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      For me.

      

      Now, a strong independent woman who will never settle for anything or anyone less than I deserve.

      

      This chapter in my life is now called my turn.
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      This had been the best idea Bea Fernsby had had in the last eight years.

      She wasn’t known for taking chances but here she was following the mountainous roads up into the Scottish Highlands. According to the satnav she would reach her destination in approximately seven miles. It was the beginning of August and her whole world had come crashing down. The man she’d trusted her future to since the age of fifteen had let her down, again. Her memories had been shattered, her engagement was over and the future was scary.

      Bea wasn’t a confident driver – the furthest she’d ever driven was to the nearest town – so she tried to concentrate as the roads became more winding. She shuffled her numb bum in the seat and took a quick glance at the spectacular view out of the window: wall-to-wall mountains under the wide cobalt sky, with a few scattered clouds. Her phone rang, causing her to jump, and when she looked at the flashing screen, she saw it was Emmie. She knew her sister would be worried about her so she picked up the call.

      ‘Where the hell are you?’

      ‘The Scottish Highlands,’ replied Bea.

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. That’s miles away!’

      ‘I’m not being ridiculous. I actually am in the Scottish Highlands. I just needed to get away for a couple of weeks.’

      ‘Look, running away isn’t going to help the situation.’

      Bea wanted to be anywhere that didn’t remind her of him. She carefully manoeuvred the next twist and turn. ‘I’m not running away. I’m taking time for me.’

      ‘Yes, he made a mistake, but he’s sorry and wants to put it right.’

      Bea sighed heavily. ‘He’s cheated. Again. And this time he had the audacity to blame the death of his father for his lack of self-control. There’s nothing to work out.’ She really didn’t want to talk about this anymore or she’d arrive at the B&B close to tears.

      There was a heavy silence.

      Bea swallowed and hoped her voice didn’t falter. ‘As hard as it is – because it’s so easy to fall back into the same routine – I know my worth and what I deserve. I’m just thankful we didn’t get married or have children, otherwise this would be a right holy mess.’ All Bea had ever wanted was to settle down with the man of her dreams, have a family and live the fairy tale with the happy-ever-after. But she was beginning to think she wasn’t destined to find the one.

      ‘And anyway, this might be a good thing for me.’

      ‘How do you make that out?’

      ‘It will give me time to breathe. I’ve always been good, dependable Bea. Always putting others first – and where has that got me? What exactly am I doing with my life? Unlike you, I don’t even have a decent job that inspires me to get out of bed in the morning.’ Although at times their relationship was strained, and Emmie’s way was always the right way, Bea admired her sister. Not only did she have a family but she was also a highly successful midwife. ‘I need to figure out what exactly my dream is. I want to make a difference in life and all I’ve been doing is standing still. It’s time for that to change.’

      ‘But you’re going to be by yourself.’

      ‘I’ll be fine. I’m wearing my big girl’s pants.’ Bea wanted to be by herself. She wanted to take time out where no one knew her or looked at her in that sympathetic way, knowing that she’d been cheated on, and she certainly didn’t want to have to talk about it. ‘Emmie, I need to concentrate. I’m literally driving on a single-lane mountain track and I need to follow the satnav.’

      ‘Okay, but you call me as soon as you get to… And where exactly are you staying?’

      ‘A village called Heartcross, and I promise I will.’

      As Bea hung up the call, she looked down at her engagement ring and gripped the steering wheel. He was her past and all she could do now was concentrate on the future. She was more than mad at herself for letting him consume her thoughts for even a moment. She needed to think about herself now, not him. She snaked around the coastal path as the satnav led her through a town called Glensheil, which was joined with Heartcross by a bridge. Coming around a corner, Bea got her first glimpse of the River Heart, glistening in the sunlight. Taking a moment, she pulled into a small layby just next to the bridge and, with the engine still running, stepped out of the car and breathed in the fresh Scottish air. She looked down at her finger, pulled off her engagement ring and turned it over in her hand. Damn that man. Bea screamed ‘URGHH’ at the top of her voice, surprising a few passers-by, before hurling the ring into the river. Lowering her arm, she exhaled, smoothed down her top and climbed back into the car.

      Feeling better, she began to drive over the bridge then bumped along a gravel track and noticed the sign saying, ‘Welcome to Heartcross’. She was so glad she’d stumbled across this village on social media. ‘Heartcross village is a tranquil place off the beaten track, surrounded by majestic mountains, heather-wreathed glens and beautiful waterfalls – a place untouched by time,’ she’d read.

      She decided that the internet had described this place perfectly as she took in the magnificent view and slowed the car, coming to a stop at the bottom of Love Heart Lane, which Bea couldn’t help thinking was an ironic name, given she’d just well and truly had her heart broken.

