carousel. A metal ice-cream sign swung in the light breeze and fishing nets were lined up behind the fresh fruit laid out in wooden crates on a table.

      ‘What an adorable shop,’ she said, turning the carousel and taking a look at the postcards.

      ‘Welcome! Welcome!’

      Ella spun round to see the shopkeeper standing in the doorway, holding a bottle of wine. ‘You must be Ella.’

      Ella’s first impression was, What a lovely man. At a guess, he was in his mid-sixties. He had rosy cheeks and such a welcoming smile.

      ‘I am, I am,’ replied Ella, taking the bottle of wine that was being thrust towards her.

      The man stretched out his hand. ‘Hamish, shopkeeper and your new landlord. Welcome to Heartcross!’

      ‘Thanks very much,’ replied Ella, shaking his hand.

      ‘I’ve been looking out for you both. How was the journey?’

      ‘Long,’ replied Callie with a smile, touching Hamish’s arm.

      ‘Very, very long,’ replied Ella, also with a smile. In fact, even though she’d been sitting on a train doing nothing for hours, she actually felt completely exhausted.

      ‘But you are here now. Wait there!’

      Before they could object, Hamish disappeared back into the shop and reappeared with a serving dish covered over with tin foil. ‘Courtesy of Meredith.’ He nodded towards the Grouse and Haggis pub standing opposite. ‘She thought you may appreciate a home-cooked meal after such a long journey.’

      ‘Both you and Meredith are superstars. This is just what we needed, thank you.’ Callie took the dish from Hamish’s hands. ‘This is perfect!’ She beamed.

      Ella was taken back; she’d only arrived literally a few moments ago, and everyone was so welcoming. The familiarity of being with Callie and the welcoming warmth of everyone brought tears to her eyes. She flapped a hand in front of her face. ‘Look at me, I’ve come over all emotional. These are happy tears. Everyone is so kind.’

      ‘That is what Heartcross is all about.’ Callie gave her a warm smile. ‘Let’s get you settled in. Just wait until you taste Meredith’s home-cooked food, it’s out of this world.’

      Hamish hurried back into the shop to serve a couple of children patiently waiting for ice-cream, and Ella turned back towards Callie. ‘Is everyone this lovely in Heartcross?’ she asked.

      ‘You better believe it.’ Callie smiled as she took a peep under the tin foil. ‘Lasagne, and it’s still warm. I’m famished.’

      They climbed the short, steep steps to the upstairs flat, and Ella followed Callie into the tiny hallway which led into the living room. ‘Woah! I wasn’t expecting that.’

      The magnificent view through the French doors was simply breath-taking. Ella abandoned her suitcase and placed her bag down on the settee before standing in awe. Heartcross Mountain was towering in the background, the River Heart tumbling over the rocks, and the town of Glensheil standing tall in the distance. ‘I feel like I’m in a different country.’

      ‘You are,’ laughed Callie, opening up the French doors which led out on to a tiny balcony. There were two bistro chairs, a handful of potted plants and pastel floral triangular bunting draped above the doors. ‘This place was a great find. The rent is reasonable, there’s two bedrooms, one bathroom and a small kitchen. It’s tiny, and for the time being all mine… and yours.’

      ‘How long have you been here?’ asked Ella, pulling out a chair and folding her arms on the railing. ‘I could wake up to that view every morning. It beats looking out on a street full of cars and overflowing bins.’

      ‘It is pretty spectacular, isn’t it? I’ve been here around eight months now. At first I was staying with Julia at the B&B, but I needed my own space, and to cut down on her amazing full Scottish breakfasts every morning, which weren’t doing my waistline any good.’ Callie patted her stomach with a chuckle.

      ‘I wish I had that problem.’ Ella pulled at the waist on her trousers. Her clothes were hanging off her thin frame. ‘I’ve lost so much weight in the past six months.’

      ‘That’ll be stress. Hopefully things will begin to change now, and working at The Lakehouse will keep you distracted… There’s also discounted meals, and if there’s any food left over after the late shift, we’re able to bring it home… The desserts are to die for.’

      ‘That sounds just what I need.’ Ella picked up the bottle of wine that Hamish had given her and looked over the label. ‘Shall we get this open?’

      ‘Absolutely,’ replied Callie. ‘I’ll get the glasses and plates,’ she said, peeling back the tin foil on the dish of lasagne.

      Just at that second Ella’s stomach rumbled, sounding like a growl of thunder rolling out across a valley.

      Callie laughed. ‘Let’s eat.’

      Two minutes later they were tucking into the best lasagne Ella had ever tasted. She took what felt like seconds to clear her plate before diving in for more.

      ‘You seem to have got your appetite back. And we are going to get you back on track, if we keep busy and enjoy life. I know the job isn’t what you’re used to… after running your own business and not having to answer to anyone.’

      ‘I’m looking forward to not being in charge,’ admitted Ella.

      ‘And Flynn is just the best boss. It’s going to be just fine.’

      ‘Everyone needs a Callie in their life. Thank you.’ Ella took a sip of her wine. ‘But I do still wonder where the hell he is?’ Even though months had passed, Alex was still very much on her mind.

      ‘Probably seeking out his next victim.’ Callie was straight to the point. ‘We are not giving that man any more head space. Fresh start… starting now. Deal?’

      Ella nodded but put down her knife and fork. ‘Deal, but Callie – I’m not going to be able to pay you much rent.’

