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Just a friendly reminder.

This story contains steamy scenes and is intended for readers 18+. 

If you prefer your romance with the bedroom door closed, this one is not for you.

Also, a quick note on language: This book is written using British English, which may include different spellings, grammar, and expressions than American English.

Happy reading!

Mia 
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In February, the Yorkshire Dales showed no mercy.

The tourists who flocked to Swaledale in summer, with their walking poles and their waterproof jackets and their careful picnics on the banks of the River Swale, would not have recognised this landscape. The green had been stripped away, replaced by a palette of browns and greys that stretched to the horizon like a bruise. Dry stone walls traced the contours of the fells in lines so ancient they seemed less built than grown, and the sky pressed down upon it all with the particular weight of a Yorkshire winter: low, leaden, absolute.

Gemma Knight had never been to the Yorkshire Dales. She had driven through them once, years ago, on the way to a wedding venue near Kirkby Lonsdale, and had registered them only as a stretch of empty landscape between service stations. She was not the sort of woman who noticed empty landscapes. She noticed venues, table settings, floral arrangements, the precise angle at which candlelight struck crystal. She noticed the gap between what a room was and what it could become, and she made it happen, systematically, beautifully, every single time. That was what she did. She made things perfect.

Or she had, until three weeks ago, when her own perfection had detonated in her face.

She gripped the steering wheel of her white Fiat 500 and fixed her gaze on the narrowing road ahead. Kira's directions, scrawled on the back of a takeaway menu and propped against the dashboard, told her to turn left after the cattle grid and follow the track uphill for half a mile. Kira had been her flat mate at university, one of those friendships that survived years of sporadic contact and could be picked up mid-sentence after months of silence. When Gemma had rung her in tears three days ago, Kira hadn't asked questions. She'd simply said: I've got a place. Family cottage in Yorkshire. It's yours as long as you need it. Completely self-contained, she'd promised in the text that included the key location and an added... You won't see a soul. Just you and the sheep.

The track, when she found it, was not what she would have called a track. It was a rutted channel of frozen mud bordered by stone walls, barely wider than her car, climbing steeply toward a cluster of buildings that huddled against the fell like something bracing against the wind.

She was still wearing her Chelsea boots. The ones with the pointed toe and the stacked heel that she'd put on this morning in her Clapham flat, when she'd still been telling herself she was just going for a drive. Just getting out of London for the weekend. Just putting a little distance between herself and the wreckage of her life, which had been laid out for public consumption across every tabloid sidebar and entertainment blog that could be bothered to care about the romantic failures of a daytime television presenter's ex-fiancée. The packed bag in the boot told a different story, of course , the silk pyjamas, the scented candle, the novel bought at the station and not opened , but Gemma had spent her entire career ignoring the gap between what people said they wanted and what they actually needed, and she was more than capable of applying the same skill to herself.

Luke Draper calls off Valentine's Day wedding, 'I wasn't ready,' says Homes by Design star.

Heartbreak for event planner Gemma Knight as TV boyfriend gets cold feet.

Friends say she 'didn't see it coming’, but did she?

She hadn't seen it coming. That was the worst part. Not the betrayal itself, she could have survived betrayal, but the fact that she'd been so busy planning the napkin folds and the seating chart and the exact shade of blush for the February peonies that she hadn't noticed her fiancé falling out of love with her. Or perhaps he'd never been in love with her at all. Perhaps he'd only ever been in love with the idea of her: the woman who could make everything beautiful, who could transform chaos into order, who never had a hair out of place or a plan without a contingency.

She'd built their entire wedding around the theme of meant to be. The irony was not lost on her.

The car jolted over a particularly vicious rut and Gemma swore under her breath, wrestling the wheel as the Fiat's suspension protested. This was not a car built for farm tracks. This was a car built for parallel parking outside bistros in Battersea, and it was making its feelings about the current situation abundantly clear.

She reached the gate at the top of the track and sat for a moment, engine idling, staring at it. An actual five-bar farm gate, weathered grey, fastened with a loop of orange baling twine. Beyond it, a cobbled yard opened up between stone buildings, a farmhouse to the right, a smaller attached building to the left, a barn straight ahead. Sheep were visible on the fell beyond, pale shapes against the brown grass, and somewhere out of sight, a dog was barking.

