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Chapter One
The fire in room twelve started at eight seventeen which rather spoiled breakfast.
“Shall I call the fire brigade?” Connie asked as Katie sped past her.
“Yes,” Katie shouted back over her shoulder. She burst through the dining room doors and ran smack into Harry.
“Not so fast,” Harry said, putting a calm hand on her shoulder. “It’s probably just one of the Yanks smoking again. Here, take this.” He pulled a fire extinguisher off the wall and handed it to her. “Go on, I’m right behind you.”
“Shall I cancel the fire brigade then?” asked Connie, sounding quite put out.
“You haven’t phoned yet,” Harry pointed out.
“But I was just about to.”
Katie took a deep breath. “Connie, hold off on the fire brigade, Harry come with me. Connie watch the dining room, Harry take Connie’s phone so we can call if necessary.”
Like obedient toddlers, they both nodded and then the fire alarm sprang back to the front of Katie’s attention and she sprang back into action.
Room twelve was on the second floor and she could see smoke coming out from under the door. Her heart started to hammer in her chest and she hefted the fire extinguisher up onto her hip as she reached for the door handle.
“Wait!” Harry shouted, his creaking old knees giving him problems as he got up the stairs.
“There’s smoke,” Katie pointed out.
“Put your hand on the door,” cried Harry, still several meters away. “Is it hot?”
Katie felt the door. “No.”
“Go on then, in you go, be careful.”
Hand trembling, she turned the handle and found the door firmly locked. For God’s sake. With one hand she thudded at the door, feeling the thin wood bend as she banged.
Meanwhile, guests were coming out of the other rooms in the corridor and Harry was trying to usher them all down the stairs and into the dining room for breakfast.
“I can kick the door in if you like?” asked a man who seemed to be slightly thinner than the door itself.
Katie wondered which one of them would break first. “No,” she said. “But thank you.” She remembered her manners. Then she banged on the door again.
If no one answered then she was going to have no choice but to try and break down the door, but she’d really rather not. She’d really rather not have yet another expense to add to a rapidly growing list. She’d really rather not add door-kicking-in to her resume.
“Open the door,” she shouted, loudly and sharply.
And then finally, the door cracked open. A male face peered out mule-ishly, wreathed in smoke. “What?”
Katie immediately knew what had happened. Half the hotel would know what had happened. The stench of marijuana leaked out of the room with the smoke. “Sir, this is a non-smoking hotel, as is clearly marked in your room.”
“I’m not smoking.” A tendril of smoke curled out over his head.
The crowd in the corridor began to shuffle away, the excitement over. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to step out of your room,” Katie said.
“You can’t come in here, this is private property.”
“Yes, but it’s my private property,” she explained carefully.
He frowned at this and relaxed his hold on the door which opened slightly further. Katie could see that the windows were all closed and that the vents had towels over them. She could also see no visible signs of fire, always a good start to a morning conversation.
“I want to speak to your manager,” the man said, suddenly finding his voice and thinking he’d solved his problem. He moved to close the door.
“She is the manager,” said Harry, finally catching up and leaning his large frame against the door putting gentle pressure on it. “In fact, she’s the owner, so be a good chap and let her in.”
Katie smiled gratefully at Harry and slowly, slowly, the room door opened. She kept the fire extinguisher in hand, just in case she still needed it.
“WHAT I DON’T understand is where he got it,” Connie said, sipping at her tea genteelly. “I mean, this isn’t London.”
Which was fair. Lanton Bay was about as far from London as you could get. In fact, Katie couldn’t even remember the last time she’d been to London.
“It’s also not nineteen fifty,” pointed out Sophie, sweeping crumbs off the next table.
“If you’re implying that I’m old,” Connie started.
“No one’s implying that you’re old,” Harry said quickly. “You are as fair a flower as ever, touched by the dew of youth, my dear.”
Connie smiled bashfully, the lines at the corners of her eyes catching up with the ones on her forehead. “Such a charmer, Harry, you always were.”
Katie just about stopped herself rolling her eyes. Though Harry and Connie were the hotel’s oldest residents, there was still a solid twenty year age gap. Connie was over fifty, but since Harry had said goodbye to seventy she was bound to look young in his eyes.
Besides, Connie was the one that had acted like a shocked old lady when she’d heard the news, whilst Harry had chuckled and said that he wouldn’t mind a pipe of whatever the young chap had been smoking.
“It’s not that I particularly mind,” Katie said. “I mean, each unto his own, and a little joint every now and again isn’t as bad as a bottle of whiskey a day. But he could have been more considerate about it.”
“I’ll be airing that room out for days,” Sophie grumbled, laying out a freshly ironed tablecloth and smoothing it over the edges of the table.
“Not to mention setting off the alarms and frightening the other guests,” Connie put in.
Not that the other guests had seemed all that bothered, thought Katie. Actually, most people hadn’t even moved from in front of their bacon and eggs. There was some lesson in there about fire drills and preparedness, she was sure, but she was too tired to think about it right now. Besides, the fire had set back her schedule.
“I’ll be off on the morning shop then,” she said. “Soph, you’ve got the rooms? Just leave the windows open in twelve and we’ll see how it smells this afternoon.”
“My dear, don’t rush off,” said Harry. “Sit down, have a cup of tea, rest your weary legs. It’s been quite the morning already.”
And as much as Katie would have loved to take him up on his offer she knew that a five minute break now would end with her chasing around for the rest of the day trying to catch up. So she shook her head.
“No rest for the wicked,” Sophie said, her bleached blonde curls bobbing as she laid out knives and forks.
“Our Katie could never be wicked,” said Connie, raising her tea cup.
“Oh, you’d be surprised,” said Sophie. “There was this one night when we were out at that pub just over the moor and—”
“And that’s my cue to leave,” said Katie. “Don’t go spreading gossip, Soph.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” grinned Sophie.
“Oh, if you wouldn’t mind getting some more tea before you leave,” Connie said, holding out the tea pot.
“I’ll get it,” said Harry.
“No,” said Katie, swiftly grabbing the pot. “You’re a guest.”
“I’m a fixture,” said Harry.
But Katie took the pot anyway, carrying it through to the kitchen to where Tam was washing up and whistling, his dog Pip lying by the back door. “Tam, fill this up for Connie and Harry, would you?”
He turned and grunted and she put the pot down. A grunt was as much as anyone ever got from Tam, but she wasn’t about to complain. He did the cooking and most of the handiwork around the place. His lack of conversational skill was definitely not a deal-breaker.
Then, finally, Katie stepped out of the back door and into the morning sunshine.
She’d been up since five, but it felt like five days since the alarm had gone off. She stretched in the sun, smelled the smell of the sea in the air, and looked out across the moors.
The sage and lavender country stretched out up a small incline, making it look as though the world ended right at the horizon. Over the hill was Lanton Bay real, a tiny little town that looked as though it had been built for a TV set and left to blossom. It was no more than a ten minute walk, but she wasn’t headed into town today.
One last breath of fresh air and she strode around the corner of the building to the courtyard where the hotel’s battered Toyota was kept. The car was blue, but rusty enough that calling it blue was an act of charity.
It was parked on the edge of the grounds, so that Katie could see the vast expanse of the sea stretching out in front of her as she got in and started up the engine.
Lanton Bay Hotel was not creatively named. It was, however, stunningly beautiful. Okay, so it was falling down and decrepit and Katie had a sneaky suspicion that rats and plague might lurk in its dustiest corners. But every time she saw the place, every time she smelled the ocean, every time she caught a glimpse of the moors from a window, her heart filled up with the same sense of beauty as it had the first time she’d driven up the drive.
That first time she’d been intrigued, captivated, and she still was to some extent. But the hotel had revealed more and more of itself over time. She hadn’t always liked what she’d found, but she worked with it.
Then there was Harry, almost a father figure, and Connie, a temperamental ex-actress, both whiling away their time as long-term residents for reasons that Katie couldn’t quite fathom. And Sophie, of course, close to her own age and just as hopelessly single. There was Tam and Pip and a long string of guests who came for the walking or the sea air or whatever else.
And there was Katie herself.
She pulled the car out of its parking space, reversing so that she was facing into the drive.
It wasn’t as though she was alone. She was rarely alone. Sometimes, she went up into the attics pretending to look for tables or menu covers or pillowcases just so that she could have five minutes on her own.
But alone and lonely weren’t quite the same thing.
Five years she’d been here. Five years that had gone in the blink of an eye. And she wasn’t exactly sure what had changed. Maybe nothing. Maybe that was the point.
She sighed and put the car into gear. She needed to get the shopping done, which meant a twenty minute trip up to the big supermarket by the main road. It was a job that she hated doing, but there was no one else to do it.
She revved the engine to warm it up and then the little car bounced down the driveway and out onto the road.



Chapter Two
Isla stood uncomfortably against a wall, plastic cup in hand filled with something that purported to be wine. It tasted like vinegar and socks. Her colleagues were laughing and chatting and she watched on as a cake was cut.
Colleagues. The word was technically correct. However, Isla spent little time with them and little time in the small London office. She was mostly on the road, which thankfully spared her little events like this.
Unfortunately, this party had fallen on one of the very few days when not only was she in town, but she was also in the office. Bad timing perhaps, or bad planning. She sniffed and wondered whether she could pour the wine into a handy pot plant.
“You know, you could sneak out of the back when no one’s looking.”
She turned around to see George Hassel, cup in hand, leaning against the wall next to her. His comb-over was awry and his nose was red, implying that the cup in his hand was not his first.
“It’s your goodbye party,” she pointed out. “I’m not entirely sure that informing me of escape routes is the done thing.”
“Indeed,” George said, with a grin. “But then, I’ve known you a long time, Isla Seymour, and I’m well aware that this whole fuss is like nails on a chalkboard to you.”
He had known her a long time. Longer than most people. It had been George that had first hired her to join the Tourist Authority, and George that had quickly decided that giving her the title of hotel inspector and sending her out on the road would be the only way to keep the peace.
Isla was not a people person, or so she’d been told.
That didn’t mean that she didn’t have a certain fondness for George though. He’d always been kind and thorough, and was good at his job. He was also far past retirement age and looking forward to keeping rabbits, a hobby that Isla neither understood nor approved of.
“It’s… fine,” she said. Because she wasn’t without manners and this was important to George.
“It’s sentimental clap-trap,” George said. “But I won’t say that I won’t miss this place.”
“Is this where I’m supposed to say ‘I don’t know what we’ll do without you?’”
George laughed. “Probably. Though in this case, that might actually be true rather than just sentiment. Heaven knows what the new management will be like. But it’s time for a change, and the Tourist Authority can’t be left behind.”
“Have you heard anything?” asked Isla, trying to sound casual and not at all like this was important to her, or kept her up at night, or had her hiding her chewed nails.
George sniffed. “All I know is that they want a new wind blowing. I’ve never been anything but honest with you, Isla. I told you to be on the lookout for something new, there are no guarantees.”
“I know.”
“Do you really?” He leaned in a little now, the wine sticky on his breath. “There’s a lot of talk about cutting costs, Isla. A lot of talk about how reviewing hotels is something that could better be done by aggregating online sources and customer ratings, rather than subjectively sending out an inspector.”
“I’m the only one left,” Isla said.
“For good reason. It’s expensive sending out inspectors all over the country. Especially when most people just read aggregate reviews anyway. You’re the last of a dying breed, Isla. Like me in that way, I suppose.”
“And now I’m supposed to say ‘you’re not a dying breed,’ am I?”
George laughed. “No need for that, girl. I know what I am. You’re the one I’m worried about. You’ve got this last trip and then a month of holiday. You’d be best to take that time and think about what you might want to do next. You’re not without skills.”
“I have an excellent degree.”
“And zero people skills,” George said. “So keep that in mind. I’ll write you any kind of reference you need, Isla. You’ve done good work here. You’re efficient, you keep to your deadlines, never fiddle your expenses, and, more to the point, you’ve got good grammar. I can’t stand having to edit things with a red pen.”
“I’ll be sure to add those things to my resume,” Isla said coolly.
“Oh, don’t be like that. I know you put up a front, you little ice maiden.”
“It’s not a front.”
He laughed again, showing crooked teeth. “Say what you like, you’ve got a heart buried under there, Isla. It’s just a shame you never let anyone see it. There aren’t many as patient as me, nor as trusting.”
“And now we’re moving on to romantic advice, are we?”
“No,” George said, with a sigh. “I’m just maudlin, I suppose. It’s the occasion. I just… You’re a good person, Isla. That’s what I wanted to say. You’re decent and hard-working and—”
“And cold and a bitch,” she finished.
“No, that’s what you’d like people to think,” said George. “I’m an old man and I’m old-fashioned and I’m bound to say the wrong thing. But things are coming to an end here, and that makes you look back, makes you take stock. And you know what? It’s not the business I remember, it’s not the hotels or the reviews or the complaints or the printing problems or even the fuss it was to get everything online. No, it’s the people. It’s the people I’ll remember and the people I’ll miss.”
“You might want to cut yourself off after that glass,” said Isla. “No one likes a miserable drunk.”
“Maybe you’re right.” He pushed himself up off the wall. “I’ll miss you, Isla. I’ll miss you giving it to me straight, I’ll miss your honesty and directness. I know you don’t want to hear that, but I will.”
Isla didn’t quite know what to say, so she said nothing.
“And I’ll say my goodbyes,” said George. “Then you can sneak out without feeling guilty. Go on, be off with you.”
Isla nodded. “Goodbye then.”
Someone started to sing and George pulled a face. “You’d better get out before things get worse.”
Isla nodded. She put down her plastic cup and walked out of the office without looking back. George had to retire, so there was no point feeling anything about it. Sadness got you nowhere.
Besides, she had packing to do and arrangements to make.
ISLA’S FLAT WAS perfect in every way. It was white and pine and she had it arranged exactly as she liked it.
Which was why she was looking forward to a month of holiday time.
A month to stay in her own flat. A month of showering in her own shower, of sleeping in her own bed, it sounded glorious.
Or it had sounded glorious.
But now she was worried that George might be right. She was hanging on to her job by a thread and while she was gone there was a good chance that that thread might be snipped.
She carefully folded a shirt and put it in its correct place in her small case. This was something she could do in the dark, which was handy because she’d once had to in a small hotel in Milton Keynes during a power cut.
What would happen if that thread was cut? She had no plan B. This was what she did.
Alright, it’s not like she went to school to become a hotel inspector. But she’d studied hospitality. And this was the only thing she’d ever done. She’d joined the Tourist Authority straight out of university simply because they’d had an advertisement on the student center noticeboard.
Doing something different was unimaginable.
She loved what she did. She’d done it for twenty years, for God’s sake.
Her toiletry case slotted into the space at the bottom of the case.
George was panicking, that had to be it. He was worried about the changes ahead and thought he was being kind by telling her to have a back-up plan. In the end, nothing might happen. In the end, she might be in the exact same place as she was in now.
She would not let this ruin her holiday.
Alright, maybe she’d spend a little time polishing her resume. Maybe she’d have a think about what she might want to do should inspecting no longer be an option.
But she would also enjoy her month of not traveling.
She stood the little black case by the side of the front door and went into the small kitchen. She filled the kettle, wiped up a stray drop of water immediately, and straightened the dishcloth on the sink.
It wasn’t like she was an idiot. She had qualifications. There had to be a million things she could do. Even if there weren’t a million things she wanted to do.
The kettle boiled and she took out a teapot, rinsing it with a touch of the boiling water, before emptying it and putting in three spoons of tea. She’d have two cups tonight, so one spoon for each cup and one for the pot. She boiled the kettle again, waited until the water had stopped bubbling, then poured it in.
The perfect cup of tea.
Emotions should not come into this. Just like with George leaving. If she had to lose her job, then she had to, end of story.
She had a little time to think.
And before that, she had one more job to do. She reached into her briefcase and pulled out her laptop, squaring it neatly on the kitchen table and setting her cup of tea next to it.
It was time to research her next destination. On the south coast this time, so a good drive away. She opened up a folder and turned her attention to the charms and tourist attractions of Lanton Bay.



Chapter Three
The office behind the reception desk was small and crammed with filing cabinets and shelves. A desk had been shoved into one corner and an armchair into another. Katie was sitting at the desk, going through the reservations on the screen in front of her.
It wasn’t that they didn’t have reservations. They did. The hotel rarely ran at full capacity, but it was never empty. That was mostly thanks to Connie and Harry, who had both decided to retire to a hotel.
Connie because she said that’s what actresses did, though Katie had her private doubts about just how good of an actress Connie had been. She’d been in a glamorous eighties film as a young starlet, and there were rumors of an affair with someone shocking. But Connie didn’t kiss and tell, and as far as Katie knew had not been on screen since.
Harry was more difficult to fathom.
He had been married, Katie had uncovered that much. More than that though, she didn’t know. There were the odd hints of military service, and it was obvious that Harry had traveled, since he knew a sprinkling of various languages that came in handy when tourists checked in.
If she had to guess, Katie would say that he had spent enough time away from England that it didn’t always feel like home, and that he missed his wife and didn’t know what to do without her. Which led to living in a tiny hotel on the south coast of England.
“Well, twelve is smelling vaguely human again,” Sophie said, coming in and flopping onto the armchair. “I’ve left the windows open anyway.”
“Thanks,” said Katie. “Everything else alright?”
“The carpet in four is coming up at the corner again and the bed in six is coming away from the wall. I’ve sent Tam after both. So we’re structurally sound for another day.”
Katie could sense that there was more coming. “And?”
Sophie rolled her eyes. “Just the usual. The couple in eleven have managed to soak every towel in the room. As in, completely sopping wet. God knows what they did with them. And something happened in room three that I don’t even want to think about. I scrubbed the mattress down with a bit of bleach and the stain’s gone.”
“Alright, I’ll put the Harris’s in four then rather than three when they arrive.”
“Good plan. It’s clean, but it smells a bit bleachy in there. I’d keep anyone out until tomorrow. Also, can we have fewer perverts?”
Katie laughed. “I don’t think they’re all perverts. It’s just that people, I don’t know, I think they get excited by being away from home.”
“I think they get excited by the idea of not having to clean up after themselves,” grumped Sophie, tucking a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “I mean, really. These are grown adults. I’ve touched more bodily fluids in this job than I ever would’ve as a nurse.”
“And don’t think we don’t all appreciate it,” said Katie. She didn’t want to harp on about it, Sophie’s dream job as a nurse was a touchy subject. The reception bell rang and she moved to stand up.
“I’ll get it,” said Sophie, jumping up first.
Katie went back to the reservations, moving the Harris’s over a room.
The hotel was never really empty.
But that didn’t mean that they made a profit.
Frankly, Katie wasn’t entirely sure how they’d survived this long. The place was held together with hope and sticky tape and every month she had the nagging feeling that this would be the last time she’d do the accounts, the last time she’d place a linen order, the last time she’d do any one of the zillion things she had to do every single day.
“That was a new one,” Sophie said, coming back to her armchair. “The couple from eleven wanted to know where the castle is.”
“What castle?” asked Katie.
“Exactly.”
“Wait, they’re the Americans, aren’t they?”
Sophie nodded. “And apparently they think that every town has a castle. Like it’s some kind of law or something. I sent them off to the church.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good enough stand in for a castle,” Katie said doubtfully.
Sophie shrugged. “It’ll do. They’ll get distracted by the shops or the tea room.”
Katie sighed and clicked her mouse over another empty room.
“That bad?” asked Sophie.
“No,” said Katie, making herself smile.
“Bullshit. You’re a terrible liar,” Sophie said. “Besides, I’m not an idiot. Even I can see that we’re not in the rudest financial health.”
“We’re getting by.”
“Squeaking by,” said Sophie.
The reception bell rang again. This time Katie jumped up first, wanting to leave this conversation behind. Sophie pulled a face as she pushed past.
“Can I help you?” she smiled as she reached the desk.
“Yes, I’m afraid the trouser press in my room doesn’t work.”
The man wore glasses and had a polite smile, but Katie frowned in confusion. “Trouser press?”
“Yes, it doesn’t work,” said the man.
“But… none of our rooms have a trouser press.”
The man raised an eyebrow. “I suppose that would explain why it doesn’t work.”
“Why what doesn’t work?”
“That thing by the door.”
Katie swallowed back a giggle. “You mean the folding luggage rack?”
The man blushed. “I see.”
She found herself feeling sorry for him. “Would you like me to press your trousers for you?”
“Oh, would you mind?” He was smiling again now.
“Not at all,” she lied. As though she didn’t have other things to do. “Just bring them down and leave them at reception and I’ll make sure that they’re pressed by the time you get back this afternoon.”
He thanked her and went off on his way.
“You know, you really shouldn’t offer extra services like that,” Sophie said, as Katie went back to her desk. “Not when you’ve already got a thousand things to do. And what about selling up?”
Katie turned around in her desk chair. “What?”
“I said you shouldn’t offer extra services—”
“Not that part.”
Sophie scrunched up her face. “Fine. I said what about selling up? I mean, we are just squeaking by. And there’s nothing keeping you here. It’s not like you have kids in school or a family or anything.”
“Thanks for reminding me.”
“That’s not how I meant it,” said Sophie. “I just meant that maybe it’s time to call things quits. Maybe it’s time to cut your losses and have a life of your own.”
“I have a life of my own.”
“No, your life belongs to the hotel,” Sophie said. “When is the last time you had a date?”
“It must have been…” Katie trailed off. She actually had no idea.
“Right. When’s the last time you got laid?”
“Sophie!”
“Don’t ‘Sophie’ me. Sex is important. A social life is important. Devoting your entire life to running a hotel that’s on its last legs is not important.”
Katie crossed her legs. “Talking yourself out of a job?”
“Psh, I’m a cleaning lady. There’ll always be work for me,” said Sophie. “Anyway, I’m supposed to be your friend, so I’m acting in your interest. You can’t tell me that you’re not tempted.”
Which was more true than Katie really wanted to admit. Of course she’d thought about it.
“Katie, dear?”
With a sigh, Katie got up and popped her head around the office door to see Connie waiting in front of the desk. “Yes?”
“I’ve brought the post in,” Connie said cheerfully. “It’s right here, dear.” She gave a big smile and wandered off toward the sun room with its view of the sea, where she liked to read in the afternoons.
Katie flicked through the letters and was about to go back to the office when Harry appeared through the front door.
“Damn gate’s sticking again,” he said.
“I’ll get Tam on it.”
“No need,” he grinned. “I gave it a good kicking and it decided to behave.” He gave her a nod and then disappeared up the stairs for his afternoon nap.
And those were two very good answers to why she couldn’t sell the hotel. They were also two very good reasons as to why she probably needed to sell the hotel.
“They’ll find somewhere else to live,” Sophie said, coming to lean on the reception desk next to her. “Or con the new owner into letting them stay on for the pittance of a rent you charge them.”
“I’m not sure either can afford more,” said Katie.
“Which shouldn’t be your problem.”
Katie put her hand on her hip. “Soph.”
“What? I know it sounds harsh, Kat, but really, you can’t look after the whole world, you know. Sometimes you have to look after yourself first.”
“You make that sound like my life is terrible, and it’s really not.”
Sophie shook her head. “I don’t mean that it’s terrible, I mean that living a life in service to others is all very well for nuns and monks, but for a vibrant young woman, well… you are practically turning into a nun, you know?”
“I am not.”
“Sure, you are. If you’re not careful, everything down there will close up and you won’t be able to do anything with it.”
“I worry about your sex education,” Katie said. “And all of this is none of your business.”
“Fine,” huffed Sophie. “In that case, I’m off on break until it’s tea time and I’ve got more cleaning to do.”
“As long as ‘off on break’ doesn’t mean pestering that nice man from room one,” Katie said warningly.
“It’s not pestering if he’s equally interested,” said Sophie.
Katie sighed as Sophie danced off.
Alright, so maybe her life wasn’t so perfect. But whose was? She had responsibilities here. People depended on her. There was no way she could sell the hotel. She refused to until she was forced to do so.
In the meantime, something would turn up.
All it would take would be a great review or a piece in a travel guide and the hotel could be booked out for months to come.
She snorted. The chance would be a fine thing. She went back to her desk and bent her head over her screen. She had work to do. The hotel wouldn’t run itself.