      The whitewashed terrace houses a little further up the narrow lane looked utterly gorgeous with their potted plants guarding the duck-egg-blue front doors with tumbling blooms full of colour. There was a sign for ‘Bonnie’s Teashop’ and Bea smiled at the comical-looking alpacas grazing in a field alongside. To cap it all, a majestic mountain stood tall at the top of the lane, backed by the beautiful blue sky. This was just what Bea needed – a change of scenery to change her life. She checked the piece of paper that was lying on the passenger seat, on which she’d scrawled the address for ‘Julia’s B&B’, and saw that, according to the satnav, it was only a few hundred yards off the main high street. With the hope of a shower and food in the next hour, Bea couldn’t wait to check in and start exploring the village. She began to drive on, still staring up at the mountain, when she heard the screech of tyres followed by the long beep of a horn.

      Bea slammed her foot on the brake, her eyes darting over her shoulder. Time slowed and her seatbelt tightened as she watched a Union Jack-roofed Mini mount the kerb and plunge into the hedgerow. She squeezed her eyes shut and felt her chest tighten. Her body trembled as she put the car into neutral, pulled on her handbrake and switched off the engine. Unclipping her seatbelt, she pushed open the car door.

      ‘Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry,’ she shouted, tripping over her own feet as she hurried towards the Mini. The driver’s side door opened and a woman stepped out of the car.

      ‘I’m really sorry, that was my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going. Are you okay?’

      ‘Yes, though a little surprised,’ replied the woman.

      Bea was taken in by her appearance. Her hands were wrapped in fingerless gloves, her wrists laced with bangles and her bony fingers stacked with silver rings. Draped around her shoulders was a black shawl and from her tiny waist hung a black skirt with gold crescent moons. Bea knew she was staring, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the woman standing in front of her.

      ‘I might be a psychic but I didn’t see this coming.’ She gave a little chuckle, much to Bea’s relief. The last thing she wanted was to anger anyone on her arrival.

      ‘But are you okay?’ Bea asked again. ‘How’s the car? Do we need to swap details? I’m Bea.’

      ‘Martha Gray,’ replied Martha, who was looking at the Mini. ‘I think we’re okay as there seems to be no damage.’

      ‘Thank God,’ replied Bea, still trying to calm her beating heart. ‘I’ve only just arrived in the village. What a way to make an entrance.’ Her voice wavered and she felt like she was about to burst into tears.

      Martha’s face softened. ‘It’s okay, these things happen. As long as you’re fine too?’

      ‘This was meant to be the first day of the rest of my life, and now look.’

      Martha narrowed her eyes. ‘Heartache or running away from trouble?’ Martha clearly wasn’t afraid to say what she thought. ‘In my experience – there’s been a lot of that – and at your age, it’s usually one of the two.’

      ‘I’m not in trouble, except maybe with you.’

      ‘So, it’s a man then.’ Martha reached inside her bra and pulled out a card, which she handed to Bea.

      Bea looked down at the card, which read: ‘Mystic Martha the fortune teller’.

      Martha pointed towards a sign wafting in the light breeze, which said “Foxglove Farm”. ‘You’ll find me up there, the vintage caravan. Five pounds to have your fortune told.’ Martha checked her watch. ‘I have somewhere I need to be. Where are you heading?’

      ‘Julia’s B&B.’

      Martha pointed. ‘It’s just down that lane. Don’t give that man any more headspace. He was never good enough for you. Chalk and cheese. Any man who has had a fungal nail infection since the age of sixteen can’t look after himself, never mind a beautiful soul like yourself. Punching above his weight, I’d say.’ Martha tipped her a wink.

      Bea’s mouth dropped open. ‘How would you even know that?’

      ‘You, my dear, have had a lucky escape and one day your ship will come in – and believe me, you won’t be making him wear socks in bed.’ Martha gave a small chortle. ‘And how long are you staying in Heartcross?’

      ‘Two weeks.’

      Martha stared at Bea as though in deep concentration. When she spoke, her voice was low, causing the hairs on the back of Bea’s neck to stand up. ‘That’s what you think.’

      Bea gave a nervous laugh. She’d never really believed in psychics but there was something mesmerising about Martha. Her gaze didn’t leave the older woman as she turned on her heels and climbed back into her car, leaving Bea spellbound by their first meeting. She stuffed the card she had been clutching into the back pocket of her jeans and watched the Mini slowly reverse out of the hedge. Martha nodded in acknowledgement as she drove past.

      Bea was thankful that after her lack of concentration no one was hurt and there was no damage to either car. Despite the bad start to her arrival, the weather was glorious and Heartcross felt a good place to be. She wondered exactly what Martha meant by saying, ‘That’s what you think.’ Bea knew she couldn’t stay longer than two weeks – she had a job back home, and at some point would need to move her stuff out of the rented flat she shared with her ex. She didn’t relish the thought of that.