Gemma turned off the engine. Got out. The wind found her instantly, not the damp, half-hearted chill of London, which seeped through tube stations and office lobbies with a kind of apologetic persistence, but something that had edges. A roughness that drove into the gap between her scarf and her collar like a blade, carrying with it the smell of frozen earth and wet stone and something animal-ish, a landscape where living things worked hard and died young and the land didn't care either way. When she opened her mouth to gasp, the air tasted of peat and iron, mineral and ancient, nothing like air was supposed to taste.

Gemma fumbled with the baling twine, the rough fibres catching against her frozen fingers, fraying and slightly waxy beneath her grip. Swung the gate open, drove through, got out again, closed it behind her. The entire operation took three minutes and left her breathless and furious and absurdly close to tears.

This is fine, she told herself, pulling the car into the yard. This is temporary. A week. Maybe two. Just until the press loses interest and the clients stop cancelling and you can go back to your life and pretend that the worst thing Luke Draper ever did to you was make you into a headline.

She found the key under the stone trough where Kira's text had promised it would be and let herself into the cottage.

It was small. That was the first thing. A front door that opened directly into a sitting room with a low beamed ceiling and a stone fireplace and the sort of furniture that suggested it had been chosen more for durability than beauty. A kitchen beyond, narrow and galley-style, with a window that looked out onto the yard. A steep staircase leading to what she assumed was a bedroom and a bathroom above.

Within thirty seconds of crossing the threshold, Gemma felt the cold. Not the outside from cold, which at least had the decency to announce itself. This was a settled, interior cold, the cold of a house that had not been heated in some time, trapped in the stone walls and the flagstone floor, patient and thorough.

Gemma found the thermostat on the wall beside the stairs and turned it. Nothing happened. She turned it further. Still nothing. She crouched beside the radiator in the sitting room and pressed her palm against the metal. Stone cold.

She tried the kitchen tap. A thin stream of lukewarm water coughed and sputtered from the faucet before settling into something barely above tepid. She cupped a palm beneath it, the water tasted flat and faintly metallic, the flavour of old pipes and long disuse.

Right. 

Just brilliant.

Gemma stood in the middle of the cold kitchen in her knee-length wool Bruar coat which usually kept her more than warm and thought about calling Kira and telling her this was a mistake, she couldn't stay here, the place was uninhabitable, she was going back to London.

But London was Luke's smiling face on the television in every café and waiting room. London was the pitying glances from other wedding planners who'd heard the news. London was her flat, where the spare bedroom still contained boxes of wedding stationery, hand-lettered, cream and gold, Luke and Gemma, 14th February, that she hadn't been able to bring herself to throw away.

And beneath all of that, London was the sofa in their Clapham flat where she'd sat beside him three months ago, scrolling through venue photos on her tablet, narrating the merits of each option with the crisp efficiency she brought to every client presentation. This one has the better light for photos, but this one has the courtyard for the drinks reception, and if we go with the Cotswolds house, we can have the ceremony in the orangery, which would be, she’d looked up. Luke had been watching her with a small, pleasant smile and absolutely nothing behind his eyes. Not boredom, exactly. Contentment. The contentment of a man who had delegated the entire architecture of their future to someone more qualified and was perfectly happy to let her build it. Whatever you think, babe, he'd said, and reached for his phone, and she'd felt, what? Not hurt. Not neglected. Relief. Because his absence of opinion meant the absence of negotiation, and without negotiation she could make it perfect, and perfection was easier to achieve when no one else's fingerprints were on it.

She'd mistaken that for partnership. For three years, she'd mistaken a man's willingness to be managed for a man's desire to be with her, and the worst part wasn't that he'd left. The worst part was that she couldn't honestly say she'd have noticed if he hadn't.

She set down her bag. Finally got the courage to shrug out of the coat and hung it on the hook behind the door, then picked up her bag and made her way up the narrow stairs. The bedroom was... compact. Yes, that was the word for it. Nevertheless, it was serviceable. There was a narrow bed, dressed in a quilt that had seen better decades. The fabric was hand-stitched cotton, washed to the texture of soft sandpaper, a world away from the fancy duvet on her bed in Clapham. A bureau that had six drawers and a nightstand next to the bed with a lamp that looked like it belonged to the 1950’s rather than to 2026. 

Gemma set her bag down on the bed. She wasn’t really in the mood to unpack right now, except for perhaps one thing. She took out the Jo Malone candle and carried it with her back downstairs then set it on the mantlepiece. 

The knock was totally unexpected. Not at the front door but at a door she hadn't noticed, set into the stone wall at the back of the sitting room, next to a bookshelf. As she stood there gaping in surprise, it dawned on her... this was a connecting door to the farmhouse next door.