Chapter Four
At first sight, the small town was picture perfect. It looked out over a bay, the sea glistening blue in the sunlight. There were boats bobbing in the little harbor. A scattering of coffee shops and restaurants littered the sea-front, and all in all, Lanton Bay looked prosperous and cozy.
Isla pulled her car into a tiny space, reversing expertly and inching her way in until she was safely parked. Then she clicked open her seatbelt and let herself out, taking her small case with her. After checking her watch and finding it was early, she marched to the closest cafe and ordered herself a coffee.
Sitting in the warm sunshine, steaming cup in front of her, she could have been on the continent. Not that this boded either well or badly for the hotel she was to be reviewing. She’d learned long ago not to let the surroundings of a place infect her reviews.
There was every chance that the hotel was going to be falling down or, worse in her opinion, one of those American style motels where everything was white and there was no character.
She knew exactly what she was looking for, had complicated formulas involving room service and clean sheets and coffee makers. She’d been doing this a long time, after all.
So she really didn’t need to think about work as she sat, letting the sun stroke her skin. But it was hard not to when work might not exactly exist after this.
The waitress bustled between tables. Waitressing was definitely off the menu. Her low patience and lack of people skills would make it an instant failure.
She had good writing skills, perhaps she should work with words. But then she rather thought that journalists needed to be trained nowadays and she truly didn’t want to go back to school.
“What’s got you looking like a wet weekend on such a beautiful day?”
Isla looked up to see an older man pulling out the other chair at her table. “Excuse me?” she said in disbelief.
He looked at the chair and then back at her, then continued to sit. “You don’t mind, do you? Only everywhere else is taken.”
She looked around, seeing that he was right, and sighed. “I suppose. You haven’t exactly left me a lot of choice, have you?”
He shrugged this off. “You looked like you could use the company anyway.”
This happened a lot. There was something about people that made them dislike seeing someone else alone. Something that Isla really couldn’t understand. She enjoyed her own company, she was happy eating, drinking, playing alone, she had no need for someone else to accompany her anywhere.
Yet there was always someone who thought she needed jollying along, or including, or simply talking to.
“I’m fine,” she said crisply.
“You don’t look fine,” the man pointed out, the sun glistening on his gray and white hair. “You look like you’ve lost a pound and found a penny.”
“I’m fine,” she said again.
He settled back into his chair, making a gesture at the waitress who nodded in return. Obviously he was a local, well known, and had a regular order.
“Not often you see someone like you sitting here.”
Isla raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess,” she said. “Because I’m attractive, because I’m a woman, because I’m not old enough to be on the shelf yet. But you’re going to keep me company, maybe even ask me out, and then my life will improve immeasurably and I’ll be happy simply because I spend time with you.”
The man chuckled. “I’d say I was a tad too old for that, wouldn’t you?” he said comfortably.
Isla opened her mouth to reply that it generally didn’t make much difference where men and single women were concerned, but then shut up again because arguing wasn’t going to make anything better.
“Actually, I meant someone like you as in someone dressed for business. Suit, heels, the full nine yards.” He accepted a coffee from the waitress who flashed him a grin. “This is a holiday kind of place.”
“And I can’t be on holiday?”
“Looking like an accountant?” he said.
“Even accountants take vacations.”
He looked around. “Take many holidays alone?”
Again. Why did people find it so hard to believe that someone could be happy without someone else?
It wasn’t as though she didn’t have friends. There were people she could call. Acquaintances from work, people she’d gone to university with, there were others around. Just not close. But then she’d never needed that.
Life was easier alone, she discovered.
“We don’t have to talk,” she said.
The man breathed out through his nose, shrugged, then poured sugar into his coffee and settled back, looking out into the ocean like he hadn’t a care in the world.
See? It was perfectly possible not to connect with people.
Perhaps, she thought, returning to her internal conversation, she could apply to work for some kind of travel magazine or website. Her skills could be useful there, she supposed.
But then, maybe she should do something entirely different. Maybe this was an opportunity to grasp change.
The idea made her feel slightly sick.
Maybe, she told herself, now was the time to focus on the job at hand. Maybe now was the time to do what she did so well and then take a well-deserved break. She thought again of the luxury of an entire month in her own flat, a whole month of not driving anywhere.
There were exhibitions she wanted to see, a play she’d been meaning to get tickets to, then there… “Excuse me!”
The man grinned, his blue eyes sparkling. “I knew you couldn’t stay quiet for long. It’s a natural human want, the need for conversation.”
Isla glared at him. “Actually, I just wanted to tell you that you’re drinking from my water glass.”
He looked down in surprise. “Am I?”
“Yes.”
“My apologies. Elsie must have forgotten to bring mine. So what are you doing here?”
Isla growled under her breath. “Working.”
“I see. Do you have an interesting job?”
“Yes,” she said. “Very. Thank you for asking.” She looked around desperately to get the bill, but the waitress had disappeared.
In desperation, she pulled a ten pound note from her purse and slid it under the sugar bowl.
“That’s far too generous,” observed the man. “A fiver would do nicely.”
She glared at him.
“Of course, there’s nothing wrong with generosity,” he said.
She got up, grasped the handle of her case and walked away, plastic wheels skittering over the cobblestones.
Really.
As though life weren’t hard enough she had to deal with interfering old men who thought they knew what was best for her.
She was annoyed as she walked along the sea front, glancing right and left, looking for the hotel. But she reached the end of the road and had to turn back without finding anything. She was far from pleased when she had to walk right past her abandoned table.
“Are you lost?” the man asked, smirking.
She bit her tongue. She’d expected the hotel to be easy to find and hadn’t bothered to put the address into Google Maps because the town had looked so small. Now she could embarrass herself by walking in the other direction or just ask for directions.
She glared at the man. “I’m looking for the Lanton Bay Hotel,” she snapped.
He gave her an easy smile and she could see that he was that kind of person, the kind that smiled easily, comfortably, and she envied him for a second. “It’s deceptively outside of town,” he said. “Just take the main road out that way and drive straight, you can’t miss it.” He hesitated. “Unless you’d rather walk?”
She thought about the tiny parking space she’d claimed. “Yes,” she said decisively. “I’ll walk. The main road, you said? This way?”
“No, go around up there,” he said, pointing to a little lane at the side of the coffee shop. “At the pub turn right and then you’ll see a path with a kissing gate, just follow it and you’ll see the hotel.” He looked at his coffee. “Give me five minutes to finish this and I’ll show you.”
“I’m absolutely fine by myself,” Isla said. She didn’t even thank him, just strode off in the direction he’d pointed and left him to his business.
People always thought she needed someone. Of course, now that she was older, over forty, the comments and come ons had calmed down a little. But they hadn’t gone away. Why could no one understand that it was perfectly possible to be happy by oneself?
Other people did tend to be a disappointment.
She huffed as she pulled the case up a steep slope, turned at the pub as instructed, then came to what she supposed was a kissing gate.
Beyond it, she could see lumpy moorland stretching up a small incline. For a second, she hesitated, but then thought about having to move the car, about trying to navigate back down the steep hill she’d climbed, and decided to press on, if only for a few minutes. It couldn’t be that far.
TEN MINUTES LATER, she stopped, breathless, shoes muddy and case wheels dirty and surveyed the building in front of her.
The hotel was smaller than she’d expected. It was also, she had to admit, prettier than she’d thought. She was seeing it from the back, the red bricks lit by the sun, the windows sparkling and glinting in the light, the sea stretching out beyond into the distance.
The building was squat, the roof looking too big for the walls, one side distinctly lower than the other.
But it looked… friendly. Welcoming. Cozy. And this could be the last hotel that she ever reviewed.
Isla shook herself. It was unlike her to be sentimental or emotional. It was a building, that was all. And she had a job to do.
With a sigh, she yanked at her case, half-dragging, half-rolling it through the mud, and plodded toward the hotel to find the front door.



Chapter Five
“Excuse me? Excuse me?”
Katie sighed and pushed her glasses up onto her head before painting on her smile and walking out of the office. “Can I help you?”
She’d spoken before she’d looked and when she did look she was glad that she’d spoken first because there was a good chance that her tongue was about to freeze up and quit.
The woman had dark hair, swept sensibly back, and dark blue eyes and the kind of cheekbones that women dream about. Her eyelashes looked fake but Katie knew they weren’t because the rest of her wore so little makeup.
“Excuse me?” the woman said again.
She was attractive, obviously, by far the most attractive woman that Katie had seen in ages. And she did what she always did which was to turn into a tongue-tied twelve year old with her first crush. “Help,” she squeaked. She’d meant to repeat her question, but actually, the one word that had escaped had been exactly the right one.
“Help?” Sophie asked, poking her head around the door. She took one look at the woman and then rolled her eyes at Katie. “Sorry, can we help you?”
“I have a reservation.”
Katie, thankful for something to do, tapped into the computer. “Mrs. Harris,” she said, breathing out and regaining herself. Okay, she was pretty, but she was also married and that, somehow, took the pressure off.
Not that Katie was planning anything.
Except maybe in her head where this dark-haired woman was carrying her off on horseback across the beach and then throwing her down onto the sand and…
“Kate?” Sophie said.
“Mmm?” She could smell the salt of the sea, could feel the breeze in her hair, could feel the woman’s hands…
“Kate?” said Sophie again.
Katie blinked. “Yes, right, Mrs. Harris, you’ll be in room three. Let me get that key for you.” She pulled the key off the board and held it out on her open palm but the woman didn’t take it. “You’ll need the key to get into the room,” she added helpfully.
The woman scowled and now Katie was just confused. “Your key,” she tried again.
“Which would be lovely if this were Mrs Harris,” Sophie said, snatching the key out of Katie’s hand. “But as she’s just mentioned, she’s not, so if you could check the system?”
Katie shook her head. “We don’t have any other reservations for today, for this week even,” she said.
“Problem?” asked Connie, waltzing past the desk on her way out.
“This woman says she’s got a reservation but she doesn’t,” said Sophie.
Connie shook her head. “What’s the world coming to?” she asked. “When people need to tell untruths about silly things like that?”
“Excuse me!” the woman said.
“Well, do you have a reservation or don’t you?” Sophie asked.
Katie could feel things spinning out of control and took a breath. “I’m so sorry, madam. Could you tell me your name?”
“Seymour,” sniffed the woman. “Isla Seymour.”
Quickly, she tapped the name into the computer and came up with nothing. “I’m afraid I don’t have a reservation under that name. Are you sure you made the booking properly?”
“Apparently not,” the woman said. “Though I’m not sure why. You don’t exactly make things easy, you know. The lack of website is most disturbing and having to go through a third party to make a reservation is most inconvenient.”
Katie blew out a breath. Getting a website was on her list of things to do and had been for years, but somehow it kept getting pushed down by other little things, like making sure there were smoke alarms and paying salaries.
“I’m so sorry you find it inconvenient, madam. We do take phone reservations, however.”
“And who makes phone calls these days?” asked the woman impatiently.
“People who want hotel reservations,” Sophie put in.
“Or those that wish to stay in touch with old friends,” added Connie. “And, of course, lovers. Long phone calls are rather the domain of separated soul-mates, are they not?”
Katie felt things spiraling again and cleared her throat. “Sophie, do you think you could check that the dining room is ready for lunch?”
“We don’t serve—”
Katie glared at her.
“Right you are,” Sophie said, trotting off toward the dining room.
“And Connie, I do hope you enjoy your walk, but if you don’t leave now you might miss Harry, and you know how he gets when you’re late.”
Connie blushed and patted her dyed red curls. “A lady is never late. Simply delayed.”
“Right, well, you know how he gets when you’re delayed,” said Katie.
Connie tutted but hurried out of the door and finally Katie was left alone with the irate woman. A woman that she saw now was a little older than she’d expected. But still attractive. Damn it. She really needed to have a life outside of the hotel. A social life. One where she met people who weren’t of pensionable age.
“So, you appear to have lost my reservation,” the woman said now. She leaned in, lowering her voice. “Now just what exactly do you intend to do about it?”
It sounded almost like a threat and Katie had to force herself to keep her smile on.
✽✽✽
 
Maybe she was some sort of special needs case. Perhaps the hotel employed people who otherwise would find it difficult to get work. In which case, Isla thought she would be slightly more forgiving in her review, which in her mind was already set to be scathing.
There was no excuse for bad service though, and she was reluctant to make excuses for people.
“I wish to speak to your manager,” she said. That would solve the problem.
The woman behind the desk stared back at her.
She was blond, with the kind of hair that always looked messy and out of control. She had blue eyes and flushed cheeks and, Isla thought to herself, she was rather pretty.
Not that that had anything to do with matters.
“Uh, I don’t have a manager?” It came out as a question.
Isla sighed. “Fine. An owner. Someone in charge. Whatever.”
“I am the owner.”
Heaven help them all. Isla pressed her lips into a tight line to stop herself saying anything that she might regret and took a long, deep breath. “You are the owner,” she said, finally.
“Yes. Katherine Taylor. Katie.”
Another deep breath. “Fine. Ms. Taylor, I have reserved a room and you are saying that there is no reservation. One of your, I assume, guests, has already accused me of lying. I can assure you that I am not lying about the fact that I reserved a room. Now, let us be completely clear, I need a room for this evening. Can you or can you not help me with that?”
The woman frowned at the computer screen and a little spread of lines creased between her eyebrows. “Yes,” she said slowly. “Yes, I suppose we can.”
“You suppose you can or you actually can?” Isla barked.
“We can,” said the woman. She typed something hurriedly and then smiled. “I’ll put you in room—”
“Don’t put her in twelve!” said the other woman, appearing from what Isla supposed was the dining room. She looked somewhat more competent, though Isla would have preferred to see her in uniform rather than cut-off denim shorts.
“I wasn’t going to,” the owner said.
“Not this soon after the fire,” said the shorts-girl. “Oh, and don’t put her in five.”
“As if.”
“Wait, fire?” Isla asked.
The owner smiled. “It wasn’t really a fire, it was just a little morning adventure, nothing for you to worry about. I’ll put you in seven.”
“Why not five?” asked Isla, curious.
“We just… we don’t put guests in room five unless we really have to.”
“Because it’s haunted,” supplied shorts-girl over her shoulder as she disappeared again around a corner.
“It’s not, it’s just… Some people find it uncomfortable,” said the owner. “But room seven will be perfect. It’s just down the corridor there on your right. Do you have luggage?”
“Just this,” said Isla, taking her key, pointing at her case, and wondering just what she’d gotten herself into here.
“Oh dear, it looks like you walked over the moors to get here.” The woman peered further down. “Are you sure those are the right kind of shoes for that sort of walking?” she asked doubtfully.
Isla looked down at her own feet. “Someone told me it was a short walk.” She looked up again. “Besides, I didn’t want to lose my parking space in town, spots seemed to be at a premium.”
“Oh, they very much are,” the woman agreed. “Mind you, we do have parking up here, so there is that.”
“I see,” said Isla coldly. “Well, I suppose I should have seen that on your website. Oh, wait a moment, there isn’t a website, is there?”
The woman’s smile slipped just a little. “Um, do you need help getting your case to your room?”
“No,” said Isla, already starting to regret that this might be her last ever hotel review. Couldn’t she have gone out with a bang? Maybe stayed somewhere five star for a change. “But you can ensure that there is plenty of hot water for a bath, and I assume you have wi-fi.”
“Of course.”
“Excellent. And have something sent to my room.” She narrowed her eyes. “I’ll take a tomato sandwich. Thinly sliced tomatoes on buttered white bread with a sprinkling of salt and pepper. Along with a glass of fizzy water, not chilled, no ice, and no lemon.”
It was her usual order, designed to show her just how well room service responded to detailed instructions. Not that she was expecting much here, but she’d give them a shot.
“Of course, of course,” said the woman, scribbling down the order. “I’ll get that to you right away.”
“Good,” said Isla.
She turned and walked away, bumping her case behind her.
This was already shaping up to be one of her worst stays. It looked like nothing was going to go right and she expected little. Who called a fire a ‘morning adventure’? She shook her head as she reached her room.
The owner might be pretty enough, but she was obviously far from qualified to be running a hotel. She’d do better getting a job at one of the coffee shops in town, Isla thought as she unlocked her door.
Still, one night and she’d be out of here. And then her holiday could really begin.



Chapter Six
It was half past five before Katie got a chance to go back to the office. She’d just sat down and put her glasses on when Sophie appeared.
“So, did you get Miss Dom a room then?” she said, flopping down into the armchair.
“Miss Dom?” asked Katie.
“Oh come on, you can’t not have thought it. I’m sure there’s a whip and chains in that suitcase. She looks exactly like an incognito dominatrix.”
Katie’s heart skipped a beat at the thought. Not that she necessarily went that way. Not that she wouldn’t necessarily go that way though. Not if someone like Isla Seymour was offering. Not that she would.
“And you’ve got a crush,” Sophie pronounced. “A big fat crush.”
“I have not,” Katie said.
“Have so.”
“I most definitely have not. Apart from anything else, when exactly would I have time to have a crush? In between ferrying tomato sandwiches to her room, dealing with the carpet in four, checking the Harris’s in, going to get the milk that Tam forgot to order and stopping the inexplicable need that guests have to set this place on fire, I’m a little busy, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“Tomato sandwiches? Like just tomato?” asked Sophie. “What about cheese?”
“Just tomato, no cheese,” said Katie, trying not to remember knocking on Isla Seymour’s door and having her open and inspect the sandwich in front of her eyes before sending it back. Twice.
“What kind of psycho eats only tomato sandwiches?” said Sophie.
“The kind that makes up reservations, sends said sandwiches back twice, demands an extra set of towels for her room, and who makes me write down the wi-fi code three times because, and I quote, my handwriting is indecipherable.”
“Aw,” Sophie said. “I always thought you had nice writing.”
“Well Isla Seymour doesn’t think so.”
“Alright, alright, I take back the crush comment. Falling for someone that demanding would be impossible. Happy?”
“Happier,” said Katie. “Though I’d be even happier if I had five minutes to myself to finish this admin.”
“You got it,” said Sophie. “You hole yourself in here and I’ll take care of the dinner rush. Don’t you worry. Between me and Tam we’ve got it all covered. I’ll rope Harry or Connie in if I need help.”
“They’re guests,” Katie reminded her.
“They’re paying so little that we might as well employ them while they’re both still able to work,” said Sophie.
“I heard that,” Harry said, sticking his head into the office.
“It’s a fair point,” Sophie said. “Anyway, you always offer to help out. You like it.”
“It’s true, I do,” Harry admitted. “I like to feel useful.”
“And you’re not that old,” Katie said, wanting Harry to feel better. She hoped he hadn’t heard the part about him not paying much.
“I very much am,” Harry said.
“Connie isn’t then,” said Katie with a grin.
“Oh, you’d be surprised,” said Harry. “I caught her driving license when she wasn’t looking and she might say that she’s only in her early fifties, but she’s at least a decade older than that.”
“The power of makeup,” said Sophie, shaking her head. “Maybe I should ask her for some lessons.”
“So you can entrap the next unsuspecting tourist that comes through the doors?” Katie said. “No, thank you.”
“You look lovely without that muck on your face,” Harry said kindly. “And I’m not just here to stick my nose into your business or to eavesdrop. I thought you should know that the hot water’s gone out.”
Katie groaned.
“Me and Harry will go and take care of the dining room. You go into the cellar and see what’s up,” Sophie said. “Come on, Harry. I’ll let you escort me to dinner.” She held out an elbow and Harry looped his arm through hers.
Katie took one last look at her computer screen and then got up with a sigh and took the flashlight off the top shelf by the door. The cellar was dark and half the time when she switched the lights on down there it blew the fuses in the rest of the hotel.
She might be able to persuade guests that they didn’t need hot water or that they didn’t need lights, but she was pretty sure that being without both would incite some sort of rebellion.
SHE MOVED THE large pot to the front burner and placed the next pot down. “I’m really sorry about this, Tam,” she said.
He grunted in response and went back to chopping parsley. She checked the water temperature of the pot closest to her and then picked it up.
“I’ll just take this up to eleven and then I’ll be back for the rest,” she said, getting yet another grunt in reply.
She pushed out of the kitchen, almost running into Sophie.
“Careful,” she yelped.
“We’re going full on Downton Abbey are we then?” Sophie asked, eyeing the pot of steaming water. “Carrying water up for baths and the whole servant and master thing?”
“I don’t have much choice,” Katie said. “The boiler’s making a clunking noise that sounds like there’s a giraffe inside it and I’m damned if I know what’s wrong with the thing.”
“Did you phone Daff?”
“He’s at another job. He said he’ll come as soon as he can but no guarantees it’ll be tonight.”
“He adores you, he’ll come just to see you flutter your eyelashes at him,” Sophie said. “Better get that water up there before it’s cold again.”
“Keep an eye on things down here and watch the desk when you’ve got a minute,” Katie said, balancing the pot on her hip.
“Because I’ve got four pairs of eyes,” said Sophie, slipping behind her and into the kitchen.
Well why not, thought Katie. Everyone expected her to have eight pairs of hands, why shouldn’t Sophie have four pairs of eyes?
She slipped into the corridor and around the corner, turning to get to the staircase and almost, but not quite, hitting a shadowy figure who was lurking by the banister. Water sloshed onto the floor and Katie almost fell.
“Do be careful,” said a voice that could only be from Isla Seymour.
“So sorry,” said Katie.
“You got me wet,” Isla said accusingly.
Katie had a flash of thinking that sentence could mean something else and then ended up thinking about whips and chains and by the time she was in control of her thoughts again, Isla Seymour was glaring at her.
“Um, sorry, what?”
“I asked you what was going on,” Isla said.
“Ah. Um, the boiler’s broken down unfortunately. We’ll have it up and running in no time. But in the mean time, we’re asking guests to wash rather than bathe or shower and we’re providing hot water as fast as we can.”
Isla looked at her and then looked at the pot, her thoughts about what was happening obvious in her face. “You’re providing hot water by hand to all the rooms like this is the nineteen twenties?” she said, shaking her head in disbelief.
“Um, yes?”
“But… but this is a hotel. How can you have a hotel without running hot water?”
“We’re doing our best, madam,” said Katie.
“By carrying water up and down the stairs?”
An older couple rounded the staircase just as Isla spoke and the woman laughed. “I know, isn’t it wonderful? I feel like I’m in one of those old PBS series, having water carried to my room like the lady of the manor.”
Katie recognized the American couple from room eleven, the ones that managed to soak towels all the way through. She wondered whether they’d still be able to achieve that with the one pot of water she’d provided them with. “I’m glad you’re enjoying your stay,” she said with a smile.
“Oh, we’re loving it, honey, don’t you worry. It’s all part of the old world experience, isn’t it?” the woman said to her husband.
“You betcha,” he grinned.
They continued down the stairs and went around into the dining room before Katie turned back to Isla. “Most of our guests don’t seem to be having an issue with our solution,” she said quietly.
Isla huffed. “Because they’re Americans and you can sell them on anything as long as you tell them it’s traditional. The more demanding guest will be far from satisfied.”
It was on the tip of Katie’s tongue to ask Isla sarcastically if she thought that she was one of the more demanding guests. But she couldn’t afford to upset paying guests and Isla seemed annoyed enough as it was. Instead, she smiled politely. “I did forget to ask when you checked in, how long will you be staying with us?”
Isla snorted. “One night. And the way things are going that will be more than long enough.”
Again, Katie bit back any reply she might want to have made and smiled politely. “Please do let me know if there’s anything I can do to improve your stay,” she said. “And if you need hot water…”
“Thankfully, I took my bath this afternoon,” said Isla. She shook her head again as though she disapproved not just of the situation and the hotel, but also of Katie herself, then she walked off toward the dining room.
Katie watched her go, pot of water balanced on her hip, watching the way she carried herself. She was an attractive woman, alright, but she was also sort of a bitch. Then she scolded herself for the thought.
Isla Seymour was a guest and had the right to ask for what she wanted and to be treated with respect.
Still though, Katie couldn’t help but be thankful that she wasn’t staying for longer than a night.
With a sigh, she balanced the water pot in her arms and slowly began to climb the stairs. She had at least three more rooms to get through before she could think about sitting down, never mind getting a nice cup of tea.