      ‘I’m not expecting you to pay me any rent. You are here to get yourself back on track, and I’m not adding to your worries.’

      ‘But—’ Ella went to object, but Callie was having none of it.

      ‘No buts, you’d do the same for me.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Ella swung a look towards the mountains. ‘This does beat the city.’

      ‘It does, and wait until you see The Lakehouse. There’s no point me even trying to describe it to you, as it wouldn’t do it justice. It’s stunning.’

      ‘I can’t wait, even though I have to admit, I’m not sure I’ll make the best waitress. I’m the clumsiest person ever and am always dropping stuff or tripping up. Remember when we were at university, and I got sacked from the pub on campus after the plate of spaghetti I was holding slipped into the lap of the woman wearing the white dress?’ Ella rolled her eyes. The manager had sacked her immediately and at the time Ella thought she’d never work again.

      ‘Oh my God, don’t remind me of that now!’ Callie burst out laughing. ‘You can’t go throwing spaghetti over the diners at The Lakehouse.’

      ‘I’ll do my best.’ This was what Ella had missed, old friendships full of banter. Even though her debts were weighing heavily on her mind, she knew being here with Callie would do her the world of good.

      ‘Hindsight is a wonderful thing.’

      ‘And love has a lot to answer for, Callie. What’s that noise?’

      Their conversation was interrupted by the sudden sound of singing coming from the balcony below them. Ella raised her eyebrows.

      Callie was chuckling. ‘That’s Dolores! She’s amazing. I absolutely love her and you’re going to absolutely love her too. Come and meet her – you’re in for a treat.’

      Ella took another sip of wine before following Callie down the stairwell to another duck-egg blue door. There was no answer after Callie rapped on the knocker, so she pushed down the handle and walked straight inside.

      ‘Dolores, it’s me, Callie,’ she shouted over the noise of the music.

      Wide-eyed, Ella thought she’d walked into some sort of hall of fame. The walls were lined with faded photos and magazine cuttings of Dolly Parton, and there was an old-fashioned olive-green telephone on a small round table with a brown velvet stool tucked underneath it.

      ‘Dolores, it’s me,’ Callie called again, competing with the warblings that were belting out from the balcony. ‘She’s a huge fan of Dolly – I mean fangirl!’

      ‘No shit, Sherlock,’ whispered Ella, still staring at the walls in the small hallway and wondering what she was going to find on the other side of the door.

      ‘Is that you, Callie dear?’ Suddenly the music was turned down.

      ‘It is. I’ve brought a friend to meet you.’ Callie pushed open the door and walked into the living room.

      In her head Ella had pictured a minimalist space with a wooden floor, neutral colours on the walls and a little old lady wearing a grey cardigan with her hair in a bun, singing along to the radio, but instead Ella was mesmerised. Standing in front of her was a tiny, slim woman wearing cherry-red lipstick and a matching bright-red beret on the top of a mass of blonde curly hair, a vivid peacock-blue blouse over a large chest that was draped in orange beads, a black skirt and green tights. The outfit was completed by a black feather boa draped around her neck and fluffy animal-print kitten-heel slippers.

      The living room was cosy with two armchairs, a sofa and a coffee table facing a pretty tiled fireplace. To the left a bookcase was stacked with romantic comedies, and to the right an old record player sat with hundreds of vinyls piled next to it. There was a TV like no other Ella had ever seen, the carpet was a vision of brown paisley swirls, and the walls, decorated in red and gold stripes, were covered in frame after frame of photographs.

      ‘Wow, what an amazing room,’ exclaimed Ella, feeling like she’d stepped inside some sort of museum.

      Dolores smiled at Ella and stared from underneath her heavily mascaraed lashes. ‘Who do we have here?’ she asked, taking a seat. ‘You look like you are in need a good meal.’ Dolores clearly wasn’t afraid to say what she thought.

      Callie tipped a wink at an astonished Ella who was captivated by Dolores’ appearance. She knew she was staring but she couldn’t take her eyes off her.

      ‘Dolores, this is my friend Ella. She’s staying with me for a while.’

      ‘A while? Are you in trouble or mending a broken heart?’ Dolores was watching Ella carefully. ‘In my experience, it’s usually one of the two.’

      Ella snagged a fleeting glance towards Callie, who was grinning. ‘She doesn’t miss a trick,’ whispered Callie.

      ‘And there’s no need for whispering. I may be old but I’m not deaf – not yet, anyway.’

      ‘No, I’m not in trouble,’ replied Ella with a smile.

      ‘Mmmm… boy trouble, then? It will tell me in your leaves.’

      ‘Leaves?’

      ‘Dolores can see your future in your tea leaves.’ Callie gave her a knowing look.

      ‘They aren’t worth it, you know… boys. Everyone needs a McCartney and Fred instead.’

      Ella looked bewildered. ‘A McCartney? A Fred?’

      Dolores pointed to the bird cage on the balcony. ‘Fred, my canary.’

      ‘Named after Fred Astaire, as he dances around the cage,’ chipped in Callie.

      Ella glanced at the blue-and-yellow canary that was happily

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  
OEBPS/images/omc-logo-bw.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        A Letter from Christie
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        Thank you for reading…
      


      		
        You will also love…
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Christie Barlow
      


      		
        One more chapter...
      


      		
        About the Publisher
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Christie Barlow


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/the-lake-house-cover.jpg
‘Full of warmth, fun
and feel-good factor’

Katie Fforde