      But in the meantime, despite everything, she was determined to enjoy her time in Heartcross and couldn’t wait to explore.
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      Arriving at the B&B, Bea parked the car and grabbed her suitcase from the boot. She knew from the website that the elegant three-storey country-style house dated back to the mid-1800s. She was thankful she’d rung ahead to secure a room, as a ‘No Vacancies’ sign hung on the gate.

      Inside, a woman behind the reception desk gave her a welcoming smile. ‘Good afternoon, I’m Julia, do you have a room booked?’

      ‘I do, Bea Fernsby,’ replied Bea. ‘And you must be the owner of this lovely property.’

      ‘Did the name give it away? “Julia’s B&B”,’ she replied, still smiling, whilst tapping on the computer in front of her. ‘And thank you, I do agree it’s lovely but I’m a tiny bit biased. That’s an accent from not around these parts.’

      ‘Staffordshire.’

      ‘Are you here for a holiday?’ asked Julia, opening up the key cupboard at the back of the reception area.

      ‘I think so,’ said Bea, thinking about Martha’s words then noticing the look of confusion on Julia’s face. ‘Mending a broken heart,’ she shared. ‘Assessing my life and wondering what the heck is next for me.’

      ‘We’ve all been there and you’ve certainly come to the right place. Heartcross is the best place to mend a broken heart.’

      ‘I’m hoping so, but I nearly didn’t make a good first impression.’

      ‘Why?’ asked Julia.

      ‘I’ve just had a tiny incident. I ran Mystic Martha off the road, but she’s okay.’

      Julia’s eyes widened then she chuckled. ‘Well, she should have seen that coming!’

      The door to the B&B swung open and Bea was greeted by a younger woman whose facial features resembled Martha’s. Unlike her, though, this woman was dressed in khaki overalls and wellies and there was a faint whiff of cow dung around her.

      ‘What’s my granny been up to now?’

      ‘This is Isla, grand-daughter to one psychic and dating guru,’ said Julia by way of introduction.

      ‘I’m Bea, arrived ten minutes ago, broken-hearted, and may just need a dating guru.’

      ‘Don’t go asking my granny, otherwise Tinderella you will become and you will go to the ball with every right swipe and your love life would be more of a mess than it is now.’

      ‘I’m not sure that is even possible.’ Bea grinned.

      ‘But as much as my grandmother is as mad as a box of frogs, her psychic powers are off the scale. Honestly, she knows what is happening in your life before you do!’

      Julia laughed. ‘I can vouch for that. There are no secrets in Heartcross.’

      ‘Martha might be worth a visit. I need to find out what direction I’m heading.’

      ‘Third van on the right up at Foxglove Farm.’ Isla thrust her hand forward. ‘Isla, wife to Drew, mother to two, and owner of Foxglove Farm.’ She shook Bea’s hand. ‘And Martha is the reason I’m here.’

      ‘Tell me more,’ encouraged Julia, folding her arms on the counter and leaning forward, giving Isla her full attention.

      ‘Grandmother Martha is soon to be eighty years old.’

      ‘NO way!’ chorused Julia and Bea, causing Isla to laugh.

      ‘Yes way!’

      ‘I would never have said she was eighty, more mid-sixties,’ exclaimed Bea, genuinely surprised. ‘It must be the mountain air.’

      ‘More like Botox in three areas,’ replied Isla. ‘I kid you not.’

      Everyone laughed.

      ‘We are holding a surprise birthday gathering – an afternoon at The Lakehouse. It’s also the River Festival and the magnificent firework display will end the night perfectly.’

      ‘Or with a bang, you mean,’ joked Julia.

      Isla leaned forwards, looked behind her and lowered her voice. ‘And this is top secret.’ She looked between the two of them. ‘No one is to breathe a word.’

      Both Julia and Bea automatically put up the three-finger salute. ‘Scout’s honour,’ they both whispered.

      ‘Were you in the scouts?’ asked Bea, looking towards Julia.

      She shook her head. ‘No, were you?’

      Bea shook her head too, laughing. ‘No, never.’

      ‘As I was saying… My mum is coming back from New Zealand for the occasion!’

      ‘Woah!’ exclaimed Julia. ‘That is going to be a tearful reunion. How many years has it been?’

      ‘Too many to count.’ Isla handed Julia an invitation. ‘For you and Flynn, and that’s the second reason I’m here.’

      ‘Flynn?’ replied Julia.

      ‘The Little Blue Boathouse. I believe Wilbur has finally retired and Flynn is looking for help over the summer. He said you have some posters advertising the vacancy that we could put up around the village? I can pin one up in the farm shop.’

      ‘Perfect. Thank you.’ Julia pulled open the drawer of the filing cabinet behind the reception desk and took out a couple of flyers. ‘The summer is the busiest time for the Boathouse and with the River Festival fast approaching the boats will soon start to sail in.’

      ‘River Festival?’ chipped in Bea, listening to the conversation. ‘And what exactly is The Little Blue Boathouse? It sounds absolutely divine.’