Chapter Seven
Isla’s fingers skittered over the keys. Writing was something that she found easy. There was no imagination involved, not for what she did. She wrote the simple truth and her reviews rarely took her longer than half an hour to write.
She sighed and looked at her watch. In this case, it might take a tad longer though.
Next to the bed there was a small side table with a lamp and a phone. Isla picked up the phone, wanting to call through to reception, only to find that it didn’t work.
“This place,” she muttered under her breath as she pulled on a cardigan and a pair of shoes.
Needless to say, the Lanton Bay Hotel was not getting a good review.
The place was ancient, dust caked into corners around radiators that shook and groaned. Some might have considered that atmospheric, but Isla did not. Throw in carpet that curled and lifted, service that was spotty and inefficient, and food that was uninspired, and there was no way the place was getting more than a star and a half.
She considered the half generous and had thrown it in simply to cover all bases since she still wasn’t entirely sure that the owner was in her right mind.
Chasing up and down the stairs with pots of steaming water was not, in Isla’s opinion, a normal thing to do.
Throw in despicable room service and Isla honestly wasn’t sure what kept people coming here.
She pocketed her room key and went out into the corridor. It was barely eight o’clock, but the hotel was already quiet.
She stomped her way to the reception desk, eagle eyes noting that the black and white framed prints in the corridor needed dusting and that there was a patch of damp on the ceiling in front of one of the rooms.
And, of course, the desk was unmanned.
“Excuse me, excuse me,” she shouted. There was no bell. There should be a bell.
“Can I help you, Ms. Seymour?”
Katie Taylor came from behind, her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were smudged with tiredness and she looked like she’d just run some sort of race. Her hair hung down on either side of her face and for the briefest of seconds Isla thought about not saying a thing, about smiling and wishing her good night and leaving.
But she still had a job to do.
“I asked that woman in the shorts to ensure that a black coffee was sent to my room more than an hour ago.”
Katie bit her lip and nodded. “Of course, Ms. Seymour, let me—” She was interrupted by the phone ringing. “One moment.”
Isla’s temper started to boil as she saw the woman pick up the phone and answer it right in front of her. As though she weren’t there, as though she weren’t a paying guest. Fine, the Tourist Authority was paying the bill, but still.
“What’s going on here then?” said a voice that sounded oddly familiar.
Isla turned around and her mouth dropped open. “You.”
“Live and in the flesh,” said the man, smiling pleasantly. He looked at Katie and then back at Isla. “Something I can help you with perhaps whilst young Katie is occupied?”
“You… you followed me? What are you doing here?” The last time she saw him, he’d been sitting in a cafe sipping at her water glass. And now he was here and her brain couldn’t quite process what was happening.
“I’m Harry,” he said simply. “I live here.”
“You’re a guest?”
“Sort of,” he said, smiling in that pleasant way again. “But I’m a long termer and I know what’s what. So if you need a bit of help?”
“Wait, guests work in the hotel?” asked Isla, still confused.
“I’m more than a guest,” said Harry and he slipped behind the wooden reception desk as if to prove his point.
Isla sighed and decided not to fight this. Her review was mostly done. She would be leaving in the morning. Whatever the hell was going on here could stay here, it was none of her business. “I’d like a cup of black coffee sent to my room,” she said.
“Of course, of course,” smiled Harry. “No problem at all. How goes the work?”
“What?” Could he know who she was? That was impossible. She was supposed to be anonymous, no one could know that she was reviewing the hotel.
He looked at her innocently. “You said you were working,” he said. “I was just wondering how the work was going, that’s all.”
“It’s, uh, it’s going,” Isla said. She cleared her throat.
“Seems a shame to be working at this time of night. Seems a shame to be working down here at all. Lanton Bay is a beautiful place, there’s walking and beaches and restaurants and all kinds of nice things. Will you get some time off whilst you’re here?”
Isla shook her head.
“Shame,” he said, with a pitying look. Then his sparkly eyes narrowed a bit. “Unless you’re one of those people that love to work and do nothing else. Are you one of those?”
“Not at all,” Isla said immediately, even though she was. But Harry had made it sound like such a sad, terrible thing to be a workaholic that the denial had happened without her thinking. “In fact, as of tomorrow I have a month of holiday,” she added, to bolster her claim that she didn’t only work.
“That sounds lovely. You’re a lucky girl getting a month of holiday.”
“Woman,” Isla said, regaining her self. “I’m a woman, not a girl.”
“Of course,” said Harry. “So sorry.”
Isla glanced across at Katie, who was finishing up her phone call and decided not to wait. “Just make sure that coffee is sent to my room.”
“I’ll get right on it,” Harry said.
As she walked away, Isla could hear Katie telling Harry that she needed to take yet more hot water upstairs. She shook her head. How could the place function like this? It looked like it was one disaster away from closing down.
Which was a shame, because from what she’d seen, the location was lovely.
Still, it was none of her business.
She got back to her room, put the key in the door and found that it wouldn’t turn. She swore to herself, wiggling the key in the lock until eventually, finally, it turned. Then she went to finish her review.
SHE ATTACHED THE file and pressed send, realizing that this might be the last time she ever sent a review to the Tourist Authority. Then, far more pressingly, she realized that the black coffee she’d been expecting still hadn’t arrived.
Fifteen more minutes she’d been waiting. It really wasn’t on.
Wrapping her cardigan more tightly around her, she went back out into the corridor.
She plunged her room key into her pocket and stalked off toward the reception desk determined to get the one thing that she’d asked for.
She was halfway down the corridor when a growling, leaping ball of fur shot around a corner and hurtled toward her.
She froze.
So did the dog.
Seriously? A dog, she thought. For a second, she regretted having already sent her review. Having a dog in a hotel was unhygienic and something that definitely merited inclusion in any good review.
Her second thought was one of mild panic.
How was she going to get past the animal?
It stood stock still, snuffling and whimpering a little.
She took a step toward it and its tail started to wag and it was taller than her knee and she stopped, frightened.
“Pip!”
A man’s voice called out. The dog looked back, then at Isla again. Her heart was pounding.
“Pip!”
The dog spared her one last look, then fled, letting Isla breathe. Her legs were shaking and for a moment she considered going back to her room. But the dog was gone now and she wanted her coffee, if only to prove a point.
But she wasn’t herself.
She walked rather too quickly toward reception, staying close to the corridor walls and rounding the corner by the stairs hastily and without thought.
What happened next was a kaleidoscope of images and sounds that made no sense until several seconds after everything was over.
She hit something hard, just as Harry shouted something that she didn’t catch. Then there was water on her legs and a person was in front of her, but not for long, as the body teetered and skidded. Isla reached out to catch Katie, she could see her own hand clear as day in the light, but her fingers missed by a centimeter as Katie tumbled.
There was a scream that sounded drawn out and too low and Harry shouted again and Isla’s heart had stopped. There was a moment of absolute silence until the crack came, plain and loud as anything, and then time stopped stretching and went back to normal.
“Jesus,” Harry said, rushing over.
“Katie,” said an older woman, rushing to the stairs and kneeling down.
“What the fuck?” said shorts-girl, bending down next to Katie but glaring at Isla.
“What happened?” Isla asked, rubbing at her arm and considering the fact that her legs were soaking wet.
“It’s fine,” Katie said from the floor.
“It’s most certainly not,” said the older woman. “You gave that head of yours a solid crack.”
“My arm hurts,” Katie said.
“Call an ambulance,” said shorts-girl.
“Surely that’s not necessary,” Isla said, very aware now that she had caused the accident and starting to feel sick.
“Yes,” Harry said. “Yes, it is.”
“No,” Katie said. She tried to get up and all four of the people around her sucked air in through their teeth and moaned.
“Yes,” said the older lady. “I think you need to go to the hospital.”
“Why?” Katie asked, looking up at them all.
But they were all too busy looking down at her, at the arm that was bent in very distinctly the wrong direction.



Chapter Eight
“You can’t all come in the ambulance,” the paramedic said firmly.
Katie struggled to sit up on the stretcher. The pain meds she’d been given were kicking in and the sharp burning in her arm was long forgotten. “Someone has to stay at the hotel,” she slurred.
“Calm down, I’ve got this,” said Sophie.
Katie closed her eyes and lay back down, hearing what was going on but lacking the energy to do anything about it.
“Harry, stay here,” Sophie said.
“Absolutely not, I want to see that Katie is fine.”
“Connie,” Sophie said.
“No, I’m not missing the excitement. Besides, Katie might need a woman around.”
“What the hell am I?” Sophie demanded.
“Well obviously you’ll have to come,” Connie replied airily. “You’re her friend.”
Katie heard Harry sigh. “Alright, Sophie tell Tam to come up to the front. He can deal with guests while we’re gone.”
“He doesn’t even talk to us,” pointed out Sophie.
“It’s late, there won’t be much going on. Besides, it might be a good thing to have a mute here. There’ll be less complaining all around I should think,” Harry said briskly. “Now run, get Tam. You can go in the ambulance with Katie, I’ll take the Toyota and drive Connie and myself. That way we’ll all have a way to get home.”
“I should come.” The voice could only be Isla. Katie screwed her eyes tight closed.
“You alright, love?” asked the paramedic leaning in. “That’s a bad break.”
“Fine, I’m fine,” she said, trying very hard not to think about all the ways in which she was very much not fine.
“Why should she come?” Connie was saying.
“She has a name, I’m Isla Seymour. And I was responsible, was I not? I should like to see that everything is alright.”
“Worried about getting into trouble, more like,” grumbled Connie.
“It is the right thing to do,” Isla said.
“Fine, fine,” Harry said hurriedly. “Whatever it is you think you need to do. Now let’s get a move on here.”
Katie felt a warm brush of air against her arm and opened her eyes. She was immediately staring at sensible blue eyes, a sharp nose, long eyelashes. Isla Seymour.
“I’m so sorry,” Isla said.
And to be fair, her face had thawed a little, she seemed less strict, less cold. “It was an accident,” mumbled Katie, very aware of the fact that she was lying down and looking terrible and was having a lot of trouble pronouncing her words.
“It was an accident,” Isla said.
“S’what I said,” Katie tried.
“Don’t talk, don’t speak. It’s going to be alright, I’m sure. These things happen every day.”
“Not to me they don’t,” Katie attempted, but all that came out was a muttered jumble of random sounds.
“That’ll be the drugs,” she heard the paramedic say. “We’d best be off.”
“Perhaps I don’t need to come after all,” Isla said.
“Now you’re trying to shrug off your responsibilities, are you?” huffed Connie.
“Not at all—”
The rest of the conversation was lost in a rush of cool night air as the stretcher was pushed through the swinging front doors and then in a soft cloud of dark sleep as Katie’s consciousness finally gave up the fight.
BRIGHT LIGHT SHONE down on her and for a long, lovely moment, Katie was very sure that she was lying on the beach somewhere luscious. Barbados perhaps. The sun shining down bright and hot, the sand warm beneath her, a cocktail waiting beside her towel.
“Ms. Taylor?”
The sun still shone down but she was slowly coming to the conclusion that there was not, in fact, sand beneath her. She moved her fingers, trying to get a grip on whatever it was. No. Not sand. Linen. Starched linen.
Which meant she wasn’t at home because she never paid the extra to have the hotel sheets starched. It was a small saving, but it added up.
“Ms. Taylor?”
So if she wasn’t at home, where the hell was she?
“Katie? Kate?”
Wherever she was, at least Sophie was there.
Though, to be honest, if this were a fantasy she’d rather prefer someone a little more… unfamiliar. Cate Blanchett perhaps.
“Ms. Taylor?”
“Kate?”
It didn’t sound as though she was going to be left alone. Which was a shame because she could really use the rest. With a deep sigh, she opened one eye.
“Ah, there we are,” said a young man. “Those painkillers can be strong stuff. How are you feeling, Ms. Taylor?”
“Where am I?” Her mouth felt dry and, ironically, sandy.
“Hospital,” said Sophie, rubbing at her arm. “But you’re alright. You had an accident, remember?”
Frowning, Katie tried to think. Then it came to her. She did remember. She remembered carrying a pot of water to go upstairs and suddenly something hitting her. She remembered the sick feeling of losing her balance, and then she remembered pain. Quite a lot of it. And something else.
She remembered denim blue eyes looking down at her and a sharp nose and long eyelashes and… Isla Seymour. She remembered Isla Seymour. Demanding and unreasonable and irritating Isla Seymour.
“Ms. Taylor, could you open your other eye for me, please?”
Obediently, she opened both eyes wide and the young man responded by shining a bright light into each of them that made her wince and made her realize that actually she had a headache. A rather bad one.
“Alright,” said the young man. He drew up a stool on wheels and sat beside the bed. “Well, you’ve had a bit of a bang to the head, but I don’t think it’s anything serious. We’ll keep an eye on that. More worryingly, you’ve got a bad break on that arm.”
Katie looked down and found that one of her arms was smothered in white bandages. “Huh,” she said. “Do I?” She felt nothing.
“You’re stoned out of your mind right now,” confided Sophie. “I told him I’d have what you’re having, but he thought I was joking.”
“Who is he?” asked Katie, thinking that she was whispering and then being surprised when the words came out in a shout.
She glanced at the young man to check that he hadn’t heard and found that he was chuckling.
“I’m your doctor,” he said, grinning. “The good news is we won’t be amputating the arm, at least not this time.”
Katie was slowly getting her mind back, enough to know, to hope, that he was joking.
“The bad news is that you’re going to need an operation to pin the bones back into place.”
“No.”
It was the first thing that she’d really understood.
“I’m afraid that there really isn’t much choice, Ms. Taylor.”
“Of course there is,” Katie said. She sat up straighter, the action sending a sharp jolt of pain through her arm. “Put a cast on it and let me go. I’ve got a job to do.”
“So do I,” the doctor said gently. “And I’m afraid that a simple plaster isn’t going to be enough. The bones in your arm need to be aligned and pinned, otherwise they won’t heal properly and you won’t regain full use of your arm. You are right handed, I assume?”
Crap. That hadn’t even occurred to her. She nodded.
“Then if this is your dominant hand we really need to work hard to get you back a full range of motion.”
“But…” Katie began.
“Kate, you don’t have a choice, this has to happen,” said Sophie, rubbing at her good arm again. “And it could be so much worse. Be grateful that it’s not. Let’s get you fixed up and out of here.”
“Soph, I really don’t have the time to be here.”
Sophie sighed. “Kate, you need to do this. No arguments. I need to go outside and tell the others that you’re not dying, so give me a break here. Just do what the nice doctor tells you.”
“The others?”
She pulled a face. “Yeah, everyone came. Harry, Connie, me, even Isla Seymour. She’s the one that ran into you, in case you don’t remember.”
“I do remember,” Katie said firmly. Then she felt herself smile. “She’s very pretty, isn’t she? I wouldn’t mind doing some unspeakable things to her.”
The doctor laughed and then tried to cover it with a cough. “Um, the painkillers do tend to lower inhibitions a little.”
“She’s very pretty,” Sophie said, lips twitching. “She’s also responsible for breaking your arm.”
“That’s not good.”
“It’s not,” agreed Sophie.
“But she’s going to leave anyway,” Katie said. “She’s going to go away. But I wish she wouldn’t. I’d like her to stay so that I can look at her.”
“Look at her, right,” Sophie said. “Um, listen, Kate, you’re going to have the operation, alright? They’re going to do it right now, so you won’t have time to be scared or anything.”
“Have you eaten recently?” the doctor asked.
Katie laughed. “I haven’t had time to have a wee, let alone anything to eat.”
“Excellent, well, theater is free, so we might as well get to it. There’s a small chance that the bone might be trapping a vein or artery, so we’d prefer to do the op as soon as possible. I’ll get the paperwork and then an anesthetist will be in to see you.”
He got up, wheeling his stool out of the way, and disappeared through a curtain. It looked so much like a magic trick that Katie laughed with glee.
“He disappeared!”
“He did,” Sophie said. “And you’re going to be just fine. I’ll be here, don’t worry about that.”
“I’m not worried about that,” Katie said dreamily. Her eyes were starting to close, but blinked wide open after less than a second. “I have a hotel to run,” she said with great clarity.
Sophie stroked her hair. “Why don’t you let me worry about that?” she said. “I’ll take care of things.”
“Okay,” Katie said, her eyes already starting to close again. “Okay.”