Gemma stared at the door, every muscle in her body going still, the particular stillness of a woman whose plans had just deviated, the internal recalibration she performed a hundred times at every event, rerouting around the unexpected. Then realising she couldn’t just ignore the situation, she crossed the room and opened it.

The man on the other side filled the doorway.

He was tall, properly tall, the kind of height that made the low door frame look like an afterthought, and broad across the shoulders in a way that spoke of physical labour rather than gym membership. He wore a thick green jumper with a frayed collar, mud-stained work trousers, and boots that had clearly been through several wars and lost none of them. His hair was dark and needed cutting, falling across a forehead that was wind-weathered and lightly lined, and his eyes were a slate grey, the colour of the sky she'd been driving under for the last hour.

There was a border collie at his heel. Black and white, bright-eyed, tail moving in a cautious wag.

He looked at her. She looked at him. The connecting door framed them like a portrait of two people who had absolutely nothing in common.

'You'll be Kira's friend,' he said. It wasn't a question. His voice was low and unhurried, with a Yorkshire inflection that softened the consonants without blunting them, and there was nothing in his tone that could be mistaken for warmth. It was the voice of a man stating a fact, the way he might note a change in the weather or the condition of a fence post.

Gemma swallowed down the unexpected sense of intimidation. 'Yes. Hello. Gemma Knight.” And because she wasn’t thinking correctly, she blurted, “The heating doesn't seem to be,'

'Boiler's gone.' He leaned one shoulder against the door frame, arms folding across his chest. The movement stretched the fabric of his jumper across shoulders that were, she noticed and immediately wished she hadn't, quite unreasonably broad. 'Part's been ordered. Could be a few days. Could be a week.'

'A week?' Gemma blanched. The idea of living in this cold, damp cottage for seven days without a necessary comfort was... daunting, intimidating even.

'Supply chain.' He said it the way people in London said traffic, an immutable fact of existence, beyond complaint or remedy. 'You can use the farm kitchen if you need hot water or cooking. The Aga's always on. Just don't touch the hotplate covers, they're cast iron and they'll take the skin off your hand.'

'Right.' Gemma swallowed. None of this information eased the facts. 'And is there, I mean, Kira mentioned WiFi?'

Amusement played across his features, clearly, he was thinking... city women are so needy.

‘It’s Swaledale23. Signal's patchy,' he added. 'Better in the kitchen than the cottage just as a point of reference.'

‘Understood.' This would have to be the case, of course, Gemma thought with mild annoyance.

A moment of silence. The collie nosed forward, coming to sniff Gemma's hand. She wasn’t scared of dogs, per say. On the other hand, she didn’t exactly go around inviting their attention either. In this case though, there was no recourse but to stand there and accept the dog’s curiosity. Although, its tail wagged more decisively, a sign that it was... friendly. The man glanced down at the dog with an expression that was, for just a moment, unguarded, an unmistakable fondness for the animal.

'Nell,' he said. 'Leave it.'

Nell ignored him, pushing her muzzle into Gemma's palm. Reluctantly, she scratched behind her ears and felt the dog lean into her touch.

'She doesn't usually take to strangers,' the man observed, and it was unclear whether this was a compliment to Gemma or an indictment of the dog's judgment.

'I'm Cole, by the way,' he said, as if it had only just occurred to him that introductions were customary. 'Cole Elland. Kira's brother.'

Gemma was speechless. Her friend hadn’t mentioned that part of this... use my farm to heal yourself... offer came with unmentioned facts.

Gemma shifted uncomfortably. 'Oh. Right. She... yeah, she didn't mention having a brother.'

Cole’s mouth twisted. 'Yeah, she wouldn't. Right. I've got ewes to check before dark. If you need anything, just knock.'

He turned and was gone, Nell trotting at his heel, and Gemma stood in the connecting doorway and watched him go. Gemma closed the door. The cottage was different now , not just cold and small and empty but somehow altered by having made his presence known. As though the place had registered his existence and was holding the shape of it, the way a cushion held the impression of a body after it stood. She could still smell him, the scent of a man who spent his days outside and enjoyed doing so.

The place is completely self-contained, Kira had said, obviously referring to the cottage. Not the situation as a whole.

Gemma lit the Jo Malone candle, Lime Basil and Mandarin, a parting gift from a client whose wedding she'd turned into a Condé Nast feature. The flame caught, flickered, and
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