      ‘The River Festival is like a mini festival on the water. Yachts and vintage houseboats sail into the harbour from far and wide. The most amazing firework display sets the sky alight to music and there’s numerous stalls on the banks of the River Heart,’ explained Isla.

      ‘It’s an amazing sight, a mini St Tropez,’ added Julia, ‘and The Little Blue Boathouse is owned by my partner, Flynn. His father, Wilbur, was in charge but has finally agreed to take well-deserved retirement … with a little bit of persuasion. It’s the hub of all water sports for the tourists – wetsuit hire, kayaking, paddleboarding, rowing boats, et cetera. It’s a massive hit with the locals too. There’s also the river taxis, which provide excursions and a direct taxi to The Lakehouse.’

      ‘I’ve heard of The Lakehouse. The famous celebrity restaurant.’ Bea had stumbled across it on social media.

      ‘The very one,’ replied Julia, handing over the flyers to Isla. ‘No real experience is necessary, just good people skills and the willingness to work their backside off for the summer.’

      Hearing those words, the cogs quickly turned over in Bea’s mind. ‘Could I possibly take a look at one of those?’ She gestured towards the flyers.

      Isla handed one over whilst Julia chatted away. ‘I’m going to have to leave Eleni in charge of this place for the next couple of weeks whilst I try and help Flynn find the perfect candidate.’

      ‘But surely this is your busiest time with the tourists and the summer holidays?’ probed Isla.

      ‘It is, but with the River Festival, that water will be packed, especially in this gorgeous weather. It can’t afford to stay shut and lose income.’

      Bea suddenly felt a wave of excitement. ‘I could help! I know I’ve only just arrived and I really don’t want to put anyone on the spot but…’ Bea glanced between the pair of them. Their eyes were on her.

      ‘What are you suggesting?’ asked Julia.

      Bea placed both hands on her chest. ‘I could do it,’ she enthused, knowing this could be exactly what she needed to throw herself into in order to get over her current situation. A busy couple of weeks would be perfect for helping her take her mind off things.

      ‘We can’t ask that of you, you’re here for a holiday,’ declared Julia, reaching across and touching her arm. ‘But thank you, that is such a kind offer.’ She smiled warmly at Bea.

      ‘A two-week working holiday may be just what I need though. What if I say you would be doing me a favour as much as I would be doing you one? If I’m being honest, it will keep me occupied. Otherwise, I may be left sitting around, wallowing and thinking about the reason I’m here.’

      Isla looked puzzled. ‘What have I missed?’

      ‘Heartbreak,’ replied Bea. ‘A cheating fiancé. In fact, I should say ex-fiancé. I’ve just tossed the ring in the river.’

      ‘You haven’t,’ exclaimed Isla, giving a tiny gasp.

      ‘I have, and I was planning on taking this time to work out what to do with my life and where I go from here. I’m good with money and I have customer service skills as I’ve worked in a supermarket since leaving school.’

      Bea realised the second she’d said those words that she felt a little disappointed in herself. Why had she settled in a job that didn’t excite her? She was once ambitious, made plans to travel and work abroad. There was a time she’d wanted to stretch her wings from the town she’d been brought up in, but Carl had squashed any ambition in her, always telling her she didn’t really want to do that, and a nice steady reliable income was what they needed. The supermarket had been within walking distance of their rented home and came with the bonus of a hefty discount on food and alcohol. Bea had worked long night shifts. It was very rare that she saw much of the day.

      ‘And your grandmother did say one day my ship will come in. Maybe this is a sign. I’m destined to find love on the water,’ joked Bea, who had no intention of going near a man anytime soon, unless Harry Styles fell across her path and declared his undying love for her, of course. He was the only exception to the rule and, realistically, Bea knew she had more  chance of winning the lottery.

      Still pleading her case, she continued, ‘Honestly, I’m a hard worker. Maybe I could do a trial shift for free?’ Bea put her hands together in a prayer-like pose. ‘Please, give me a chance.’

      Isla nodded towards Julia. ‘What have you got to lose?’

      Julia thought for a moment. ‘Are you sure? I really would feel bad putting you out.’

      Bea held both hands up and crossed her fingers. ‘Absolutely sure!’

      ‘Okay, a free trial it is and I won’t be offended if you change your mind.’

      Bea clapped her hands. ‘I don’t think there’s much chance of that. This is just what I need.’

      ‘But take the next day to settle in and go and do some exploring. The Little Blue Boathouse is open from 9am to 6pm but has extended hours on Saturday evening. It also closes for an hour over lunchtime.’

      ‘Perfect, that’s no problem at all.’

      ‘And it comes with a room above. It’s tiny though, and basic. It’s essentially just a bed with a small bathroom and cooking facilities, but there’s a comfy chair by the window, taking in a view that spans for miles.’