Chapter Nine
Isla sat up straighter on the uncomfortably plastic chair as she saw shorts-girl coming toward the waiting area.
“She’s going to be fine,” shorts-girl announced.
“Oh, thank the lord,” said Connie, fanning herself dramatically.
“Good girl,” said Harry.
“What a relief,” Isla said.
It had absolutely been an accident. She really hadn’t needed to come to the hospital. At first she’d said she’d come because everyone else was going and because she didn’t want to look like she was uncaring.
Now everything was fine, she could leave. She picked up her cardigan and draped it around her shoulders.
“Where do you think you’re going?” demanded shorts-girl.
“It’s fine,” Isla said, in a forgiving mood now that everything was alright. “You don’t need to worry about me, I’m sure you’ve all got enough to do. I’ll call a cab from the front desk.”
“Not so fast,” shorts-girl said.
“Sophie, let the woman go,” said Harry. “It’s late and we’re all tired.”
“No,” said shorts-girl Sophie. “We’re not done here yet.”
“Listen,” Isla said, starting to lose her patience. “I’m sorry that the accident happened, I truly am. But I can’t spend all night at the hospital. I have things that I need to do and I have a long drive back to London in the morning.”
“Oh, do you?” Sophie said, putting her hands on her hips and raising an eyebrow.
“Yes,” Isla said. But the way Sophie was standing made her slightly less than confident. “Don’t I?”
Sophie sniffed. “The problem is that Katie is going into theater right now.”
“Theater?” asked Connie, perking up. “Did the knock on the head drive loose some sort of buried desire to act? I knew that there was a talent buried in there somewhere.”
Harry patted the older woman’s arm. “I think Sophie means the operating theater,” he said kindly.
“Oh, oh yes, I suppose that would make more sense,” Connie agreed. Then she looked startled. “But I thought you said that everything was okay?”
“It is, but Kate’s arm is badly broken and she needs pins in it. She’ll have the operation and then a cast. Which leaves us all with another problem.”
“What’s that?” asked Isla, curious now despite herself.
“Why, running the hotel, of course,” Sophie declared.
“I don’t understand,” Isla said.
“You don’t understand why a woman who has just had a knock on the head and a serious operation on her dominant hand can’t possibly run a hotel all alone?” said Sophie.
“She’s not alone,” Isla said.
“She’s got us,” said Connie.
“Psh, a couple of pensioners and a chambermaid,” said Sophie.
“Pensioner?” screeched Connie. “Pensioner?”
“Just a figure of speech, dear,” said Harry, patting her arm.
“I fail to see why I’m being included in this conversation,” said Isla.
Sophie glared at her. “Do you?” she said. She looked at Harry and Connie and then back at Isla. “I need a moment to talk with my colleagues here if you don’t mind.”
“I don’t mind at all,” Isla said, making a move to leave.
“Let me be clear,” Sophie said, looking fierce. “Your participation in this conversation is not over, Isla Seymour. You are to wait right where you are. I know where you’re staying and I will chase you down if you even think about leaving right now. Got it?”
She really was quite terrifying, even in cut-off denim shorts and a man’s shirt, Isla thought. She nodded. “Got it.”
Sophie glared at her one more time, then took Harry and Connie by the arm and pulled them into a corner.
Isla sighed. What was she doing here?
Alright, she felt guilty. That was really it. She felt guilty because although it really had truly been an accident, she knew that she should have been more careful. She’d been spooked by the dog and had been in a hurry. She’d been irritated anyway that her coffee was late. And she hadn’t been watching where she was going.
Of course, Katie Taylor shouldn’t have been ferrying heavy pots of water up and down the stairs.
But still, Isla knew that she bore some of the blame for the accident. Maybe more than some. Maybe enough that she was feeling slightly bad about the ferocity of the review she’d filed.
No, that wasn’t right.
Her reviews had to be fair and unbiased.
Even if the accident had happened before she wrote the review she still owed it to the Tourist Authority, to potential hotel guests, to whoever read the website, to be truthful and open. She wouldn’t have changed a thing. Probably.
In the corner, the other three were huddled together, whispering.
She shouldn’t be here. She should just leave. She didn’t need to be here. There was no reason to be intimidated by Sophie.
But she was interested in what was happening.
Carefully, she took a step toward the little group, then another. A third step brought her close enough that she heard Sophie saying “… pretty and doesn’t want her to leave.” Which made little sense, she was mishearing something.
She leaned her head even closer.
“She has no time for anything,” Sophie was saying.
“Let alone a social life,” agreed Harry.
“She is a lovely girl,” Connie said. “She deserves something nice.”
“Yes, I think nice might be stretching it,” Harry said.
What on earth were they talking about? Isla risked another step forward. Unfortunately, this time her shoe squeaked on a tile. Sophie looked up, gave her yet another glare, and pulled the others in even closer, lowering her voice so that no matter how hard she tried, Isla couldn’t hear a thing.
Giving up, she went back to her chair, sitting down even though her brain kept telling her to leave and leave now.
Eventually, the huddle split and all three came back to their seats.
“The problem is,” Sophie said almost conversationally. “That Katie does so much around the hotel. She works so hard and does nearly everything.”
“So losing the use of her dominant hand leaves her needing rather a lot of help,” Connie said.
“Mmm,” was all that Harry said. Out of the three of them, he was clearly the most uncomfortable with whatever it was that was happening.
“And a hotel can’t possibly be run by the three of us,” said Sophie.
Isla was beginning to see where this conversation might be leading. She shook her head. “I don’t really see why any of this is my problem.”
“Well, you were responsible for the accident that left Katie without the use of her right arm,” Harry said.
Isla scowled at him. For a second she’d thought that she might be able to get him on her side, but apparently not. “It was an accident.”
“So you say,” said Sophie. “But the fact remains that Katie needs help around the hotel now, and it would rather seem like you’re the person that should be providing that help.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Isla said.
Sophie leaned in a little closer. “Is it?” she asked. “Or is it just fair?”
“I have a job,” Isla said, thinking quickly. “A life. I’m not just dropping everything to look after some hotel.”
“Ah,” said Harry. “But you don’t, do you? At least not for the next month. You told me yourself that you’re on holiday for a month. You could easily spend some time helping to fix the problem that you caused.”
“The accident that I caused,” Isla said. “It was an accident.”
“So you say,” said Sophie. “But, you see, was it really an accident?”
“What are you talking about?” asked Isla, starting to feel sweaty and slightly sick.
“We’ve only got your word that it was an accident. But all three of us witnessed it,” said Sophie. “And it looked to me a lot like you pushed her.”
“Which would be assault,” Harry said gravely.
“What?” screeched Isla.
“I saw it with my own eyes,” said Connie dramatically. “You were so angry that your coffee had been delayed that you could stand it no longer and threw yourself at that poor defenseless woman.”
Harry shook his head. “Forgive her, she was an actress,” he said to Isla.
“Am an actress,” said Connie. “Great talent does not simply leave the blood.”
“Listen,” said Harry, putting his hands on his knees. “We don’t want to threaten you. The truth of the matter is that Katie needs some help and given that this accident was your fault, and given that you have time, it seems reasonable that you should want to pitch in.”
Isla looked from one to the other. This could not be happening. They couldn’t possibly be serious. She stood up. “I’m leaving.”
“Then I shall be calling the police,” said Sophie, standing up too.
Isla sat down again. “This is insane.”
“We’re not asking for much,” Harry said. “Katie will be back on her feet in no time. Just a couple of weeks maybe. And you can stay in your room for free. Lanton Bay is a beautiful place to stay. You’ll still get sunshine and views and time to take walks.”
“Maybe,” Sophie said, face dark.
Isla swallowed. A police report would certainly not help her in a search to find a new career. It wouldn’t help her in any way at all. Of course, she could fight all this. The problem was, as crazy as it all sounded, it was all going to boil down to her word against that of three others, at least one of whom looked like a respectable member of society. Harry was smiling pleasantly at her.
“It won’t be so bad,” he said.
“Because I won’t be doing it,” said Isla.
“Please yourself,” Sophie said, walking toward the door.
“Wait!”
Sophie turned back. “It’s a simple decision. And it’s not a lot to ask. Stay and help out for a couple of weeks or so.”
Isla closed her eyes for a second. Was this really happening to her? Were they really serious?
Half of her thought that the three of them were criminals to be blackmailing her like this. Another part of her was starting to realize that all three loved Katie and were doing whatever they could to try and help her. What would it be like to be so beloved that people would lie and break the law just to make your life easier?
Two weeks, she told herself. Two weeks maximum. She’d still have a couple of weeks at home. And maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea. Maybe the experience would help her decide what she wanted to do next, maybe she’d come up with a new plan whilst working. After all, hotels were really what she knew best in the world.
“Fine,” she said. “I’ll do it.”



Chapter Ten
The problem with the hospital bed was that it didn’t have a spring that poked her in the back every time she turned over like her bed at home.
That and the fact that there were five other people in the room watching her sleep, eat, and, at first, use the bedpan.
Katie sighed, one eye on the door, anxious to get out.
She’d reconciled herself to the idea that she was going to be in plaster for several weeks. She’d reconciled herself to the idea that she wasn’t going to be quite her usual self. What she absolutely hadn’t reconciled herself to was asking for help. She’d get through this, just like she’d got through everything else.
Kicking her heels against the mattress she managed to wiggle her way up to a better sitting position. See? Anything was possible if she put her mind to it. Besides, it wasn’t like she could afford to get any help in. Not if she wanted to pay everyone else.
Of all the stupid things to happen. Being practically flattened by Isla Seymour was not at all what she’d expected when she woke up yesterday morning. In fact, yesterday morning she’d been blissfully ignorant of Isla Seymour’s existence, a state that she very much envied herself.
Thankfully, Isla would be gone by the time Katie got back to the hotel. And she was determined to be back in the hotel by this afternoon, no matter what any doctor said. She couldn’t leave the place longer than that. God knows it came close to burning down at least once a day with her in it, who knew what would happen with her gone?
She was just imagining herself in her own bed, a cup of tea by her side, the familiar cracked ceiling overhead, when a shadow loomed over her. She cracked one eye open, then opened both in surprise.
Isla Seymour lurked at the foot of her bed looking more awkward than she thought she’d seen anyone look for a long time.
“Um, hello?”
“Hello,” Isla said. Then she seemed to collect herself and walked around to Katie’s bedside. “I’ve come to officially apologize, firstly.”
“You have?” asked Katie, disbelieving that Isla apologized to anyone and also that her eyelashes were really real. They were so long.
“I have. I was clumsy, which is unlike me. I, well, to be honest, I’m slightly afraid of dogs and when I saw one in the hotel corridor it…” She trailed off for a second. “No, that’s an excuse. I’m sorry. An apology should never contain an excuse.”
“It was an accident,” Katie said. “You really don’t need to make a formal apology.”
“It was an accident,” said Isla. “Very much an accident, in fact. Absolutely and completely an accident.”
“I know,” Katie said soothingly. “Um, you could get a chair if you wanted?”
“No,” Isla said with a little more of her normal sharpness. “I don’t have time to sit around here.”
“Right.” Katie wondered why exactly she was here if she didn’t have time. And wasn’t she supposed to be on her way back to London by now?
“How does this work then?” Isla asked, looking around.
“How does what work?” asked Katie. “It’s a hospital. You’ve been to one before, I’m sure. There are doctors and nurses and they help sick people feel better.”
“I know how a hospital works,” Isla snapped back. “I was wondering whether or not you need to… check out or something?”
“Check out?” Katie was confused now.
“And I don’t think you should be traveling in that hospital gown. It’s not cold outside, but it still hardly seems appropriate.”
“Hospital gown?” The confusion grew deeper until there was a sudden light at the end of the tunnel. “Wait, are you here to pick me up?” Then she blushed a little at the idea of being picked up by strict, demanding Isla Seymour.
It was probably going to take a while to get all the drugs out of her system, she thought. Those silly painkillers and the silly thoughts they made her have.
“Yes,” Isla said. “Sophie and Harry and Connie are taking care of the hotel and since I was the most expendable at the moment, I was the one sent to pick you up.”
“Ah.” It wasn’t the best response, but it was the best she could come up with in the heat of the moment. She wasn’t sure whether a half hour stuck in a car with Isla Seymour was going to be hell on earth or just mildly irritating. Either way, it didn’t seem good.
“So, shall we get you checked out?”
“This isn’t a hotel, you know,” said Katie. “I don’t think checked out is the term you’re looking for.”
“Is it not?”
“No. And you really don’t have to do this. I’ll call a taxi if the others are too busy. I’m sure you have better things to be doing. Shouldn’t you be on your way back to London by now?”
Isla’s cheeks flushed a faint shade of pink. “No, actually.”
“No?”
“As a matter of fact, I’m going to be staying for a little while.”
“Staying?” Katie said faintly.
Alright, she could run the hotel with her broken arm and dizzy head. She wasn’t at all sure she could deal with the demands of Isla at the same time though. She definitely couldn’t cope with thinly sliced tomato sandwiches and black fair-trade coffee and salt-less caviar or whatever other ideas Isla was going to come up with at all hours of the day.
Isla cleared her throat. “Yes. Staying. It, uh, it came to my attention that you might need help, what with your injury and all. And since I have a little free time on my hands and the injury was my fault, it seemed only fair that I stick around and help out.”
Katie squinted, head rolling a little with dizziness. “You’re staying to help?”
“Indeed.”
“You?”
“Don’t sound so surprised,” Isla said, looking insulted.
“I am though,” said Katie. “I mean, I really don’t know you very well at all, but this doesn’t exactly seem like the sort of thing you’d do.”
Isla shifted from one foot to the other. “It was Sophie’s idea, actually.”
“Ah,” said Katie. “That makes more sense. Soph’s rather good at strong-arming people into doing things they don’t want to do.”
“She is,” Isla agreed.
“And it’s absolutely unnecessary that you stay to help,” said Katie. “Really. You don’t have to. I’m sure you’ve got a life to live and a job to do. Please don’t let Sophie force you to stay.”
For a second Isla looked like she was ready to run, then she smiled a little stonily. “Not at all,” she said. “I’m happy to stay. It’s the right thing to do. And perhaps I’ll learn something from the experience. I’m thinking of a career change, so this could be good for me too.”
“What do you currently do?” asked Katie curiously.
“Nothing interesting,” said Isla, looking around the ward again. “Now, how do we get you checked out of here?”
WORRYING ABOUT THE car ride had been pointless, since the moment Isla had started driving, Katie had fallen straight back to sleep again.
By the time she’d stumbled blearily out of the car and into the waiting arms of Sophie, Harry and Connie, all of whom seemed overjoyed to see her, she’d barely had time to consider the fact that Isla was apparently staying.
“I’ve only been gone a night,” she mumbled into Harry’s shirt as he hugged her.
“We’re just happy to have you back, my dear,” he beamed.
“This place isn’t the same without you,” said Connie kindly.
“We’re just glad you didn’t die and leave us with a failing hotel on our hands,” said Sophie.
Katie glared at her. “I want a word with you.”
“I want a coffee,” declared Isla. “Black, fair-trade, no sugar.”
“Not so fast,” Sophie said. “You’ve been gone all morning. There’s work to be done.”
“She’s right,” Harry said. “The linens weren’t picked up this morning.”
Katie growled. “Not again. I swear, I’ll cancel the contract if they don’t get their act together. Give me a minute and I’ll call the company.”
“No,” said Connie, Harry, and Sophie together.
“I’ll do it,” Isla said. She stalked off into the hotel.
“And you, my dear, need a rest,” said Harry.
“Quite,” agreed Connie. “I’ll ask Tam to whip you up some beef broth.”
“She’s broken her arm, not her stomach,” said Sophie. “She’s not an invalid. Get the woman a sandwich.”
Harry and Connie disappeared through the front door and Katie turned immediately to Sophie. “What’s going on?”
“What do you mean?” Sophie said, eyes opened wide and innocent.
“Why is Isla Seymour staying? She should be long gone by now.”
“I thought you wanted her to stay,” Sophie said. “You said she was pretty.”
“I did?” Katie had no memory of that at all.
“You definitely did,” Sophie said. “And you said you wanted to do unspeakable things to her.”
“I was drugged up to the eyeballs!”
Sophie shrugged. “Well, at least this way you’ve got a shot at her if that’s what you want. I don’t see it, myself. She’s pretty enough, but she’s a nightmare to be around.”
“I don’t want to be around her,” Katie said, though she wasn’t a hundred percent sure that was true.
“You don’t have any choice,” said Sophie. “We need the help. You’re not going to be able to run around like a headless chicken like you normally do. We can’t afford to pay anyone else to be here. So be grateful that we’ve solved the problem. Isla will help run the hotel until you’re back on your feet and the rest of us will keep an eye on her.”
Katie opened her mouth to protest.
“And you’ll get to ogle her from your sick bed,” finished Sophie.
“This is a terrible idea.”
“This isn’t the greatest of ideas,” Sophie allowed. “But at least it’s vaguely workable and doesn’t involve you trying to carry room service trays one-handed. It’ll only be for a couple of weeks. Come on, Kate, you know we can’t expect Harry and Connie to do everything, even though they’re happy to help. They are technically guests.”
Katie sighed. Sophie was right. And it wasn’t like there was a queue of people waiting to work at the hotel for free. “Fine.”
“Good,” grinned Sophie. “And you might even get a girlfriend out of the deal.”
“Absolutely not.”
“Okay, okay. But you’ll get a few days rest at the very least.”



Chapter Eleven
Isla was almost sure she saw the dog. There was a flurry of movement and the glimpse of the tip of a tail around a corner and she was about to make chase when an American couple appeared in front of the reception desk.
“Good morning,” boomed the man.
“Morning,” said Isla, wary of the cheeriness.
“Just a small thing,” said the small woman next to the big man. “This morning the housekeeper came into our room without knocking.”
“Oh,” said Isla. “That’s not good.”
“And we did have the Do Not Disturb sign up,” said the man.
“And it was the third time since we’ve been here,” added the woman.
“I’ll take it up with her immediately,” Isla said, making herself smile as widely as she could.
The Americans grinned and left through the front doors and Isla was preparing once again to hunt down the hotel’s ghost dog when Sophie came out of the dining room.
“I need a word with you,” said Isla.
“What is it?”
“That American couple complained that you went into their room.”
“Well, they need someone to collect those sopping wet towels once a day.”
“They said you didn’t knock and that they had the Do Not Disturb sign up,” said Isla.
“Oh.” Sophie swallowed and shrugged uncomfortably. “Probably didn’t see it is all.”
“Be more careful in the future,” Isla said, just as a young man came up to the desk. “Can I help you?” She was getting good at this, remembering to smile, but not being too friendly. Just the right level of professional distance, she thought.
“Yes, can you point me toward town, please?”
“Go out the door and turn right at the end of the drive,” said Isla promptly.
The man left and Sophie chuckled. “Better get used to that one,” she said. “You’ll be asked about fifty times a day.”
Isla frowned. “But what a waste of time. Why don’t you have a sign? That way guests would know what they were doing and the staff would save time. Far more efficient.” Taken by the idea she pulled a piece of paper from the printer and a pen from a jar behind the desk.
In neat writing she wrote directions to town, pulled a piece of tape from a dispenser and then went around the desk and stuck the sign to the front. She stood back, admiring her handiwork. “What do you think?”
“It’s a bit… lopsided?” Sophie said hesitantly.
“Well, we’ll do it properly later. And get it laminated,” Isla said. “But for now, it will do the job. Which reminds me, did you work on that list I asked you for?” She’d asked Sophie to write her a list of all the things that Katie normally did in a work day so that she’d know where to start.
“Um, not yet,” Sophie said. “I had rooms to clean.”
“And guests to disturb,” said Isla disapprovingly. “Well, please make it a priority.”
“Right,” Sophie said, scuttling off.
Harry appeared a moment later. “Rubbish men didn’t take the big bin again,” he said, smiling cheerfully. “You’ll need to phone Ron down in town to get it taken care of.”
“Right,” Isla said. But before she could ask for any more information, Harry had gone out through the front door, whistling.
For a second she thought about everything else she’d been planning to do. She needed to laminate that sign and deal with the linen delivery and check the reservations for today as well as find out what was on today’s menu so she could print some up for the tables. Table menus were her own idea, the hotel generally used a blackboard, which she found tacky, something she’d mentioned in her review.
But the rubbish needed taking care of.
“Excuse me?” asked a woman wearing a headscarf. “Could you point me toward where the moor path starts?”
“Of course,” smiled Isla. She showed the woman the way, then pulled out another piece of printer paper, scribbled a sign, stuck it next to the first and hurried off, leaving the desk unattended.
It wasn’t hard to find Katie’s room. She followed the corridor that she’d seen Sophie disappear down more than once and eventually came to a door marked Private that she knocked on.
“Come in,” called Katie.
“Sorry to bother you,” Isla said as she came in. Then she paused.
Katie was sitting up in bed but was as pale as a sheet. Her blonde hair fell in waves and curls over her shoulder, a t-shirt that was far too large slid over her other shoulder, and she looked all of eighteen.
Isla took a breath, then shook her head to dispel any stray thoughts that might be lurking around.
“Um, I just need to know if you’ve got the number for the rubbish man. Roy, I think it is?” she asked briskly.
“Ron. I’ll phone him,” said Katie.
“No, no,” Isla said. “Let me. I’m supposed to be helping. I just want to phone before I go to the kitchen to get the menus for today so I can print them up.”
“We use the board,” Katie said.
“I know, but—”
“It uses less paper.”
“And looks tacky,” said Isla. “Do you have that number?”
“This isn’t your hotel,” Katie said as she took out her phone.
“I didn’t say it was,” said Isla, taking out her own phone and keying in the number that Katie reeled off to her.
“So it’s not your place to change anything,” said Katie.
“Fine, fine,” said Isla, not listening at all. “Enjoy your rest.”
She went back to reception where two people were now waiting.
“Do you have the number for a taxi company please,” asked the first.
Isla helped him and then scrawled the number on a piece of printer paper.
“Is there a swimming pool in the hotel?” asked the second.
Information that should be available on the website, thought Isla. If there was a website. She added that to her list of things to think about and wrote another note on printer paper.
Pinning up her two new signs and thinking that actually, busy as things were, she was doing quite well at this job, she went off to the kitchen.
THE MAN GRUNTED.
“But what is it?” Isla asked. She had a pen in her hand and a pad of paper, which so far listed melon and toast, the only two things that she’d been able to identify herself.
The man just nodded toward the pot he was stirring.
“Good luck with that,” Sophie said, coming into the kitchen. “Tam isn’t a big one for words, are you Tam?”
The man grinned and showed a front tooth missing.
“Well that’s hardly helpful,” said Isla. “All I want to know is what’s for dinner tonight.”
Sophie glanced down into the pot. “Venison stew,” she said. Tam nodded toward the big fridge, which Sophie opened and looked inside. “There’s a Caesar Salad in here as well as a couscous dish,” she added.
Isla was scribbling everything down when she saw movement in the corner of the kitchen. She turned to get a better look and then squealed. “Get that dog out of here,” she said. “It’s unhygienic.”
Tam sniffed and Sophie tried to hide a smile.
“I mean it,” said Isla. “Out, and I mean now.” She turned around and flounced out of the kitchen.
She was halfway down the corridor before she heard the sound of paws trotting after her. She gave another squeal. Sophie came out of the kitchen and laughed. “You did say you wanted him out of the kitchen,” she said.
“It’s not funny.”
“Oh, leave Pip alone. He’s a fixture around here. And he’s a good boy,” Sophie said, patting the dog’s shaggy head.
“He’s unhygienic and shouldn’t be here,” said Isla, walking on toward the front desk, determined to lead the dog out into the front courtyard. “And what about that list I asked you for?”
“Um, not quite finished,” said Sophie. They rounded the corner to the desk and Sophie stopped. “You’ve been busy.”
Isla looked at the row of paper signs stuck to the front of the desk. “It’s temporary,” she said. “But the idea’s a good one. I just haven’t had time to work out the kinks yet.”
Maybe she’d hire herself out as some kind of consultant, she thought. That was a good idea.
“Right,” said Sophie.
“Excuse me,” said a young boy, coming up to the desk. “Oh, a dog, how nice.” He bent to pat the dog and Isla gritted her teeth.
“Can I help you?” she said.
“Is it safe to get into the sea down at the beach out there?” he asked, grinning widely. “My dad says it is, but mum says it’s not.”
“It’s fine,” said Sophie, jumping in. “Just make sure you’re down there with someone, there’s no lifeguard.”
“Thanks,” said the boy, running off, but Isla was already writing out a sign.
“Are you sure about this sign thing?” Sophie asked doubtfully.
“It’s a time saver. You must answer the same dozen or so questions day in and day out,” Isla said. “Don’t you?”
“Well, I suppose so,” Sophie said. “I mean mostly. The Americans yesterday asked where the castle is even though there isn’t one, which was pretty new though.”
“Isn’t there one?”
“No,” Sophie said.
Isla looked at her expectantly, and Sophie sighed, pulled yet another piece of printer paper out of the drawer, and handed it over to her.
BY EARLY AFTERNOON the arrival of anyone at the reception desk was heralded by a loud rustling of paper as Isla’s many signs moved in the breeze.
She’d been meaning to add a bell to her shopping list for the front desk, but in the meantime, the sign rustling was doing a fairly good job, Isla thought, as the papers rustled again and she got up to stick her head out of the office.
“What the hell is all this?”
Katie was still looking pale. She was also looking a lot more upright, standing at the desk in jeans and a t-shirt, broken arm strapped across her chest, and face as dark as thunder. Isla licked her lips and looked down at the desk.
“Informational signs,” she said.
“Get out,” Katie said quietly.
“What?”
“This isn’t your hotel. You’re supposed to be helping me. But if I have to come and check up on you all the time, you’re hardly helping, are you? So leave.”
“I said I’d stay,” Isla said, thinking about what Sophie and the others would do if they thought she’d run away from her commitment.
“You’re banned,” Katie said, face set, eyes gleaming, lips thin with anger. “You’re banned and I don’t want to see you in my hotel again.”
Isla considered arguing. But Katie was getting redder by the second. So she did the only thing she could, she turned around and walked away.



Chapter Twelve
Katie groaned as she leaned with her good arm on the reception desk. This was the last thing she needed.
Seeing the host of stupid signs on the desk had been the last straw. Not that there’d really been a first straw. She didn’t need the kind of help Isla was offering. She should have known better than to accept. But she’d been drugged and tired and hadn’t wanted the fight.
Now she had to throw the interfering woman out. All because Sophie had had some sort of bizarre match-making fantasy.
She had a feeling that in the last twenty four hours her life had spun out of her control and she was determined to get things back on track. Starting off with checking Isla Seymour out of the hotel for good.
“Ooo, signs,” Connie said. “How useful.”
Katie groaned again. “Not helpful.”
“Yes, they sort of are,” said Harry, coming in behind Connie. “After all, all the guests do have the same kinds of questions, don’t they? It must save a lot of time to have ready made answers like that.”
“Can’t say I think much of the design though,” sniffed Connie. “Though the handwriting’s neat enough, I suppose.”
“Nice and efficient, that’s the ticket,” Harry said. “And if we don’t hurry we won’t have time to change for dinner.”
Connie shuddered as though this would be a terrible, awful thing, and the two of them rushed back off to their rooms.
Okay, maybe there was a small point there. Guests did tend to ask the same kinds of questions. Maybe she’d have a little more time in her day if she wasn’t constantly directing people toward town.
Not that that meant she wanted her nice wooden reception desk to become the hotel noticeboard.
“Did you ban Isla?”
Katie looked up to see Sophie, hands on her hips, glaring at her. “And so what if I did? Did you see what she’s done to my reception desk?”
“It’s a work in progress,” Sophie said. “And just who in the hell is supposed to run this place if you’ve tossed Isla out on her ear?”
“Me.”
“You? You’re going to carry room service trays and pull the bins out to be collected and carry extra towels up and lift mattresses to be turned and any one of a million other things that you very obviously can’t do right now?” Sophie demanded.
“The woman is a menace,” said Katie.
“She’s irritating, I’ll grant you that,” said Sophie, lowering her voice a little and coming closer to the desk. “But she’s not got a bad heart. She wants to be helpful, I think. She just… well, she just doesn’t know much about running a hotel and has her own ideas is all.”
“It’s my hotel. I have my ideas.”
“You’re being stubborn,” Sophie said.
“And you’re just trying to get me laid, which I don’t very much appreciate.”
Sophie rolled her eyes. “That was just an added bonus,” she said. “The extra pair of hands will come in handy, just you wait and see. And here you are turning down free help. You’re not as clever as I thought you were.”
“Soph, this isn’t your problem. It’s mine.”
“It’s all of ours. We all work here.”
“I’ll figure something out.”
“Yeah, figure out that you shouldn’t be tossing Isla out, that we actually have an opportunity here, why can’t you?”
Katie bit back a reply. She really didn’t want to argue with Sophie. “Don’t you have rooms to turn down?”
Sophie tutted but backed off anyway, leaving Katie to her thoughts.
Her own hotel. It hadn’t exactly been a dream. It had just sort of happened, which was strange, but true. And the real truth of the matter was that she didn’t know how much longer this could all go on.
She battled on from one month to the next, not wanting to let Harry or Connie or Sophie down. But it couldn’t last forever. She just didn’t know how to end things, that was all.
Not that she particularly wanted to end things. This hadn’t been the dream, but she’d found something here. A place that she belonged, a family that she hadn’t known she’d wanted. It was hard work, for sure, but it was the kind of work that she woke up wanting to do, rather than dreading.
The phone rang and she picked it up. “Could I get an extra blanket and a pillow?” asked a voice.
She checked the extension number. Room four. “Of course, I’ll be right there.”
She rushed to the linen closet, back up near the kitchen, reached for a blanket and came out with a sheet instead. She turned on the light in confusion.
The sheets were where the blankets had been. The pillows were neatly stacked at the back. The blankets had been rolled rather than folded. And the whole place looked better organized, cleaner, and easier to deal with.
She nodded in approval. She’d have to remember to thank Sophie for doing the extra work. She took a blanket and then had to put it down to grab a pillow. Then she couldn’t pick up the blanket with one hand again.
She grunted with frustration and put everything down, piling the blanket on top of the pillow and then trying to grasp it one-handed.
It took a solid five minutes before she’d figured out how to carry everything at once and then, just as she was rounding the corner, she lost her grip on the pillow and everything fell.
“For God’s sake.”
“Let me.”
Isla bent and picked up everything. “Room four?” she guessed.
“How did you know?” asked Katie.
“They complained about the lack of heat, even though it’s summer,” Isla said. “I’ll take care of this.”
Katie was going to refuse, but Isla was already walking off with the pillow and blanket so she thought it’d be churlish to say anything.
Instead, she went back to the reception desk, where Isla found her a few minutes later.
“I’m sorry,” Isla said immediately. “I stepped on toes and I should have asked you before making any changes.”
“You’re right.”
“I, uh, I’m not much of a people person, actually.”
“You’re kidding,” said Katie, leaning on the desk with her good arm again. “And yet you want to work in a hotel.”
“I want to help make up for something that I caused,” Isla said. “And, yes, maybe I’d like to get a little work experience, find out a little more about what goes on behind the scenes, what’s wrong with that?”
“Nothing, except a lot of this job involves dealing with people.”
Isla sniffed. “It’s not a bad idea,” she said. “The signs and all.”
Katie sighed. “It’s not,” she allowed. “But the signs, well, you were the one complaining that my blackboard in the dining room was tacky.”
“The signs are a work in progress. I was just trying to save time.”
And avoid having to talk to people, Katie thought. “I understand. And maybe there’s a compromise option. I was thinking about perhaps having the information printed into a booklet and leaving it in each room. A sort of FAQ about the hotel and the surroundings.”
Isla nodded. “That’s a much better idea.”
“One I wouldn’t have had without you here,” Katie said generously.
“So, are you really going to throw me out?”
“Are you going to continue making unilateral decisions about my hotel?”
Isla pressed her lips together. “I shall try harder to be a better… team player.” She said the words like they were dirty.
“Alright then,” said Katie. “I suppose you can stick around for a little while longer. I do somewhat need the help.” She couldn’t even carry a pillow and blanket. “But no more big ideas without talking to me first.”
“I’m just here to help,” Isla said. “Oh, before I forget, I don’t want it to be a nasty surprise but I re-ordered the linen room. I can put it back to how it was before if you like.”
“That was you?” Katie asked. She took a deep breath. “Thank you. It looks much better.”
“I was going to check with Sophie and Tam to see if there were any room service orders that need to be carried up.”
Katie nodded. “That sounds helpful. Thank you.”
Maybe it didn’t have to be so bad having someone around to help a little. Particularly, she thought as she watched Isla’s hips sway as she walked away, someone so attractive.
THE EMAIL HAD been sitting in her inbox all day and she hadn’t had the time to check it until now.
The sun had gone down, dinner was over, and the hotel was starting to quieten down for the night. It was getting cooler and Katie pulled her glasses on so that she could read the email for a second time.
It wasn’t the first such offer she’d received. But it was perhaps the first time she’d really considered taking an offer.
The Lanton Bay Hotel was in a good location, it was hardly surprising that chain hotels wanted to buy the property. She’d even had a private buyer want to take the hotel off her hands a few months ago.
She opened her browser and typed “International Vacations Ltd” into the search bar, bringing up a list of results. Then she shivered in the breeze from her open window and reached back to pull on the cardigan that hung over the back of the chair.
“Crap,” she said, as the cardigan fell to the floor.
She picked it up and tried to drape it over her shoulders, but succeeded only in hitting herself on the head and then dropping the garment yet again.
“Let me help,” Isla said.
Katie wondered how long she’d been standing there watching. “Thank you,” she said brusquely.
Isla picked up the cardigan and then began gathering up the sleeve like she would if she was dressing a child. “Give me your good hand.”
Obedient and somewhat transfixed by just how long Isla’s fingers were, Katie held out her hand and let Isla pull the sleeve over her fingers and up her hand. She studiously ignored the way Isla’s fingers stroked at the skin on her wrist, even though a swirling feeling started in her stomach.
Carefully, Isla pulled the cardigan over her shoulders, draping it onto her other shoulder. The swirling feeling grew stronger as Isla’s hand brushed against the hair at the back of her neck and Katie found that she was breathing fast.
There was a long second when Katie thought she might do or say something stupid. When she could smell something clean and sweet that could only be Isla. When she completely forgot that Isla was demanding and interfering.
“Oh, International Vacations,” Isla said.
The words broke the spell and Katie remembered where she was and who she was with. “What of it?”
“Nothing,” said Isla. “They’re a big company though, one of the biggest in Europe. I wonder if they’re hiring consultants?”
“I have no idea,” said Katie, not sure why the question was important. So the offer was real then, the company was real, this could be a serious thing.
“I was going to head to my room, unless there was anything else that needed doing?” Isla said.
Katie looked at the screen and then minimized the browser. The offer might be real, but she couldn’t justify taking it. Not when she had her found family to look after. Even if the money was more than she’d have expected.
“No, nothing,” she said. “You’re free to go.”
“Right,” Isla said.
For a moment she just stood there and Katie felt again that strange swirling feeling. Then she turned and was gone.
Katie sighed and switched off her computer. Her head ached again and she really needed to get some sleep. She’d have to get up early in the morning. She might have decided to accept a little help, but it was clear that Isla couldn’t be trusted in the hotel alone.



Chapter Thirteen
The day started badly. Isla was already out of the door when she remembered that she’d left her phone charging. She turned to go back for it and then spent way too long jiggling her key in the door trying to get back in.
“Lock needs oiling,” she muttered as she finally opened it. She added oiling lock to her mental to do list.
Then, when she arrived at the reception desk, Katie was already there. “I thought you were supposed to be resting?”
“I’ve got a hotel to run,” Katie said, immersed in whatever it was she was doing.
Isla rolled her eyes. As if she hadn’t stuck around to help. Well, maybe she didn’t need to stick around any longer. Not if Katie was on her feet and ready to work. Maybe Sophie and Harry and Connie had all calmed the hell down and she could walk out now unscathed.
She pulled some paper out of a cupboard in the back office and got down to work.
She’d only stayed in a moment of madness anyway. She’d been tired and wrong-footed. And okay, maybe it had been a good idea to get some experience here, maybe it had helped her clear her mind a little. But that didn’t mean that she had to spend the next month here.
She would, she thought, seriously think about hotel consulting. It could be a lucrative career. After all, who better to yank stray hotels into line than someone who’d spent most of her adult life complaining about hotels?
She cut a piece of red paper to size, then fumbled in a drawer for glue.
“Morning Katie.”
She looked up to see Harry passing the desk on his way to breakfast.
She took a green piece of paper next and started cutting.
This whole thing was getting more and more uncomfortable, she decided. It wasn’t as though she didn’t know what she did for a living, of course she did. But maybe the details had escaped her slightly when she was being blackmailed into running a hotel.
The truth was that what she was doing was probably very unethical and against whatever moral code it was that governed hotel inspectors. Inserting herself into the actual running of the hotel was not a great idea. Which, on the off chance, that she did get to keep her job in the future, should mean that leaving was the best plan.
And what happened if anyone found out what she did for a living? What happened if Katie or Sophie or Harry or Connie read the review that she’d written? What then?
She started spreading glue on the green paper.
“A fine morning, Katie,” Connie said, breezing past.
Isla dropped the glue and slapped her hands on the desk as Connie disappeared into the dining room. “And what the hell am I?”
“What?” Katie asked, half-distracted.
Isla breathed out of her nose. “Nothing.”
“No,” said Katie, looking up properly. “What? You seem cross.”
“Just… it’s silly,” said Isla, feeling herself start to blush.
“Tell me anyway.”
Another deep breath. “It’s just… Harry and Connie both walked past the desk where both of us are working and both greeted you and ignored me.”
Katie laughed. “It’s probably that I’m just such a fixture here that they didn’t expect to see anyone else so didn’t notice you were here, that’s all.”
“Charming.”
“Don’t take it personally,” said Katie, shrugging. “I’m sure they meant no harm. They’re good people really.”
Isla raised an eyebrow. “They care about you.” As soon as she said it she realized that it was what was really bothering her. She shifted her weight, uncomfortable with the realization. Since when had she become the grumpy old lady who begrudged other people having friends?
“They’re my friends,” Katie said. “I’m sure you have friends that care about you.”
“You’d be surprised,” Isla said before she could stop herself.
“Oh come on,” said Katie. “You mean that you just live alone and dine alone and play alone and do everything alone?”
And what she’d meant as a sarcastic joke was so close to Isla’s truth that the words stung more than they should have.
“You’re a smart, attractive woman,” Katie went on. “It’s not like you’re a Billy-no-mates, give me a break.”
Not exactly the phrase that Isla would have chosen to describe herself. Even if it did fit like a glove. “Of course not,” she said with a grim smile.
“What are you doing over there?” said Katie, leaning in a little. “Some kind of arts and crafts project?”
Isla pursed her lips as she remembered she was really supposed to bring ideas to Katie rather than act on them directly. Shit. This was such a small thing though, she couldn’t possibly be angry, could she?
“Are those my Do Not Disturb signs you’re gluing things all over?” Katie said, looking distinctly like she was getting angry.
“Um, yes?”
“And why exactly?”
Isla held up the sign, twirling it one way and the other to show a red side and a green side. “I’ll laminate it when I’m finished,” she said. “And I thought it would make things easier for Sophie.”
“In what way?” Katie asked, eyes narrowing.
“She’s dyslexic.”
“She told you that?” Katie’s eyes narrowed even further.
“She didn’t have to,” said Isla. “She keeps going into rooms that have their Do Not Disturb signs up. When I ask her to do anything involving reading or writing, like checking the signs I put up on the desk, or making me a list of all the duties you have around the hotel, she procrastinates or makes excuses. It’s sort of obvious.”
There was quiet, and then, to Isla’s horror, Katie’s eyes started to fill with tears.
“What?”
“Nothing,” Katie said, sniffing.
It occurred to Isla all at once that not only did Katie’s friends care about her, but Katie cared about them too. Katie’s reaction was instinctive and genuine, and Isla didn’t know quite how to deal with it.
She stood awkwardly at the desk and wondered if she should try to find tissues or something.
She also wondered how Katie had found a little family like this. What she’d done to collect these people and keep them in her life.
✽✽✽
 
Yes, Isla was demanding and annoying and interfering. But this was the first time that Katie had seen something more. The first time that she’d seen that, actually, Isla could be kind as well.
With a sniff, Katie blinked away her tears. “You haven’t said anything to Soph, have you?”
Isla shook her head.
“Good, she’s, um, understandably a little touchy about it being mentioned. I’m sure she’ll tell you at some point, but best that you don’t say anything first.”
“Of course,” Isla said. She held up the sign again. “So, these?”
“They’re a kind and lovely idea,” Katie said. “And we’ve got a lot of rooms, so let me help you make some more.”
She should be kinder, she thought. After all, Isla didn’t have to help out, did she? She could have just apologized and left.
She glanced out of the corner of her eye at Isla’s long fingers cutting red paper into strips.
Then there was the other thing. The reason that Sophie had really made Isla stay. The reason that was stupid and yet, for a moment every now and again, more than tempting.
Maybe she’d misjudged Isla. From the way she spoke it sounded like perhaps she didn’t have many people around her, whatever she might say. Perhaps she was just a little socially awkward. Which was definitely fixable.
“Excuse me.”
“Yes?” said both Isla and Katie looking up.
“I was wondering if you could tell me which way the town is?” asked a middle-aged man.
“Check the FAQ brochure in your room,” Isla said immediately, bending back down over her project.
“Oh, oh, right,” said the man, backing off a few steps.
“Sir?” Katie jumped in. “Sorry about that, the information is in the brochure in your room, but of course you don’t need to go and find it now! Just go out of the door, follow the drive and turn right at the bottom.”
“Thank you,” the man said, smiling cheerfully.
He walked off and Katie turned to Isla. “You can’t be rude like that.”
“Well, what’s the point of the FAQ booklet if they’re not going to use it?” said Isla, pasting down a red piece of paper. “They have to learn the habit of looking things up.”
“They’re guests, not naughty puppies,” Katie said.
“And the booklets were supposed to save time. This place needs to be more efficient.”
“You’re being ridiculous,” said Katie.
“And you’re being inefficient,” said Isla. “Take this, for example.” She held up one of the new Do Not Disturb signs. “Do you have any idea how much time this will save in terms of not having to handle complaints, not to mention Sophie being able to understand and therefore plan and clean faster.”
Katie closed her eyes and sighed. “And here was me thinking you were doing this to be nice.”
“Why would I do this to be nice?” asked Isla looking confused.
Katie shook her head. “No reason.”
So maybe her judgment hadn’t been quite as off the mark as she’d thought. She rubbed her nose and got back down to work. And maybe it was about time she got Isla to leave.