      Bea couldn’t think of anything better than waking up to a view of the river for the next two weeks. She could already picture herself sitting in the chair, curled up with a good book whilst watching the river flow by. A huge beam spread across her face. ‘I’m going to just love the next couple of weeks, I can feel it in my bones.’

      ‘You may change your mind when you see the place – and I need to warn you it will only be minimum wage, and cash in hand if it’s just for two weeks.’

      ‘That works for me.’ She held out her hand towards Julia and they shook on it wholeheartedly. Bea wasn’t doing it for the money – this was going to be a brilliant distraction whilst she worked out her plan of action.

      ‘Welcome to Heartcross! You’ve arrived at just the right time.’

      Isla leaned on the counter and whispered, ‘There is something I do have to warn you about, though.’

      Bea’s eyes widened. ‘Go on.’

      ‘The Heartcross curse.’

      Bea noticed that Julia was chuckling.

      ‘Once you arrive in Heartcross, you never leave!’ Isla said sagely.

      This was the second time today that Bea had heard that, and she was beginning to wonder if there was any truth in it. She gave a nervous but excited laugh.

      ‘Maybe Heartcross is just the place to heal my broken heart.’

      Julia and Isla gave her a knowing look before Bea held out her hand and took the room key from Julia.

      She was going to embrace the next two weeks with everything she had. She was beginning to wonder if uprooting her life for good was indeed a possibility.
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      After Julia had given Bea directions towards her room, she walked through reception and down a winding hallway. She stopped and admired the walls, which displayed intricate artwork. The whole place had such a good feel about it. At the end of the hall were small steps leading to a cosy reading corner where a pew, arrayed with soft cushions, overlooked the gardens. She passed the communal sitting room and made her way up another small flight of stairs. Bedroom two was straight in front of her.

      It was a simple, rustic room featuring a beautiful four-poster bed, which stood out against the white walls with their minimal decoration. A goose-down duvet with Egyptian cotton linen added elegance and charm, and the bed was dressed with dusky pink scatter cushions. She placed her suitcase on the luggage rack and peered out of the open window at acres of lush grasslands, and the proud beauty of the mountains in the distance. As much as the B&B felt warm and cosy and was perfect for her stay, Bea was keen to check out the room above The Little Blue Boathouse.

      Feeling exhausted after the long drive, she kicked off her trainers and lay down on the bed. Her thoughts immediately turned to Carl and the relationship she’d thought they’d had. Throughout her late teens, he’d convinced her their future was filled only with loveliness, which was a promise he hadn’t kept. She’d given him a second chance years ago, after discovering his relationship with Philippa, a family friend, but now, after the death of his father, he’d become withdrawn. It was understandable that he would need time to deal with his grief alone, but Bea had discovered it wasn’t the whole truth. He’d struck up another affair with yet another friend of the family, Nicola. Bea was frustrated with herself; she should have by now been able to recognise the signs of his betrayal. He’d continually told her he was very much in love with her but with his infidelities all lines had been blurred, and she couldn’t be sure if he’d ever told her the truth about anything. Bea didn’t know what to believe, but she knew she didn’t want or need to resolve that uncertainty. That was in her past, and making a promise to herself there and then, she vowed to never let a man make her feel this level of anxiety again. She was ready to stand up for her own self-worth and say enough was enough.

      Pushing herself off the bed, she wandered into the bathroom and risked a tentative look in the mirror, studying her reflection. The puffiness around her deep hazel eyes indicated to everyone that she’d been crying. After splashing cold water on her face and patting it dry with the towel, Bea gave herself an encouraging smile. ‘You’ve got this, girl,’ she murmured before applying fresh makeup and pulling a brush through her hair.

      Ten minutes later, Bea declared herself ready and, despite feeling tired after the long drive, she was ready to explore and see everything that Heartcross had to offer. Her first stop? The Little Blue Boathouse. Picking up a tourist leaflet from the welcome pack on the desk, she studied the map. There were two routes that led her towards the river. One through the high street, past the green and along the public footpath of the Clover Cottage Estate, or she could head back down the gravel path and cut through to the footpath that took her right along the riverbank towards The Little Blue Boathouse. Bea opted for the route along the riverbank but first with a detour to Bonnie’s Teashop. Hearing her phone ring she rummaged in her bag and looked at the screen. Her ex’s name was flashing. She declined the call, switched her phone onto silent and threw it back into her bag.
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes later, Bea found herself following the delicious aroma filtering from Bonnie’s Teashop to the top of Love Heart Lane. Feeling a rumble in her stomach, she realised she was ravenous, so her plan was to pick up a takeaway pasty and a coffee and head down to the river. Taking in the trendy chalkboard standing on the pavement with specials written on it, and the yellow and white striped awning already shielding the front of the teashop from the glorious sunshine, she smiled. This place looked like a slice of delightful happiness, she thought, as she pushed open the small wooden gate and ambled up the path. The first thing she noticed was the poster in the window advertising the River Festival and right next to that Mystic Martha advertising her psychic predictions at five pounds a reading. Bea stopped and looked over the poster.

      ‘Highly recommended,’ the girl behind the counter said, looking in Bea’s direction and smiling. ‘Are you thinking of having a reading?’

      ‘Maybe,’ Bea replied. She didn’t know if she even believed in that sort of stuff but since crossing paths with Martha that morning, she had to admit she was intrigued by her. ‘She’s a very interesting character.’

      ‘You’ve met our Martha then?’

      ‘You could say that. I only arrived in Heartcross this morning, and soon afterwards I ran Martha off the road.’

      ‘Then you must be Bea.’

      ‘I am! Don’t tell me everyone around here is psychic.’

      The girl behind the counter stretched out her hand and shook Bea’s. ‘Not quite.’ She grinned. ‘I’m Felicity. Isla’s one of my best friends and nipped in here after meeting you at the B&B. But nothing gets past anyone in this village. Mark my words.’

      ‘It seems so,’ replied Bea with a smile.

      ‘And I believe you’re doing a trial at The Little Blue Boathouse? According to the forecast, the weather is going to be sweltering over the next month and I can’t think of a better place to be working than right next to the water. Two weeks, Isla said you would be around for.’

      ‘Yes, I’ve planned a two-week holiday. I needed a change of scenery.’

      ‘That’s a shame it’s only two weeks as you’ll miss the River Festival. It’s spectacular. Soon the river will be littered with houseboats, yachts and basically anything that floats. The village gets very busy and the atmosphere is amazing.’

      Bea began to turn Felicity’s words over in her mind: You’ll miss the River Festival. As a teenager she’d always fancied taking off during the summer months and disappearing to the coast with only her rucksack for company. She imagined herself landing a summer job then returning home for autumn. But now, exactly what did she have at home? A job that she didn’t really enjoy and a rental property with a man she never wanted to see again. This might be the push she needed to walk away from the mundane routine that had been her life for so long. Sunshine and water were just what she needed to blow away the cobwebs and mend her broken heart.

      ‘But Julia and Flynn will be chuffed for your help, even if it’s only for two weeks. It’ll give them time to interview,’ continued Felicity. ‘If we weren’t run off our feet here, because of all the tourists that flock in for the summer, I could imagine myself waking up in that attic room overlooking the water and living my best life. Sometimes the simple things make us happiest, don’t they?’

      Bea couldn’t agree more. Even though she’d shed a few tears in the last twenty-four hours, the heartfelt and welcoming ambience of Heartcross was uplifting – not to mention the splendid views.

      ‘Look at me babbling on. What can I get you?’ asked Felicity, rolling her eyes. ‘I could chat for Scotland.’

      Bea laughed. ‘Could I take a pork and apple pasty? They look delicious. And…’ Bea perused the glass counter in front of her, which was filled with all things sugary and looked divine. ‘So many choices. I’ll take one of those chocolate gingerbread men. I’ve not had one of those since I was a little girl. And a takeaway coffee, please.’

      Felicity placed the pastries in white paper bags, handed over the coffee and rang up the bill.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Bea as she paid. ‘I’m going to wander down to The Little Blue Boathouse and eat these by the river.’

      ‘You enjoy it. You’ve certainly timed your arrival well, as I believe the first houseboat has recently arrived for the festival. They start sailing in a few weeks before and, like yourself, make a holiday of it.’
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        * * *

      

      Walking back down Love Heart Lane, Bea was already thinking she couldn’t wait to explore what the village had to offer. This place was just a different way of life. She’d been here for only a few hours and could already feel Heartcross was going to be good for her. There was a sense of calm and, strangely, she felt quite settled already. All the villagers who had crossed her path had instantly made her feel welcome.

      As she joined the path along the riverbank, the sound of a motor caught her attention. Bea watched a speedboat thump across another boat’s wake. Music blared and a group of friends talked and laughed as the gentle lap of the water hit the riverbank. Bea took in the sight. She could see why tourists flocked here – it was spectacular. There were children in wetsuits playing in a shallow bay further up the river, fishermen dropping lines into the water, jet skis racing back and forth under the bridge that separated the village from the town, and Heartcross Castle looked magnificent in the distance. Bea walked to the water’s edge and stood under the shade of a tree, the leaf-dappled sunlight hitting the water and making it sparkle. She smiled at the kids swinging from a rope out over the river, watched by their parents, who were enjoying a picnic on a blanket. Noticing a large, flat pebble, Bea picked it up and skimmed it across the water. It bounced three times before hitting some knobby driftwood. Skimming stones was something she’d always do as a youngster on holiday with her father. She smiled, thinking about her dad. He’d never been keen on Carl, though he hadn’t said so in so many words, and she remembered now when he’d asked her whether he was the one. She’d hesitated and replied, ‘How do you even know?’