Chapter Fourteen
Isla watched Katie walk away and for just a moment allowed herself to watch the curve of her backside. The way it swayed was almost hypnotic.
Then she forced herself to look away.
Katie was attractive, she’d have to be blind not to notice that. But, and here was the key element, these things never worked out.
Relationships, friendships, whatever they were, they just didn’t work where Isla Seymour was concerned.
Maybe she had some kind of hex on her, or perhaps it was a fundamental flaw in her make-up, but she was genetically incapable of connecting with other people. She just was. She’d ceased even seeing this as a bad thing, it was just a thing, a part of herself, a thing that was and couldn’t be overcome.
So she could look at Katie Monroe’s backside and appreciate its curves and look at Katie’s generous mouth and sparkling eyes and think that she was beautiful. But she could not and would not ever act on those feelings.
Okay, so maybe Katie wasn’t quite the pushover that she’d first thought, maybe she wasn’t quite the failure as a manager that she’d first thought, but that meant nothing. It just meant that she was slightly nicer, slightly better, but the end result would be the same. Isla would leave the hotel.
Which she should probably do sooner rather than later.
She peered down the corridor, saw nothing and no one, and then slowly backed her way into the tiny office.
She had a suspicion and she wanted to confirm it. Ever since she’d seen Katie’s computer screen the night before she’d thought that perhaps all was not as it seemed at the little hotel. And now she was curious.
The computer had no password on it, which seemed foolish but since it was working in her favor, Isla chose to ignore the oversight. Quickly, she started clicking through files, glancing at what she found, her frown getting deeper and deeper and she got deeper and deeper into the hotel accounts.
A half hour later she was perched on the desk chair, closing out all the files that she’d opened, and thinking.
Her suspicions were more than confirmed.
The hotel was doing terribly in a financial sense. In fact, she had no idea how the place was still open. They were definitely living hand to mouth.
Which meant that her underlying suspicions might also be true. Katie had been looking up International Vacations because she was thinking about selling out to the chain. At least considering it.
Isla pouted and sat back in the chair.
It would probably be for the best, in her opinion. Unless Katie turned the hotel around in a major way, she was on the road to having to declare bankruptcy if she wasn’t careful. On the other hand, the last thing the world needed was yet another chain hotel.
She scratched her nose and wondered what to do with the information that she had. It was none of her business, of course. And she might be completely wrong. On the other hand, she might be completely right and, if she was being honest with herself, she’d felt a little shiver of anticipation at the thought of a challenge.
Not that the challenge would be hers.
Or even that she’d have a part in it.
Because the hotel wasn’t hers, this wasn’t her job, Katie was simply being polite and needed an extra pair of hands, and the rest of the little dysfunctional family, well, they were busy blackmailing her and threatening her with assault charges.
She sighed and wondered why she hadn’t already left, why she wasn’t in her room right now packing her bags in order to leave.
“Katie?”
Harry’s voice echoed through to the back room and Isla closed down the computer before heading out to the front desk. “She’s on break,” she said.
“Oh, that doesn’t matter, dear,” Harry said, leaning on the counter. “I was just looking for a little company, I suppose. And you’ll do just as well as anyone else.” He smiled gently. “Are you enjoying your time here, my dear?”
Isla bristled. “You mean my forced labor? My kidnapping? My being held hostage?”
Harry chuckled. “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” he said. “You’re just doing a nice thing, and doesn’t it feel good?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” she mimicked.
He chuckled again. “Fair enough, I suppose. But you’re not really being held hostage. I mean, you have told your friends and family where you are, haven’t you?” Suddenly, he looked worried.
“No,” Isla said. Harry opened his mouth, but she jumped in first. “But only because they wouldn’t care.”
“I’m sure that’s not true.”
“What would you know about it?” Isla said. “And it’s true. Completely true. My friends are non-existent, and my parents moved to Australia five years ago and I haven’t seen them since.”
“So you’re all alone in the world?” he said, face softening. And when Isla didn’t see the point of answering, he added: “I’d know more about that than you’d think.”
“Psh, you? Here in your cozy little hotel? Surrounded by people who love you? Right.”
Harry cocked his head. “You make a lot of assumptions, don’t you?” he said. “You might find that people find you more likable if you stopped doing that.”
Isla rolled her eyes and just at that moment caught sight of a flash of black tail. “That damn dog,” she growled. “Look after the desk while I chase him down.”
“No,” said Harry.
Isla stopped in mid-step. “No?”
“No,” confirmed Harry. “Pip’s no trouble and he’s not worrying you, leave him alone.”
“It’s unhygienic.”
“No more so than quite a lot of the guests,” Harry said reasonably. “At least Pip generally uses the toilet outside. You wouldn’t believe some of the things poor Soph has to clean up.” His eyes alighted on the new Do Not Disturb signs. “Oh, what a clever idea.”
“They’re easier to use, and… to understand,” Isla said, unsure of just how much Harry knew about Sophie and conscious of her promise not to say anything about what she’d deduced.
“Because of Sophie’s little problem,” Harry beamed. “That’s a kind and useful idea. See? You are doing nice things, I told you. And don’t tell me that it doesn’t feel at least a little bit good to help someone out. Imagine just how relieved Sophie will be. I’m annoyed we didn’t all think of this first.”
Isla shrugged but felt herself flushing. “It was just an idea,” she mumbled.
“A kind idea,” said Harry. He checked his watch. “You know, it’s almost time for a cup of tea.”
“I’ll call the kitchen and order it up,” Isla said. “To your room or the dining room?”
“Actually, I was going to bring you one, dear,” Harry said, shuffling off toward the kitchen. “Milk, no sugar?”
“Yes,” said Isla, surprised. “Yes, that’d be perfect.”
Maybe Harry wasn’t so bad. He was by far the gentlest of the three potential criminals, Isla thought. And, she suddenly realized, he would be lost without the hotel. So would Connie. Sophie too, she suspected, once her dyslexia came to light.
Just what would they all do if Katie sold the hotel?
ISLA FINISHED TYPING up the menus and printed them out, leaving them in a stack on the reception desk so that Sophie could put them on the tables.
“Thank you,” Katie said. “It’s hard to type with one hand.”
“You seem to be managing alright,” said Isla.
Katie laughed. “You should see me in the shower.” Then she blushed.
Isla felt her cheeks redden too. “Uh, yeah?” she managed.
“I just meant, well, it’s hard to wash my hair with one arm, that’s all.”
“Right,” said Isla. “It must be.”
Katie cleared her throat and Isla watched the movement in her neck, the way the skin rippled. “You’re fine to go on break now, if you’d like?”
Isla tore her eyes away. “Yes, yes, I think I might.” She checked the time. “I’ll take a bath now before the rush starts.”
“Do you bathe in the middle of every afternoon?” asked Katie, eyes dancing in merriment.
“No,” Isla said shortly. “But in cases where hot water might be at a premium, I find it best.”
“I suppose I deserve that,” said Katie. “Our boiler isn’t that reliable. I keep meaning to get it fixed.”
Isla almost said something about not being able to afford it, but decided not to at the last minute. Maybe it was better if Katie didn’t know that she knew about the hotel’s finances. Maybe it would be better if no one knew that she’d been sneaking around.
“Off you go then,” Katie said, turning back to the bookings screen. “I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”
It wasn’t going to be quite that long, though Isla didn’t know that yet.
She went to her room and started the bath running. She’d taken off her clothes already when she heard a rough barking somewhere close by. Anger prickled along her spine. That damn dog.
Quickly, she grabbed a towel, wrapped it around her, and poked her head out of the door. There was nothing to be seen.
She tugged her room key from the lock on the other side and took a step out to see better.
Which was when the door closed with a slight snick behind her.
Panicking, Isla took a step, or tried to. But someone was holding her from behind. No, she thought, as she tried to take a step, her towel was closed in the door.
She turned, sticking the key in the lock, just as Pip bounded around the corner and down the hallway.
Isla’s hand started to shake as she tried desperately to open the lock. But the key just wouldn’t turn. The dog was getting closer, its breath warm and panting. Isla’s heart was beating harder, threatening to beat out of her chest. The key was stuck in the lock now and wouldn’t move an inch.
And Isla did the only thing she could as the dog drew ever closer.
She screamed.



Chapter Fifteen
Katie took one look and then turned her back and covered her eyes as well, just in case.
“Don’t look!” Isla shouted.
“I wasn’t looking,” said Katie, even though she could still see Isla’s delicate shoulders, her long legs, the hotel towel clutched to her chest doing little to cover anything. It was an image burned into her brain, one she was not sure she’d ever be able to get rid of.
Pip slunk past her and turned the corner toward the kitchen.
“Well, help me then,” shrieked Isla.
“That’s going to be tough without looking,” said Katie doubtfully. Slowly, she began to walk backward, definitely not looking. Definitely not thinking about the way Isla’s long, long legs disappeared up into the small, small towel. Definitely not feeling rather too warm in the suddenly stuffy hotel corridor.
“My key’s stuck.”
“Ah,” said Katie. “Um, well, step away from the door and I’ll have a try at opening it.”
“I can’t.”
“No, really, just a step back, I’ll turn this way so I won’t see anything,” Katie said.
“No, I really can’t.”
Katie gritted her teeth. “Look, I’m not ogling you like a sixteen year old boy, for God’s sake. I’m a grown woman with a sense of decency.”
“That’s not what I meant,” Isla said, voice sounding miserable. “Um, I can’t step away from the door. The, um, the towel’s stuck.”
Katie felt her lips twitch. She hurriedly coughed to cover up the laugh that was brewing. “Your, um, your towel’s stuck in the door?”
“Yes,” Isla said.
Her voice was closer now and Katie stopped walking backward out of fear that she’d bump into her. “And you’re locked out of your room?”
“Yes,” said Isla, voice getting harder again.
“And, um, what exactly were you doing going out into the corridor naked anyway?” Katie asked.
But before Isla could answer, Harry rounded the corner, took one look, and immediately turned his back. “Oh, good heavens.”
“Thank goodness,” Katie said.
“Seriously?” said Isla. “Yes, fine, thank goodness. The more the merrier. Send everyone else in for a look, why don’t you?”
“Oh be quiet,” snapped Katie. “You do realize that I’m not a magician, right? Without Harry I’d have to leave you lurking naked and alone in the corridor while I got the lock fixed. With Harry we have more options. Unless, of course, you actually want to be naked in the hotel corridor. Perhaps naked is your preferred state of being. Maybe you’re one of those people that just like being naked.”
She’d said the word naked way too often in that little tirade, she thought suddenly. So often that it was starting to sound funny. So often that she was starting to feel even warmer. She shook herself. Now was not the time to start having funny feelings.
“Harry, give me your jacket.”
“Ah, so we’re all going to be naked in a hotel corridor,” he chuckled as he slipped off his jacket. “I had no idea this was that kind of hotel. What fun I’ve been missing.”
“Not helpful, Harry,” said Katie, taking the jacket and passing it back over her head to Isla. “Put this on.”
“Alright,” Isla said a moment later.
Katie turned around and, to be honest, the view wasn’t much better. The towel, now hanging forgotten from the door, hadn’t covered much. But the suit jacket was somehow even sexier. The way the sleeves covered Isla’s fingers to the knuckle, the way she hugged it to herself emphasizing her waist. Katie gulped.
“Alright, Harry, go and find Tam and get some WD-40 to oil this lock. When you’ve got the door open, come and find me.”
“And where will you be?” he asked.
Katie gave it a quick moment’s thought, then remembered the opposite room was empty. “In here,” she said, quickly opening the door and ushering Isla into the empty room.
“Said is as good as done,” said Harry, trotting off.
Katie closed the room door and leaned against it, breathing out a sigh of relief. Then she eyed Isla, perched on the corner of the bed. “Don’t mess that bed up, Sophie will give you a good talking to if you do.”
“I wasn’t planning on it,” Isla said.
She wasn’t quite her usual self. But then, Katie supposed that stripping someone of their clothes did put them at rather a disadvantage. “So, what were you doing outside?”
“Looking for that damn dog.”
“Will you leave Pip alone?” Katie said. “He’s a part of the hotel. He’s not to be chased outside, is that clear?”
Isla huffed out a sigh. “I suppose.”
“And stay away from him. Whenever you and Pip are in close proximity, bad things seem to happen.”
Isla frowned at her, but didn’t disagree.
Katie was painfully aware that she was standing in a hotel room with a very almost naked Isla Seymour and that whilst this could be the beginning of a fantasy it could also be the beginning of some kind of harassment lawsuit. She averted her eyes again. “So, you’re going to be alright in here?” she said, thinking that she could leave and help Harry.
“Are you thinking about selling the hotel?”
Katie blinked and looked back at Isla, who was looking up at her with wide blue eyes. “What?”
“Are you thinking about selling this place?”
“Why? Do you want to buy it?” Katie said.
“No, just…”
“Just what?”
“Nothing,” Isla said.
Katie stared at her. Just what was her deal? “Are you a property developer?” she asked.
“No.”
“Then what do you do?” Katie asked her.
Isla looked at the floor as though the carpet was suddenly fascinating. “Nothing important,” she said. “Nothing interesting.”
“Uh-huh,” Katie started.
But she was interrupted by a knocking on the door. “Lock all fixed,” Harry called out.
“Thank God,” said Isla. She stood up and pushed past Katie. “If you don’t mind, there’s a bath running in my room.”
For a single instant Katie didn’t move. For a single instant there was a crackling in the room like microwaving tinfoil. For a single instant she looked into Isla’s eyes and Isla looked right back and it was like the world narrowed into that one gaze, that one look.
Isla’s lips curved into a slight smile and Katie’s heart took flight and then Harry banged on the door again. “There’s a bath running in there, you know?” he called out.
Katie stepped aside and Isla let herself out.
Katie took a long minute to collect herself before she went back out to her reception desk.
“I DO HOPE that your stay was a pleasant one,” Katie smiled as she handed a receipt back to the young couple.
“It’s a very nice hotel,” said the woman. She side-eyed her partner. “But, um, well there was one thing.”
“Anything,” Katie said, still smiling helpfully. “We’re always interested to know how we can improve.”
The woman shuffled her feet and the man sighed. It was clear that she wanted to say something that he didn’t want her to say.
“It’s just, that, um, we didn’t sleep too well,” the man said.
“Yeah, because of all those strange sounds,” added the woman. “Because I think that room that you put us in is haunted or something.”
“Not haunted,” the man said.
“But we checked everything we could, those noises, those breathing noises and growling and stuff, they weren’t coming from anywhere in the room,” said the woman. “And we couldn’t hear them out in the corridor.”
Katie glanced down at the booking screen. Room five. For God’s sake. She looked back at the couple. “I’m so sorry that you had a disturbed night,” she said. Quickly she scrawled her personal mobile number on the back of a business card. “I’ll put a note on the computer and if you want to come back and join us again call this number, we’d be happy to set you up with a room at a fifty percent discount.”
The man grinned and the woman looked mollified, and Katie breathed a sigh of relief that they weren’t going to complain further. She waited until they’d wheeled their luggage out before she went looking for Isla.
She found her laying tablecloths in the dining room. “I thought I told you that we don’t put anyone in room five.”
Isla sighed. “Right. Because it’s haunted. Which is a ridiculous reason not to use a room.”
“Then explain to me why I’ve just had to offer a discount to the couple that you checked in yesterday?”
Isla paused, hands flat on a table. “You’re kidding me, right?” She shook her head in disbelief. “Someone must have told them, Sophie or Connie or someone. And they thought they’d pull the wool over your eyes, get a discount for nothing.”
“They’re not the only ones that have complained about room five,” Katie said, putting her hands on her hips.
“Then the whole town is full of idiots,” responded Isla, smoothing the tablecloth down.
“Are you calling me an idiot?”
“Are you telling me that you truly believe you have a haunted hotel room?” Isla said.
“I truly believe that there’s something happening in room five, yes,” Katie said. “Something that can’t be explained. We’ve all heard it. You don’t think we slept in there to check it out?”
“And you all heard ghosties, did you?”
Katie bit her tongue. Just an hour or two ago she was sitting with Isla almost naked and thinking that maybe there could be a spark there, maybe she was onto something. And then she turns around and proves herself the most annoying woman imaginable.
“Katie!”
“In here,” she shouted.
Sophie came running into the dining room. “Katie.”
“What is it?” Isla said.
“Are you alright?” asked Katie. Sophie’s face was white as the sheets she was carrying.
“It’s Harry,” Sophie said. “Come quickly.”



Chapter Sixteen
“I’m fine, I don’t know why you’re all making such a fuss,” Harry said.
“Because you look like you ate a bad whelk and you’re the color of putty,” Sophie said.
“What were you doing?” asked Katie.
“He was trying to move the bed so that I could get the carpet stuck back down again,” said Sophie.
“Why don’t you leave these things to Tam?” said Katie.
“Because he’s a stubborn old man,” Connie said.
“I am right here, you know?” said Harry.
Isla stood back and watched them, arguing and talking over each other like siblings. Truthfully, Harry was a funny color, though he looked cheerful enough. And Connie might be teasing him, but she had a hand firmly on his shoulder.
“Should I call an ambulance?” she asked.
All eyes turned on her and she saw a horrible dawning on all their faces as they realized that this could be more serious than they’d feared.
“Do you think we need to?” Katie was the first to speak, her voice sounded fragile.
Isla took a step closer. Harry’s color was coming back, he wasn’t sweating, he could speak easily enough. She was no expert, but he was starting to look sort of normal. “Do you have any chest pain?” she asked him.
“No, not a thing.” His kind blue eyes were telling her to back off and she got the message.
“Fine,” she said, stepping back again. “Then I suppose it’s all alright. Maybe don’t go moving any more beds.”
“Speaking of beds, are the linens all changed, Soph?” Katie asked.
“Not yet, I’ve been dealing with this.”
“Jesus.”
Sophie and Katie went off to deal with the rooms. Connie patted Harry’s shoulder. “Go and get me a cup of tea, love, would you?” he asked.
“Of course.”
Which left Harry and Isla alone. “Thank you,” he said in a small voice.
“For what?”
“Not making a fuss.”
She perched on the edge of the bed next to him. “You don’t seem to be in any immediate danger.” She sucked air in over her teeth in thought, then turned to him. “But I’m pretty sure you’ve got heart trouble.”
He chuckled. “Just a touch of angina. I don’t like worrying the girls about it.”
“They’re women, not girls,” said Isla. “And I’m pretty sure they could handle the truth.”
“They’d mollycoddle me and wrap me in cotton wool.”
Isla nodded. “I suppose they would. But only because they care about you.”
“I don’t like to worry them,” he said again.
What he meant, of course, was that he didn’t want to face his mortality. He didn’t want to go into hospital, he didn’t want to consider a time when he wouldn’t be living in the hotel. Isla knew all of this and logically, could understand it. But she found that she was feeling sad, that the thought of Harry having to go elsewhere was making a lump in her throat.
Which was stupid because really, who lived in a hotel? Besides, she had no connection with Harry, why should she really care?
“You should see your GP,” she said.
“I’ll pop down for evening surgery,” said Harry.
Isla stood up. “Promise?”
Harry grinned and his cheeks looked pinker. “Promise,” he said.
And she supposed that she should be satisfied with that. But she wasn’t quite. The offer leaped out of her mouth before she considered what she was saying. “I’ll drive you down.”
“There’s no need for that,” Harry started.
“I won’t take no for an answer,” said Isla, walking toward the door. “I’ll drive you into town.”
THE MAIN PROBLEM with working in the hotel was that it was Katie’s hotel and therefore Isla was somewhat forced to see Katie all the time. Unless she left, of course, which she was definitely planning on doing any minute now.
The main problem with seeing Katie all the time was that a matter of hours ago, Isla had been sitting very close to naked very close to Katie.
Which was uncomfortable and awkward and embarrassing and at the same time sort of… warm. And tingly. And swirly. Not words that Isla typically associated with herself.
“I need a new duvet in twelve,” Sophie called from halfway up the stairs. “Can you grab one out of the linen closet for me?”
Isla sniffed, but nodded. This would give her a chance to talk to Sophie alone when she handed over the duvet. A chance to get some explanations, and a chance to see if she’d calmed down. Isla was almost sure now that she could leave without repercussions, but she wasn’t quite willing to risk it. She really did not need assault charges hanging over her head, true or not.
So technically, she supposed as she walked toward the linen closet, there were two main problems with working in the hotel. One was Katie. The other was the fact that for all intents and purposes, she was being held hostage. Oh, and she’d written a terrible review which could go online at any second. And she was supposed to be a hotel inspector and not involved personally with the hotel at all. Which made more than two main problems, it made a whole host of them.
Right now, she thought to herself as she reached for the linen closet door, she was supposed to be at home, alone, enjoying her holiday.
She was so busy thinking about being alone in her flat that she didn’t realize she wasn’t alone until it was too late. She strode into the closet, the door banging shut behind her and walked straight into Katie.
“Oof.”
“Jesus, I’m sorry.”
Katie rubbed at her head with her good hand and turned. She was so close that when Isla breathed out she felt her stomach brush against Katie’s.
“You need to be more careful,” Katie said.
Isla eyed the red welt where Katie had hit her head on the top shelf. “I absolutely do. Here, let me look at that.”
Katie lowered her hand and Isla put her own hands up to tilt Katie’s head slightly more toward the light.
There was nothing there, no graze, no scratch, just a pink patch that was already fading. But Isla rubbed her thumb gently over it, then was forced to do it again as every cell in her body suddenly came to life.
Katie’s breath caught in her throat and Isla let her fingers trail down the side of her face, touching softly at her cheek and then Katie’s eyes were closing and Isla’s hand was reaching Katie’s jawbone and then…
And then nothing. Isla lowered her hand, very aware of the fact that it was trembling.
Katie opened her eyes and cleared her throat. “You need to be more careful.”
“So you’ve said,” said Isla.
“Well, you do.”
“I do,” Isla said. Katie was very close. Her hair was messy, her eyes were blue, her lips were pink and inviting and for a very long moment Isla was entranced by them. Her head was already leaning down, she was preparing to kiss those lips without even thinking about it.
Katie cleared her throat again. “Be more careful running baths in your room unsupervised. And definitely be more careful leaving your room.”
Leaving my room naked is what she means, Isla thought. But she was too hypnotized by Katie’s lips to be embarrassed, to even think about it too much. “Absolutely.” She could kiss her right now. Right here. And what was the worst that could happen? Just a kiss. That was all.
“And stop putting guests in room five.”
Isla stepped back. “It’s not haunted.”
“Think what you like,” Katie said, turning back to stacking the sheets. “Just don’t put guests in there, please.”
Isla pulled a duvet off the shelf. “Fine, whatever, you’re the boss.”
“I absolutely am,” said Katie.
Isla rolled her eyes behind Katie’s back and walked out to give the duvet to Sophie.
SHE WAS WALKING back down the corridor, having forgotten to mention anything to Sophie she was so distracted by the thought of Katie, when she saw Connie coming out of her room. “Afternoon,” she said.
“Oh, afternoon,” Connie said. Then she smiled. “You do look pretty like that, you know.”
“Like what?” asked Isla, confused.
“With make up on. You know with your cheeks all pink and your lips all red. It’s such a nice look for you. You look a lot younger, almost a teenager again.”
“I’m forty one,” Isla said.
Connie giggled. “Then you should be flattered.”
“And I’m not wearing make up. Nothing more than a bit of mascara, anyway.”
“Then you should be even more flattered,” said Connie. “You look lovely. And…” She paused and gave Isla a good look up and down. “And different,” she finished. “Like you’ve, oh, I don’t know, like Romeo’s called you to your balcony, like Pericles when he finds Thaisa, like—”
“I get the picture,” Isla said stiffly.
“And don’t appreciate the comparisons,” Connie said, arching an elegantly groomed eyebrow. “Which is ridiculous, since you plainly like the woman.”
“Like who?”
“Katie. I’m not blind, child.”
“And I’m not a child,” Isla said, grasping the one part of the conversation she could honestly argue with.
“But you’re not denying that you like Katie?”
“I’m not taking part in this conversation at all,” said Isla. But the linen closet was very fresh in her mind. Fresh enough that she felt a little jolt of electricity. “However, it’s irrelevant anyway, since Katie wants nothing more than to order me around.”
“Ah,” said Connie. “More of a Beatrice and Benedict situation, is it?”
“What?”
“Much Ado About Nothing, Shakespeare, my dear.”
Isla shook her head. “I have work to do, I need to get back to the desk.”
“Of course, of course.” Connie smiled at her. “Just remember, the course of true love never did run smooth.”
“More Shakespeare?”
“A Midsummer Night’s Dream, dear.”
Isla sighed and moved on, slowly making her way back to the front desk.