      Her father’s words still rang in her ears, four years after his death: ‘If you’re asking that question, then he isn’t the one.’ He’d been right.

      Bea took a moment and swallowed a lump. She missed her father and wished she’d listened to him back then.

      Somehow the relationship with Carl had shifted to autopilot. She should have recognised the signs sooner – men rarely go off sex without good reason. Feeling a stirring in her stomach, she realised it was a sense of relief. Even though the betrayal had hurt, part of her was glad he’d been unfaithful, as it was the push she’d needed to begin her own adventure.

      Turning, she exhaled and stared at the craggy cliffs behind her. Impulsively, she tilted her face up to the sun before stretching out her arms wide, then shouted at the top of her lungs, ‘I’m free to do what I want!’ Spinning around, she felt happy-go-lucky. This holiday was the start for her – her time to shine and laugh again.

      Still spinning, with the light breeze in her face, Bea giggled and finally came to a stop. It felt good to let go and just be by herself. Hastily taking a step back to steady herself as the spinning caught up with her, she wobbled. Losing her balance, she gave a tiny squeal and then nearly jumped out of her skin as a hand steadied her. Startled, she looked up. The hand belonged to a man with a look of amusement on his face.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you jump. I just thought it would be a bit too soon for you to go falling at my feet when we’ve not even met yet.’ He had a glint in his eye.

      ‘Thank you’ were the only words she could muster. She had no idea where he’d sprung from. Goodness, he was attractive with his huge hazel eyes, flawless olive skin and mass of chestnut hair. His white, short-sleeved shirt complemented his tan perfectly and was clinging to every muscle.

      Smiling, he let go of her arm and offered his hand. ‘Hi, I’m Nolan.’

      Bea was still staring at him. She couldn’t help it. ‘Bea,’ she said, finally taking his hand and instantly feeling a tiny flip in her stomach, completely taking her by surprise.

      ‘Are you from around these parts?’ he asked.

      Bea shook her head. ‘Just here for a two-week holiday, but I may stay a little longer. I’ve not quite decided yet. And you?’

      ‘Just staying a few weeks,’ he replied. ‘Maybe I’ll see you around?’

      ‘Maybe you will.’

      ‘And whatever you’re free from, I really hope you do what you want.’ He gave her a warm smile before heading off in the opposite direction, leaving Bea catching the aroma from an aftershave that oozed class. Nolan was drop dead gorgeous. Daring to glance back over her shoulder, she saw he had the perkiest bum she’d ever seen. Nolan also snatched a quick look back just then. Damn, he’d caught her looking. She bit her lip to suppress her smile. There was an air of confidence about him and a twinkle in his eye that caused Bea’s heart to instantly race. Astonishingly, he tipped her a wink, and she couldn’t stop her smile from growing wider. He soon disappeared around the winding river path and was out of sight, leaving Bea wondering what the handsome stranger was doing in Heartcross.

      As she carried on walking with a renewed spring in her step, she noticed a huge rock, which was a perfect place to eat her lunch, and so she perched on the edge. The pasty tasted as good as it looked and Bea devoured it quickly whilst watching two seagulls on a nearby rock squabbling over an abandoned piece of bread. Their grey and white bodies were quite enormous and the clacking of their beaks could be heard as their boisterous antics continued. One soon flew off when it noticed a small boy throwing stale bread into the water at the end of the jetty. As soon as she finished her lunch, she tossed the paper bag into a nearby bin and carried on walking.

      Turning the next corner, Bea gave a tiny gasp. The Little Blue Boathouse was in sight and it was exactly how she imagined it would look. It was a small stone building with a timber roof that was painted in a watery pale blue, and large windows looking out over the river.

      ‘Could this place get any more idyllic?’ she murmured to herself. Breathing in the fresh air and listening to the river lapping against the jetty and the tiny shingle bay where all the kayaks lay in line, she could tell this would be the perfect sanctuary for the next couple of weeks. She had every intention of passing her trial shift. Up ahead, there was a bright yellow water taxi heading towards the jetty with its engine humming away. It was packed with tourists and Bea guessed there were approximately fifty passengers on board. She noticed a small metal sign advertising today’s excursion; hopefully, in a couple of days’ time she would be selling tickets for those very trips.

      Excited to see inside, Bea stepped through the door, which was propped open with the perfect anchor doorstop. Whitewashed panelling gave the whole place an authentic nautical feel and the walls were covered with paintings and photographs of what Bea assumed was the River Festival, along with boat races and the scenery that surrounded the River Heart in all the various seasons.

      ‘Welcome, what can I do for you today? Great day for kayaking, or a rowing boat for two?’