Chapter Seventeen
Katie leaned back into the stack of sheets and breathed deeply. If she closed her eyes she could still see Isla standing there over her, those eyes burning into hers, those lips swollen and ready to be kissed.
And what had she done?
Panicked.
Panicked and started lecturing her until Isla, rather predictably, had turned around and walked out. Because who found being lectured sexy?
Katie swallowed, her mouth was dry. Other areas were… not. In fact, if she weren’t in the linen closet, if Sophie wasn’t about to walk in any second, if she were anywhere with any semblance of privacy, then some far more intimate things would be happening right at this moment.
Her legs got shaky at the thought.
This was all so very complicated. Not least because she knew next to nothing about the woman and yet Isla seemed to know about more things than she should. Where, for example, had she got the idea that Katie was planning on selling the hotel? Not that she was. But still. The offer was there.
Isla needed to go.
Katie pushed herself up off the shelf and started firmly putting sheets into piles. There was no reason for Isla to be here and she should leave. She could walk away at any second.
But she hadn’t, said a voice in the back of Katie’s head. And, added that same voice, you haven’t exactly chased her away, have you?
Katie growled and there was a knock at the door. “What?” She turned to fling the door open, finding a grinning Sophie on the other side. “What are you doing?”
“Oh nothing,” said Sophie airily. “Just, you know, checking to make sure that I don’t walk in on anything.”
There was a second while Katie put the pieces together, then she sighed. “You sent Isla in here.”
“I knew you were here, I thought if I asked her to get me a duvet then you two might bump into each other. And, you know, confined space, forced proximity, all that jazz.”
“You really need to stop with the match-making business,” Katie said, busily ordering pillowcases.
“You need someone,” said Sophie, leaning back on a stack of pillows. “You’ve been alone way too long. And you said yourself that you liked her.”
“When I was full up to the eyeballs with drugs.”
“So you don’t like her anymore then?”
Katie really, really wanted to speak, but she couldn’t make herself.
“Huh, so maybe you do,” said Sophie. “In which case, maybe you should make a move because I really don’t know how much longer we can make her stick around here.”
“What do you mean, ‘make her’?”
“Nothing… Just a figure of speech,” Sophie said. “You should make a move though. Have something for yourself. You give so much to this place, spend so much time thinking about others, it’s about time you had something for you. It’s about time you learned how to be selfish.”
“Not really one of my top goals in life,” Katie said, slightly distracted as she was counting stacks of laundry.
“Maybe it should be,” said Sophie. “I mean, you have to look after yourself so that you’re in a position to look after other people. Or so I’ve heard.”
“And what does that have to do with Isla exactly?” asked Katie, still counting and listening with half an ear.
“Maybe nothing,” said Sophie with a sigh. “Or maybe everything. I don’t know. I suppose I want you to realize that there’s a life outside this hotel. That this isn’t all there is.”
“I didn’t always own this place, you know.” There was a pile of pillowcases missing, she was almost sure.
“I know,” Sophie said. “What I don’t know is why the hell you bought the place in the first place. I mean, who just ups and buys a hotel?”
“Me.”
“Yeah, but why. You never talk about your life outside of here, Kate. Not once. You make jokes, you dodge the subject. What, were you some kind of spy or something?”
“Do you really want to know?”
“Yes,” Sophie said.
“But then I’d have to kill you,” said Katie, grinning.
Sophie rolled her eyes. “See? Fine, I get it, you don’t want to talk about your past life.”
“Because it has nothing to do with this one,” said Katie, even though it had everything to do with this one.
“But at some point you’re going to have to consider your future life, you know that, right?”
“I’m having trouble considering anything more future than the next ten minutes,” said Katie. She moved aside a stack of napkins and found the pillowcases she’d been looking for.
Sophie shook her head. “I mean it, Kate. You can only bury your head in the sand for so long.”
“No, I can bury it for as long as I like.”
“You’ve found something here, I get that,” said Sophie.
“Do you really? Do you understand what we have here?” asked Katie, finally paying full attention. “I know we all irritate each other, that there’s disaster after disaster, that we’re on the brink of financial collapse every second, but there’s something about this place, Soph. We have each other and it feels like… it feels like home here.”
“And you don’t want things to change,” said Sophie. “But they have to, Kate. You can see that. Look at what happened to Harry this afternoon. He’s fine this time, but what about next time?”
“He’ll also be fine,” said Katie. “Isla’s running him down to town to see the doctor any minute now. Just to check.”
“Fine, fine,” Sophie said, pushing herself up. “I get that you don’t want to talk about all this, but at some point we’ll have to.”
Katie reached out and held onto Sophie’s arm. “I know,” she said quietly. “I know that you’re trying to help, I do. Even when it comes to Isla. But you can’t just distract me with an attractive woman, you know?”
Sophie bit her lip and then her eyes started to dance. “So she is attractive then?”
“I never denied it,” said Katie, with a laugh. “Now get out of here and get some work done.”
THERE WAS SO much to be done every day that it was easy not to think about the future. Between running to guest rooms and doing admin and the million and one other things she had to do, Katie could easily go an entire day without thinking about anything other than the next item on her to do list.
In truth, the decisions that needed to be made weighed on her every evening.
The window was open in the small office and the evening breeze blew through, warm and salty with the smell of the sea. Her arm had finally stopped aching and she had one ear open for the desk, the other on the radio playing quietly beside her.
“You should just kiss her,” Sophie said, coming in and falling into the armchair.
“Kiss who?”
“Isla. Obviously.”
Katie sighed. “Again with that? Let it go, Soph. I’ve agreed that she’s attractive. But she’s also incredibly irritating, or hadn’t you noticed?”
“Yeah, but it’s like an enemies to lovers thing. It happens in films all the time. Anyway, if you just bit the bullet and kissed her then you’d force things into action and you’d know one way or the other if there was chemistry there, wouldn’t you?”
“That’s not how real life works.”
“So you don’t want to talk about Isla now either?” pouted Sophie. “If you keep banning topics of conversation pretty soon we’re going to be left with the weather and not much else.”
“We could talk about your love life if you prefer?” Katie offered.
A new song came on the radio, an old Judy Collins track.
“We could,” said Sophie. “I don’t mind at all. Except I’m already late for a date.”
“With who?”
“With whom,” corrected Sophie. “And for your information it’s a tourist I met at the pub the night before last.”
“Not—”
“Not one of ours,” Sophie said before Katie could finish. “So I’m going to love you and leave you. You’ll be alright here?”
“Without your persistent nagging?” Katie asked. “Yes, I should think that I’ll be fine.”
Sophie stood up and came over to drop a kiss on Katie’s head. “I do love you, you know?”
“I know. In your own way. Go on, off with you. Have a nice date.”
The breeze still blew and the radio still played and now all Katie could think of was Isla again. She’d succeeded in distracting herself with reservations for the weekend, but since Sophie had brought up the subject again, it was hard to dispel the image of Isla in the linen closet. Or Isla wearing only a suit jacket. Or Isla barely clad in a towel.
She didn’t need to kiss Isla to find out if there was chemistry or not. She knew damn well it was there. It was doing something about it, or in this case not doing anything about it, that was becoming a problem.
Katie sighed and moved her mouse, bringing her screen back to life. She had work to do.
She opened up the reservations folder and started softly singing along to the radio.
“That sounds beautiful,” said Isla’s voice from behind her.



Chapter Eighteen
Katie spun around in her chair so fast that Isla laughed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“Then don’t creep up on people,” Katie said. Her face softened. “You look exhausted.”
“It’s been a long day,” said Isla. “Not helped by the fact that Harry insisted on stopping at the pub on the way home for a celebratory drink.”
“Let me guess, two whiskeys and he was singing?”
“Not as well as you,” said Isla. “That was truly beautiful, and I’m not one to throw compliments around.”
“Tell me about it,” Katie said.
For a moment, Isla looked at her, the way the soft light of the desk lamp hit her face, the way her lips curved and her eyelashes cast shadows over her cheeks. For a moment, Isla found herself wondering just what it would be like to have someone like Katie in her life. Someone caring and generous, funny and sarcastic. Someone to love.
Christ, she was tired. She should make her excuses and go, but Katie was standing up. “Come on,” she said.
“Come on where?” asked Isla.
“Don’t be so suspicious all the time,” Katie said. She looped her arm into Isla’s until Isla felt a pulse of warmth running through her. “It’s a nice thing, I promise.”
So, tired as she was, Isla let Katie lead her through to the front and then out of the front doors into the warm breeze of the night. With every step her body cried out for more contact. She talked to distract herself from the feelings.
“Have you been singing long?” An inane question.
“For as long as I can remember,” said Katie, leading them down the drive.
“You’re good, you should, I don’t know, do whatever it is that singers do. Go on one of those stupid reality shows, I suppose. Isn’t that the thing nowadays? Become Britain’s Top Voice or whatever.”
Katie laughed. “I don’t know about that.”
“You might be surprised,” Isla said as they crossed the road at the bottom of the drive and joined a scrubby little path through the grass. “A little hotel owner from the country becomes a big city singing star, it could happen.”
“Yes,” said Katie, gently picking her way toward a set of steps that went down the cliff to the beach. “Except I rather did things the other way around.”
“What?” Isla stopped.
“Come on, it gets chilly down here at night, but the view across the sea is beautiful. It’s relaxing, just the ticket before getting a good night’s sleep.”
Isla followed her down the path, afraid at any minute that she was going to fall, but making it to the bottom anyway. Then she mimicked Katie, pulling off her shoes and following until they were sitting on a dry patch of sand still warm from the day’s sun.
In front of them, the waves of the sea stretched out into the sky, the moon dancing on the ripples of the water.
“You did things the other way around?” Isla said, both because she was curious and because Katie was now sitting so close to her that their arms were touching and she needed to distract her body again.
“I’m thirty one, didn’t you wonder how I ended up owning an actual hotel?” laughed Katie.
“I just thought you’d inherited it or something,” Isla said, thinking that Katie’s laugh sounded so nice and trying to remind herself that she was not good at connecting with people, and that no good could come of this.
“Well, I didn’t,” Katie said. She stared out into the waves. “I was a singer.”
“Which naturally leads to hotel ownership.”
Katie laughed again. “You want the whole sordid story, don’t you?”
“I wouldn’t mind,” admitted Isla.
“It’s not that long,” Katie said. “I wanted to sing. I went to school, left, went up to London and started getting a few gigs. Eventually, I got picked up by a producer who wanted to form a band. We were… excited, I suppose. I mean, after all, it was everything I’d ever wanted. I thought my dreams were coming true.”
She paused and Isla swallowed. “Except they weren’t.”
Katie shook her head. “We did demos, trial concerts, the whole thing. But in the end, it didn’t work out, for a whole bunch of reasons. It happens more often than you’d think. We got severance pay and it was time to move on.”
“And you moved on here,” said Isla. “But you could have tried again, stayed, why didn’t you?”
Katie blew out a big breath. “I was tired, I suppose. Discouraged. But more than that, I think that I’d finally understood that I didn’t have it. Whatever it was. There’s more to having a singing career than just being able to sing. My skin wasn’t, isn’t, thick enough. The failure sucked away my confidence. There are thousands of great singers, but you need something extra and I didn’t have it.”
“So you walked away. That must have been difficult.” Katie’s profile was outlined in the starlight and Isla could see that she wasn’t crying.
“I don’t tell anyone this, you know,” said Katie. “It’s my old life. I don’t let it interfere with my new life. I don’t really know why I’m telling you, to be honest.”
“Because I’m a stranger that’s going to walk away,” Isla said, feeling funny when she said the words, like they hurt her.
Katie looked at her, cocking her head, then nodded. “I suppose,” she said. “And I’ve taken up, what, four days of your time at this point?” She cleared her throat and looked back out at the ocean. “So it’s probably time for you to go.”
“Maybe,” Isla allowed.
She watched the waves lick at the shore and didn’t move. She didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to break this moment.
✽✽✽
 
She shouldn’t talk about the past. Not because it hurt. That hurt was dulled by time. But because it was over and life was different now. But Isla was sitting right there and she’d needed something to talk about, something to say to distract her from the fact that right now she was sitting next to beautiful Isla Seymour.
And now she was sitting next to Isla Seymour in silence and nerves bubbled into her stomach and she thought she should say something else but didn’t know what.
“I envy you, you know?”
“What? Why?” Katie asked, surprised.
“You have all this,” said Isla simply. “Friends, a family, a home, I suppose.”
“And you don’t have those things?”
“I told you,” said Isla. “I’m not good with people.”
There wasn’t much Katie could say to disagree. “Perhaps you’re improving?” she tried.
Isla shook her head. “I’m not good with people. People have always told me that. I was an only child, my parents were older when they had me, I always felt, well, like I wasn’t really a welcome surprise, I suppose. Not that they abused me or didn’t love me. More like they were set in their ways and I was a distraction.”
Katie said nothing, sensing that Isla rarely opened up and that maybe she shouldn’t interrupt.
“They’re in Australia now. I don’t see them,” said Isla. “And at school I was always the odd one, the one that reminded the teacher about homework, you know the type. I don’t think I realized until later how annoying that must have been to others. I just thought I was doing the right thing.”
Katie’s heart started to hurt at the thought of Isla as a child.
“I got sort of used to being alone, I suppose. And I like my own company. I really do. But every now and again I wish I had more.” She sighed.
Katie’s fingers crept along the sand until they were lying next to Isla’s hand, not quite touching.
“I’d only screw it up though,” said Isla.
“Ah,” Katie said, recognizing the tone. “Let me guess, unfortunate college experience? You’d finally figured out that you liked women and life had started to make sense, so you went all in on a relationship with someone totally unsuitable. She tore your heart out and you swore never to love again?”
“My tutor,” said Isla.
“Mine was a graduate student,” Katie said. “Lena Davies.”
“Ah, but I’m guessing that you got back on the horse again.”
“You didn’t?” Katie asked.
“Not really,” said Isla. “It all seemed… too much trouble, I suppose. Too painful. Not something I wanted to repeat again. And then, well, I graduated and started working, fell in love with my job and that was that really.”
Katie thought that was rather sad, but didn’t say so. “You have your career though,” she said.
“Not for much longer, probably,” said Isla.
Katie was about to ask what exactly it was that Isla did when Isla stood up, brushing sand off her trousers. For a second, Katie watched her, tall and slender against the moonlight, and then Isla held out a hand and Katie took it.
When they touched Katie could feel the heat, could feel the connection between them. Then Isla pulled and she stood up and they were standing face to face in the moonlight, still holding hands. Katie clutched her broken arm against her chest.
“Thank you for bringing me here,” Isla said. “It’s beautiful and just what I needed. And thank you for listening. I’m not usually so… sentimental.”
Katie looked up at her and wanted to kiss her but didn’t quite dare, so she just stood there until suddenly, roughly, Isla pulled her into a hug.
There was the smell of cinnamon and coffee, the feeling of cotton against her skin, the heat of Isla’s body and Katie wanted to scream with wanting. Then Isla let her go.
“Uh, thank you again,” said Isla, her eyes flashing a little. She backed off, one step, then two. “You’re probably right.”
“About what?” asked Katie, barely able to speak.
“I should probably leave,” said Isla. Then more quietly, she added: “But I don’t really want to.”
Before her words could register, she was turning away, walking back toward the hotel. And it was a long minute before Katie realized that actually, she really, really didn’t want Isla to leave either.



Chapter Nineteen
What had come over her?
Isla stalked back across the road and up the drive.
What had she been thinking?
Hugging like that, like someone that hugged, like she was a hugger.
She was annoyed at herself for falling for it, annoyed that she’d let her emotions take over, and annoyed that somehow, Katie had grown on her.
Stupid romantic beaches and sexy ocean.
She pushed into the hotel to see Pip sitting on the rug in front of the reception desk. She froze looking at him. He stared back with big brown eyes. Neither of them moved.
“If you’re looking for a nightcap, the bar’s this way,” said Harry, gliding around a corner.
“We have a bar?” said Isla, finally looking away from Pip.
“Not technically. Well, sort of,” said Harry. “But we don’t have a bartender, so it’s never open. However, Katie kindly leaves the key in a jar by the door so we can help ourselves.”
“What about cash?” Isla asked.
“Honor system,” said Harry, walking around the corner and out of sight.
Isla looked back at the rug. Pip had disappeared. With a sigh, she followed Harry. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”
“You’re half my age,” said Harry. “Don’t you think you should mind your own business?”
“Fair enough,” said Isla, unsure of why she was following except that a drink really did sound good right now.
“Besides, I had two singles at the pub an hour ago, I think I can probably handle one more. I’m not that old and frail yet.”
“I said fair enough,” said Isla.
Harry pulled a large key out of a jar on a side table and used it to open a door close to the dining room. He reached in, flicked on a light, and held the door for Isla.
She went into a small bar, complete with a row of spirit bottles and little round tables. “This place could be a gold mine,” she said.
“I know,” said Harry, going behind the bar. “But we don’t have the staff to run it. I offered, but Katie said no. She’s stubborn about asking for help, in case you hadn’t noticed. Stubborn about accepting it too. What’s your pleasure?”
“A whiskey too, I suppose.”
Harry poured the drinks and passed one across to Isla. “So, why are you looking like a wet weekend? Romantic troubles, I’ll bet.”
“Why would you bet on that?” The whiskey went down warm and calming.
“Because you and Katie seem like you might be a thing, isn’t that what they say nowadays?” said Harry. “You obviously like each other, despite the sniping back and forth, one of you should make a move.”
Isla snorted.
“You mean you don’t like her?”
“I didn’t say that,” said Isla, twirling her glass on the bar. “But I’m not looking for anything and besides, nothing would work out. I’m not a people person, and I’m definitely not a relationship person.”
“And yet here you are, talking to a real live person,” Harry said, leaning on the bar. “Why on earth would you think you’re not a people person?”
“Others have said so.”
“Maybe you just haven’t met the right people,” said Harry. He took a sip of his drink. “If it helps, I like you.”
“You’re drunk.”
“Ah,” he said. “Yes, I may be beginning to see why people don’t warm to you.”
Isla sighed and drank some more. “I just… I like her. But I’m going to leave and it won’t work out anyway and why should I start something that I can’t finish? Why start something that’s going to end in disaster?”
Harry scratched his nose. “I was married, you know?” he said. “Had a career in the forces, moved all over. Never had children though. Probably for the best.”
Isla looked at him. “Weren’t you the one telling me how you know how it feels to be all alone?” she said.
“You don’t have to be physically alone to feel alone,” said Harry. He rubbed at his nose again. “Listen, I’ll tell you something that I don’t tell many. I’m, uh, like you.”
“Like me?” asked Isla, confused. Then it dawned on her what he was trying to say in his uncomfortable way. “You’re gay? But you said you were married?”
“I was,” said Harry. “Fairly happily too, I might add. She knew all about it. Was perfectly comfortable with the arrangement. Things, well, they were different back then. I just reconciled myself to ignoring that part of my life, and I did. But it was a lonely life, Isla. It still is. When I think now of the love I could have had, the experiences, well… It turns out the career and the money and all that, it’s not what you remember after.”
“Oh, Harry,” Isla said.
“Don’t ‘oh, Harry’ me,” said Harry. “I’m old. But if I had a chance like you’ve got right now, I’d jump at it, believe you me. Heart problems or not.”
“Harry!”
“What? Do old people not have sex?”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Well, here’s what I mean,” he said. “Life’s short, Isla. Shorter than you’ll believe. One day you wake up and it’s almost all over and then all you have left are memories and regrets. But you get to decide which one Katie will be for you.”
Isla drained her glass. “There’s something else.”
“What’s that then?” asked Harry. “You married too? Or a secret princess or something?”
Isla exhaled. “Worse. I’m a hotel inspector.”
There was silence in the little bar as Harry digested what he’d heard and Isla wondered just why in the world she’d spilled the words out.
Then Harry started to laugh.
“What?” Isla said.
“You mean we’ve inadvertently kidnapped and held hostage a hotel inspector?” he spluttered. “That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in ages. Why didn’t you say anything?”
“I’m supposed to be anonymous.”
“When you’re working,” said Harry. “But maybe not after you’ve got a bunch of miscreants trying to match-make.”
“Match-make?” Isla said. “You mean the three of you conned me into staying here because you’re trying to set Katie up?” She held out her empty glass and Harry refilled it.
“Sort of,” he admitted. “But she does also need the help. In fact, now you’re a hotel inspector you might be even more help. I get the feeling this place isn’t doing too well. Maybe you can give her some tips.”
“How am I supposed to tell her something like that?” Isla asked. “As soon as I do she’ll throw me out.”
“You might be surprised.” He put the whiskey bottle back where it belonged. “You’ve already written your review, I suppose?”
Isla nodded.
“Not terribly good?”
Isla shook her head.
“I suppose that’s fair,” said Harry with a sigh. “Anything you can do about it?”
“Not really, it’s filed now.”
“You need to be honest with her,” said Harry. “She might be cross, but she might not. And anyway, what do you have to lose? Life’s short, Isla, trust me.” He stood up straight. “Come on, time for bed.” He pushed a note into a box on the bar. “We’re all paid up.”
Isla followed him out, walking past the deserted reception desk on her way to her room.
SHE SLEPT BADLY which was unsurprising and by morning had decided one thing and one thing only, she had to be honest. She had to tell Katie who she was. Or who she’d been, she supposed, since her job was still up in the air.
If Katie was angry, so be it, she could always walk away, or be sent away.
This, she reminded herself, had nothing to do with any other feelings she might have. It was simply the right thing to do. Harry had been right about that. Once her review had been sent, there had been nothing stopping her being honest about her job, other than her natural tendency to keep things quiet.
She marched herself down to reception. The hotel was quiet, though she could hear Tam crashing pans in the kitchen. And then she could hear slow one-handed typing coming from the office.
Katie’s head was bent over the computer. Isla coughed lightly.
“Oh, Isla, I didn’t expect you so early.”
Now she was here, any pre-prepared plan had leaked out of her head. Looking into Katie’s blue eyes, remembering the way her body had felt when she hugged her, all came together to make her blurt out just the important parts. “I’m a hotel inspector for the Tourist Authority.”
Katie spun her chair around. “What?”
Isla repeated herself, watching Katie’s cheeks flush, watching her mouth drop open.
“You didn’t say anything.”
“I’m not supposed to, at least at first. Maybe I should have before. But, well, it didn’t seem right keeping it from you any longer.”
“You’re damn right you should have said something,” Katie said. “And now that you have said something, you can pack your things and get out of my hotel.”
“I could help you here,” said Isla. “I have ideas, I know you’re doing badly, I could help you try to turn things around.”
“You can leave is what you can do,” said Katie, pushing past her to get to the reception desk.
Isla bit her tongue. She shouldn’t have said anything, she should have kept lying. “What about Harry?” she asked. “And Connie? And Sophie?”
Katie stopped still. “What about them?”
“They need this place as much as you do,” said Isla.
She walked up behind Katie, smelling her hair she was so close, feeling a prickling of sensation, sensing Katie’s warmth.
“I want to help,” she said.
She heard Katie take a deep breath, heard her try to steady herself. “And is that the only thing you want?” Katie asked.
Isla didn’t know what the right answer to that question was. Telling the truth could go either way.  She hesitated, cursing herself, knowing already that she was out of her depth. “What do you want me to say?” she said, voice coming out hoarse.
“The truth, for once.”
And Isla did the only thing she could. She grasped Katie’s shoulder, turned her, and kissed her soundly.