      The man standing in front of her was a jolly-looking fellow with charm. His welcoming smile was huge. Even though it was a glorious day outside, he was wearing a flamboyant blue velvet suit, sporting a bright-red checked cravat and leaning on a cane. Bea loved his dress sense, which certainly stood out in the crowd.

      ‘A kayak for one would be good. And I’m Bea. Pleased to meet you. I have a trial here in a couple of days.’

      ‘Oh yes, Bea! I’ve already heard. Lovely to meet you, I’m Wilbur. You’re around for two weeks, is that right?’

      ‘I am, but from what I’ve seen so far, I already feel like I could stay for ever. It’s so beautiful.’

      ‘Believe me, this place has that effect on people. And if your trial is successful, are you ready for a busy two weeks?’

      ‘I was born to be ready,’ she said, remembering hearing those words in a movie once.

      ‘You’ll need to be. It’s the busiest time for the Boathouse, especially with such glorious weather and the River Festival coming up. It’s been going for sixty years, this year. How incredible is that?’

      ‘Very incredible. Julia mentioned there’s a little attic room available too. If I’m successful at my trial, of course.’

      ‘There is, would you like to go and have a look?’ Wilbur gestured behind him. ‘It’s vacant.’

      ‘Would I? That would be great!’ enthused Bea.

      ‘It’s very basic but I don’t think there’s anything better than waking up with a view of the water.’

      Bea couldn’t agree more. Wilbur pointed to the door at the back of the room. ‘Through there and up the ladder.’

      Excited to see the room, Bea headed through the door and spotted a rope ladder straight in front of her. It reminded her of a story that her father used to read to her as a child, with a rope ladder that led to a secret tree house. She balanced on the wobbly bottom rung and climbed up, pushing open the hatch door above her head. Placing both hands on the tiny wooden handles each side of the opening, Bea pulled herself up. Once on her feet, she gave a tiny gasp. What a beautiful space. The first thing she noticed was the view of the river and the cliffs, which seemed to go on for miles and miles. The room was minimalist but perfect. The floorboards were covered with a wool rug in blue and rose, creating a striking first impression and bringing warmth and colour to the room. There was a bed with a small table and lamp beside it, and a small basin in the corner of the room with a mirror. The beautiful green velvet armchair positioned in front of the window was adorned with a crocheted blanket and a cushion, and the small writing desk and chair on the other side of the room were positioned next to a vintage clothes rail with wooden hangers. There was also a small counter with a kettle, a portable hob and a small freestanding fridge.

      Walking across the creaky floor, Bea smiled up at the attic beams that met in a series of arches, absorbing the beauty of deep brown hues. Taking a seat in the armchair, she gazed at the paintings and pictures of boats that covered the walls and the series of classic books piled on the shelf, before looking out at the view. Felicity was right, the first houseboat had arrived. Bea hadn’t ever seen anything quite like it. The handcrafted cedar boat had a massive deck with sofas and a hammock that hung over the water. The elegance, panache and charm of the  houseboat bobbing on the water blew her away. It was very different from the gleaming white yachts that you saw in movies and magazines. Daydreaming, she thought about how wonderful it would be to live on a houseboat and sail all over the world, with a different bay to wake up in every morning. That would be something Bea thought she would never tire of. Wondering who lived on a boat like that, she noticed a pair of binoculars hanging at the side of the window and a selection of birdwatching magazines strewn across the table. Bringing the binoculars to her eyes she focused on the houseboat and the bold lettering on the side, which read: ‘The Hemingway’.

      Hearing Wilbur call her name, she took another quick look around before descending the ladder. Bea’s face was stretching into a huge smile and she felt a positive shift in her feelings and mood. This place was just what she needed to concentrate on herself and her own well-being. This was an adventure she couldn’t wait to start.

      ‘What do you think?’ asked Wilbur, handing over change to a customer who then disappeared into the changing room with a wetsuit.

      ‘I love it! I want to wake up to that view and the room is utterly gorgeous.’ She crossed her fingers in front of Wilbur. ‘I’m hoping I pass my trial.’

      ‘I’m sure you will sail through it. No pun intended.’ He gave a little chuckle. ‘And there’s no charge for your kayak today. If you would like a wetsuit, they’re just there.’ Wilbur pointed to a rail. ‘And life jackets are over there, lockers for your personal items too.’
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        * * *

      

      Within five minutes, Bea was tightening up her life jacket and walking down to the shallow bay. The river was full of kayaks and with the weather as sunny as it was Bea was going to take the opportunity to spend an hour on the water. The spare kayaks were lined up, all in bright solid colours, and Bea chose yellow. The

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
    

  

OEBPS/images/loveheart-lane_map_final-art-landscape.jpg
8/

HEARITCROSS
HOUNTAN

M A\






OEBPS/images/omc-logo-bw.png





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





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/image-205765-fcx-1.jpg
y Christie Barloy, @

‘Full of warmth, fun and feel-good factor’
ti orde

o
—

' a9 . R