Chapter Twenty
She’d been kissed. No, strike that, she’d been Kissed. It had been fleeting and soft, and nothing about it deserved the capital letter other than the ocean of sensation that the Kiss had unlocked.
She’d been Kissed and then Isla had walked away and Sophie had come in and Katie was working and the whole time, the Kiss lurked in the back of her mind.
All morning, while she talked to guests and arranged things and served meals and poured coffee, the Kiss danced in her brain.
And all morning, she kept telling herself that it shouldn’t have happened and that it couldn’t happen again. Except that she didn’t believe a word of it. How could a kiss be so right, so perfect, not happen again?
In fact, she was so dreamy and light that she forgave Isla for being a hotel inspector. Because, after all, maybe she had a point. Maybe she could be helpful. And she hadn’t exactly lied, she’d just not said anything, which was entirely different.
“You look like you got laid last night,” Sophie said, dragging the vacuum past the reception desk.
“Do I?” said Katie.
Then Sophie laughed. “Don’t tell me, Isla?”
“What about her?”
“Fine, fine, I don’t need details. But I know that look, I’d know it anywhere. Something happened.”
“Did you know she was a hotel inspector?” Katie asked, suddenly afraid that maybe she was the only one that didn’t know.
Sophie dropped the vacuum and it clattered on the floor. “Say what now?”
“She works for the Tourist Authority,” said Katie.
“Oh, fuck,” Sophie said softly.
“What?” Katie leaned over the desk to get a closer look and make sure the vacuum wasn’t broken. “I know it’s not great, but she’s come clean about it, and now I’m thinking that maybe she can help me a bit with the hotel, you know, come up with some money making ideas, that sort of thing?”
“Right, yeah, maybe,” Sophie said. But she was still looking pale.
“Are you okay?” Katie asked.
“Yes,” said Sophie. “Absolutely fine. Probably just stayed up too late last night, that’s all.”
“With your tourist.”
“Yeah, that’s it.”
Isla came around the corner and Sophie picked up the vacuum and fled toward the stairs. Katie couldn’t help but smile and Isla apparently couldn’t help but smile back. Until she got closer and then the smile dropped away.
“Ah,” said Katie.
“Indeed,” said Isla.
“A mistake?”
“A wonderful one, if that helps?” Isla said. She sighed. “I just… I don’t know about this, I really don’t. I do like you, Katie, honestly. But I know me and I know I’m no good at things like this and then there’s the moral difficulties of my job and…”
“A job that you might not have for much longer,” Katie pointed out.
“But I also won’t be here for much longer,” said Isla. “I can’t stay forever. So maybe it’s not a good idea to do anything… anything that might mean more than I could fulfill. If that makes sense.”
Katie felt her stomach sink down. Isla was right. She was reasonable and logical and Katie hated that she agreed with everything Isla was saying. She agreed with the words, but her whole body was screaming at her to fight this.
“I just think that probably it shouldn’t happen again,” Isla was saying now.
“Right,” said Katie. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. I mean, I suppose not. I…”
“Not that I don’t want it to,” said Isla. “You’re beautiful and definitely special.”
“You’re irritating and special,” said Katie, unable to help herself. Irritating was indisputably the word to describe Isla. Not that irritating always had to be bad.
“So…” Isla began.
And then there was a commotion from the dining room and both women turned toward the noise. Connie came out first, dashing to the desk, picking up keys and then running out of the front door without a word.
Sophie was next, supporting Harry who looked quite white, almost blue around his lips, his arm around her shoulder as she escorted him toward the door.
“What’s going on?” Katie asked.
“What does it look like?” said Sophie. There was the sound of a car screeching from outside. “We need to get him to the hospital.”
Tam was the last out of the dining room door, Pip trotting behind him. He gave Katie a nod and parked himself behind the desk, obviously ready to do his part. Katie took one look at him and then ran out of the front door after Sophie and Harry, Isla close on her heels.
“Get him in,” shrieked Connie.
“I’m fine,” said Harry. “Stop making a fuss.”
“You’re not fine,” said Sophie. “You went blue. Blue is not fine. Blue is the very opposite of fine. Connie get out of the driver’s seat.”
“No, I’m driving.”
“I’m not getting in a car with you, you drive like a maniac.”
“And isn’t that exactly what you’re wanting right now?” Connie barked. “Or you prefer someone who stops for every duckling, amber light, and piece of litter on the road like Katie?”
“Hey!” said Katie.
“I’m fine,” Harry said again. “Please, let’s not make a fuss about this. I’m already feeling better.”
“Get in,” said Sophie, pushing him into the back seat. Isla was the closest to her. “Get in next to him, make sure he keeps breathing properly,” Sophie demanded, tugging on Isla’s arm. She opened up the passenger seat, leaping into it. “Come on, Kate,” she shouted.
Katie hung on to the one door still open as Connie revved the engine. The car was already starting to move and she had no choice but to jump in and slam the door, placing herself directly on Isla’s lap.
The car screeched out of the courtyard and down the drive, bumping with every moment. And Katie bumped with it, jostling up and down on Isla’s lap in a way that was insanely distracting.
“Harry, you still with us?” Isla said.
“Yes, and as you can see I’m still alive,” Harry said. His color was coming back and he was pink at the end of his nose. “I do wish you women would leave me alone.”
“We’re going to get to the bottom of this,” said Sophie, craning over the front seat. “Just you wait and see.”
“Oh, joy,” said Harry, resigning himself to going to the hospital and sitting back in his seat.
Connie braked hard as she reached the end of the drive and Katie felt herself slide. Immediately, Isla’s hands wrapped around her waist and pulled her in.
Katie’s pulse started to race. She looked down at Isla only to find that Isla was looking right back at her, eyes dark and heavy-lidded. She bit her lip and Isla’s thumb started to stroke her hipbone and Katie felt a flood of wetness. She put her arm around the back of Isla’s seat, ostensibly for stability, but then she let her own thumb rub against the nape of Isla’s neck and felt Isla gasp at the sensation.
“Don’t mind me,” Harry grumbled. “I’m just dying over here.”
Katie pulled her arm away. “What?” Harry grinned at her and she breathed out. He was kidding. “Fine, fine,” she said. “You just wait and see who brings you tea in bed when you’re needing it.”
“Perfectly clear I’m not the one you want to be seeing in bed,” he said with a lascivious wink.
Connie tore around a corner. “Be there in no time,” she shouted out.
“Thank God,” said Katie, feeling Isla’s hand tighten on her waist again.
THE DOCTOR WALKED tiredly into the waiting room and Katie stood up.
“Everything is fine,” he said quickly.
“Thank the lord,” said Connie.
“Harry’s just had a bit of a heart episode. We’ve had a look at him and done some tests, and we’re going to be fitting him with a pacemaker.”
“Jesus,” said Katie.
“It’s a common operation,” said the doctor. “And as long as all goes well, he can come home tomorrow.”
“That soon?” asked Isla.
“Absolutely,” smiled the doctor. “Now, just give us a few more minutes and then you can all go through to see him, he’s asking after you all. I’ll send a nurse in when he’s ready for you.”
“Thank you,” Katie said, but he was already leaving. She sat down again, suddenly tired.
“What a relief,” Sophie said.
“We were right to bring him in though,” said Connie.
“You still drive like a maniac,” said Sophie.
“She got us here fast enough,” said Isla.
Katie blushed again at the memory of the journey, the feeling of sitting on Isla’s lap, the sensation of her arms on her waist, her thumb on her hipbone.
“You know, I’m rather starting to like you,” said Connie to Isla. “You’re growing on me.”
“Quite the compliment,” Isla said, glancing over at Katie who smirked back.
Nothing could happen, nothing should happen, but suddenly Katie really wasn’t so sure that she agreed with Isla’s logic anymore. Because something was definitely happening, had already started happening, and she wasn’t altogether sure that she could make it stop.
“Well, you know, being back in here, in this waiting room brings back memories,” Connie sniffed.
“Of what?” asked Katie.
“Of waiting for you the other day, of course,” said Connie. “And what with that, and with Isla here turning out to be not quite as… difficult as we’d all thought, well, I’m starting to regret what we said just a little.”
Katie frowned. “What you said? About what? What are you talking about?”
“Oh, about what we said to Isla,” said Connie. “You know, threatening her and all so that she’d stay and help you. I just feel a little bad about it, forcing her to stay, maybe it wasn’t a very nice thing to do.”
“Forcing her to stay?” Katie could hear her own voice, hear how high it sounded. She turned and looked at Sophie. “Do you have anything to say about all of this?” she asked.
Sophie exhaled and glared at Connie. “Uh, I’m not sure now’s the time and place for this conversation.”
“Oh yes it is,” said Katie. “Because if you don’t tell me right now, I’m taking the keys and the car and stranding the whole damn lot of you here.”
“Even Isla?” asked Connie sweetly.
Katie growled at her. “Just start talking.”



Chapter Twenty One
Two at a time was the rule, and it looked like the hospital was going to enforce it. At least the matron with a scowl had allowed only Sophie and Connie in to Harry’s room. Leaving Isla kicking her heels against the wall and waiting with a very distraught Katie.
“I can’t believe they did that,” Katie was saying.
“Neither could I, to be honest,” said Isla. “But, well, I think it sort of sounds worse than it really is?”
“They forced you to stay in the hotel and threatened you with false accusations of assault and legal proceedings,” said Katie. “Can you make that sound any better?”
Isla shrugged. “They forced me to accept the consequences of my actions, ensured that you got the help you needed, and gave me an opportunity to enhance my career skills.”
Katie raised an eyebrow. “You’re quite good at this, aren’t you?”
“I write well enough,” said Isla. “Which reminds me, we really should start talking about the hotel website.”
“It doesn’t exist.”
“Kind of my point. We need to make it top priority, people expect a site, even if it refers to an outside site for actual bookings. It shouldn’t cost much for a simple design, I think we need to look into it immediately.”
“We?”
Isla bit her lip, then shrugged. “You, if you prefer.”
There was a long moment where the fluorescent lights flickered and Katie’s blue eyes gleamed, until Isla was seriously considering kissing her right there. Except she couldn’t and wouldn’t. Really.
For a second she remembered the car journey. It had seemed far longer and far shorter than it really was, like time had dilated just because Katie sat on her knee.
“I think I prefer we,” Katie said quietly.
Isla blew out a breath, suddenly aware of the fact that her heart was beating double time. She looked away. “They didn’t mean it, you know.”
“Who didn’t mean what?”
“Sophie, Harry, Connie, all they want is the best for you. They want you to be happy. Okay, their methods were questionable, but honestly, I can’t think of anything else that would have worked.”
“You wouldn’t have stuck around for my charms then?”
Isla laughed. “Probably not, sorry. I mean now, definitely, but then?”
“I’ll have to try harder with the next hotel inspector,” Katie said.
“Ah, you’ll be hard pushed to find one. We’re a dying breed. And it looks like even I’ll be out on my ear. There’s no word from my new bosses, so I think I might have to seriously consider myself out of work.”
“You love your job, don’t you?”
Isla nodded. “I know it’s not much. I’m no doctor or teacher, but I do love it. I like going to different places, I like writing, and to be honest, I even like helping. I know that I criticize, but I hope I do it in a way that helps the places I review improve.”
“It’s alright to feel a little lost when things don’t work out the way you expect them to,” Katie said. “Trust me, I know all about that.”
Isla attempted a smile. “Lost is about all I feel these days. I feel like I jumped off the world and it’s still spinning and I don’t know how to jump back on. You know what I mean?”
“Like you don’t control things anymore, like everyone else has moved on without you and you don’t know how to be human? Yeah, I know what you mean.”
Isla sighed. “I suppose it’s going to get better.”
“You just have to make a decision about what you want, and then stick to it,” Katie said. “The world slows down a bit then and you can step back on like a carousel.”
“I’ve always considered myself decisive,” said Isla. “But now I’m starting to wonder. Maybe I’m not decisive at all, maybe I just haven’t made any decisions, so I’ve never had the chance to be indecisive. Maybe I’ve let things go on as they are for too long, avoided changing things.”
“And now you’ve had change pushed on you.”
Isla nodded. “But maybe it’s not as bad as I thought. You know I was planning on spending this month of vacation time alone at home in my own flat? I was looking forward to it. Then it turns out that spending a few days with an attractive hotel owner, a dyslexic criminal mastermind, an over-dramatic actress, and an interfering pensioner is a whole lot more exciting. Who’d have thought?”
“Who are you calling a pensioner?” Connie demanded, stepping out of Harry’s room followed by Sophie.
“Not you,” Isla hastily assured her.
“Good,” said Connie. “Go on in then, we’re going to the canteen to track down some coffee.”
HARRY’S CHEEKS WERE pink against the white hospital bed and he chuckled when Isla and Katie came in. “Can’t keep the two of you out of hospital, can we?”
“I think a broken arm and a pacemaker are valid reasons to take advantage of the skills of the NHS,” Isla said.
Harry laughed again and they spent a pleasant ten minutes talking to him. Katie seemed relieved that he was alright, and Isla found that even she felt a little lighter at seeing Harry’s smile.
“It’ll all be over soon,” Harry said eventually. “It’s nothing to worry about. I’ll be back home tomorrow.”
“And we’ll all be waiting for you,” Katie promised.
“Speaking of waiting,” Sophie said, sticking her head around the door. “If we don’t leave soon I think Connie might be booking herself in for something. She’s decided that marrying a doctor might be the way to go.”
“Not a bad plan,” said Harry. “I might have a go at that too.”
“She’s approaching a tall man in a white coat,” Sophie said.
“Oh, Jesus,” said Katie, dropping a kiss on Harry’s cheek. “We’ll be in to see you tomorrow, Harry. Just call if you need anything. Now I’d better rescue this poor man from Connie’s insistent charms.”
Katie rushed off, followed by Sophie, and Isla wasn’t sure whether it was okay to kiss Harry’s cheek or not, so she settled for patting his hand. “It’ll all be fine,” she said.
“I know,” said Harry. “But it does rather prove my point, doesn’t it?”
“What point is that?” asked Isla.
“Life is short, my dear. It can be snatched away at any second. It can be changed and upheaved and left upside down, it can become immeasurably worse or better in the space of a millisecond. And here you are worrying about making a move on a woman that you like. In the grand scheme of things, it does seem foolish, doesn’t it?”
“I suppose,” Isla said, feeling uncomfortable.
“Then do it, just do it. Take it from me that things change too quickly, time moves so quickly, and you have to grab at what you want. Don’t be like me, Isla. Don’t be lonely. Life’s too short and cruel and cold to be lonely.”
“If you don’t get a move on, we’re leaving without you,” Sophie said, sticking her head around the door again.
“There’s a bus,” said Isla, still not entirely forgiving of Sophie who she was sure was the instigator of the plan to keep her around.
“Huh,” said Sophie, looking thoughtful. “That’s not a bad idea. Maybe we should both take the bus.” She grinned at Harry and winked. “Connie’s got the car keys again. Katie’s trying to wrestle them off her.”
Harry laughed and Isla turned to go.
“What, no kiss,” he said. Isla paused, then bent to brush her lips against his papery cheek. “Go for it,” he whispered. “You both deserve a little happiness, even if it’s fleeting.”
THE NIGHT WAS warm and Sophie and Connie were laughing as they linked arms and walked back into the hotel. Katie locked the car doors and Isla hung back.
The drive back had been slower and less distracting with Katie in the driver’s seat rather than on her lap, giving Isla plenty of time to think.
Things had changed, she had to admit that. She had to admit that whilst she’d thought her life had been very happy before, she’d also been happy here. She’d fallen into life at the hotel and found that perhaps other people weren’t as bad as she’d always thought.
And she’d fallen for Katie in ways that made her heart hurt and her body pulse and her brain forget that relationships could end horrifically badly.
She’d fallen for Katie and Harry was right. Life was short. And unpredictable.
“Not going to the beach tonight?”
Katie smiled at her. “I’m pretty tired. It’s been an action packed day.”
Okay, not a great start. Isla cleared her throat. “Um, maybe tomorrow?”
“Maybe tomorrow,” Katie agreed, frowning a little. “Are you okay?”
“Yes. No.” Isla took a deep breath.
Katie reached out and took her wrist, fingers long and soft against her skin. “It’s alright,” she said.
“What is?”
“This. Us. It’s alright. You don’t need to be nervous.”
The touch of Katie’s hand was making her calmer and Isla longed for more. She stepped forward, backing Katie against the car. “I’m not nervous.”
“You’re stuttering like a sixteen year old asking me on a date,” Katie said.
“A date?” said Isla. “Hm, now that might not be a bad idea.”
“We could discuss that,” said Katie, lips twitching enticingly.
Without thinking, without analyzing, Isla leaned in and slowly, gently brushed her lips against Katie’s. Katie lifted her head, straining to deepen the kiss, and for an instant, Isla let her. For an instant they connected, bodies fitting together as Katie’s hand came up to stroke the back of Isla’s neck and Isla’s hands strayed to Katie’s waist, then Isla backed off.
There was the sound of barking, and then Pip was rocketing out of the front door and sniffing around Isla’s ankles.
“You know, I think he likes you,” Katie said. “Which is unbelievable but might be true.”
“It’s so unbelievable that someone or something would like me?” Isla asked, smiling a little.
“No,” said Katie. “No, actually, it’s not. Not anymore. I like you.”
“I like you too,” said Isla. “But you’re tired. And so am I. Plus, Pip doesn’t make for a romantic mood.”
“I could be less tired,” said Katie. “And Pip will go back inside, won’t you Pip?” The dog wagged his tail furiously.
Isla laughed. “Let’s do this properly. Tomorrow. I don’t want to exhaust you.”
Katie smiled and nodded. “Alright. Tomorrow.”
Isla took her hand and slowly they walked toward the hotel, prickling with the anticipation of what tomorrow might bring.



Chapter Twenty Two
Life was fantastic. Not that it normally wasn’t great. But right now, Katie felt like all the lights had been switched on. Her heart was humming, even if she jumped a mile any time anyone came near the reception desk, being on constant alert for Isla.
They’d already shared two secret smiles this morning. Smiles that held so much promise that Katie could barely stand it.
And she’d phoned the hospital first thing to be told that Harry’s pacemaker had already been fitted and he was just waiting for some tests. He’d already threatened to take the bus home, according to a cross sounding nurse.
Which all added up to Katie feeling like the proverbial million dollars. Or pounds, she supposed. Whichever was more given the exchange rate.
“You’re smiling like an idiot,” Sophie pointed out, as she came past with a duster.
“You’re frowning like a moron.”
“Am not.”
“Are too,” laughed Katie.
“Hm. Let me see. Did you actually get laid last night?” Sophie stopped and put her elbows on the desk.
“No, not that it’s any of your business.”
“Okay, if you didn’t, that can mean only one thing. There’s the potential of getting laid.” Sophie beamed. “I think it’s about time you thanked me for my match-making skills.”
“You’re dead lucky that Isla didn’t call your bluff, you know,” said Katie. “You can’t just do that. You can’t force people to do things and you definitely can’t threaten to lie to the police to get them into trouble.”
“Psh, we weren’t actually going to do it.” Sophie tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “It was all a ruse, a plan, a scheme to get you a social life. Also, to get some free help around here. You do know that Tam’s got Isla chopping potatoes, right?”
“Oh lord,” said Katie. “Do I need to rescue her?”
“I think I actually heard him string three words together,” said Sophie. “So he might be the one that needs rescuing. But on the whole, I’d say leave them be. And I’m happy for you, by the way.”
“Nothing’s happened yet.”
“Well, make sure it does.
Katie sighed. “It’s not that I don’t want it to. I very much do. But, well, there are definite complications, you know. Like the fact that any minute now Isla will leave.”
“Then persuade her to stay,” said Sophie. “In my experience, things work out the way they should in the end anyway.”
“In your experience, all men leave after a three day weekend, since you only date tourists.”
“And that’s exactly the way I like it,” Sophie said with a grin. “Now some of us do have work to do, you know. I can’t stand around gossiping with you all day.”
Katie rolled her eyes. “Get on with it then. I’m going to check on Tam and Isla then I’m going to pick up Harry.”
Sophie trotted off and Katie slid out from behind the reception desk and headed toward the kitchen, stopping only when she heard Isla’s voice.
For a moment she was sure that Isla was talking to Tam and hung back. By the time she realized that Isla was actually on the phone and she was eavesdropping, it was too late. She’d already heard what was important.
“That’s wonderful news,” Isla was saying. “And I don’t have to think about it, not at all. I’d love to stay on at the Tourist Authority and I’m quite happy to learn online skills too. Really, the only thing we need to discuss is…”
Katie backed away slowly, step by step, because she’d heard enough. She’d heard too much.
It didn’t take Einstein to realize that Isla had had the call she’d been waiting for. That she was no longer in danger of losing her job. In fact, it sounded like Isla was ecstatic about the idea of keeping her career and going back to London.
Which obviously meant that Katie could only do one thing. Let her go.
She ached with the idea of what could have been, but knew that she had no choice but to do what was right.
Isla had a life she loved, a job she adored, and a chance to keep everything that she wanted. Standing in her way would be a terrible thing to do. There could be nothing to stop Isla from going back.
That meant that not only did Katie have to stand firm and tell Isla directly that she no longer needed any help, but also that whatever promise lay between them had to be broken. If they didn’t start anything then obviously it would be easier for Isla to leave.
People got blinded by things, Katie knew that. They got blinded by pretty, glittery things like singing in a famous band or the beginning of a love affair. And they made silly decisions whilst blinded. She would not be responsible for Isla making silly decisions.
The phone rang at reception and she hurried to answer it out of habit.
“These women say that I can’t possibly leave under my own steam. You have to come and get me, Katie. If you don’t, then I’m about to start tunneling out of here.”
“Harry,” Katie said. “You sound… like yourself. I’ll be there as soon as I can, alright?”
“Make it fast,” grumped Harry and hung up.
“Was that Harry?” Connie asked coming up to the desk.
Katie nodded.
“Let’s go then,” Connie said, snatching up the car keys. “I’ll drive.”
Katie didn’t have the heart to argue.
✽✽✽
 
Isla knew something was wrong as soon as she walked into the office.
“We need to talk,” Katie said.
“Always ominous words.”
It was after the dinner rush, the quietest time in the hotel. Harry was safe in his room after having dinner in bed, waited on by Connie and Sophie. And Isla had deliberately stayed out of Katie’s way all day. Mostly because she couldn’t trust herself to keep her hands off her, but also because she’d been busy.
It had been a good day. A great day. The phone call from London had eased her nerves and the promise of her old life back had given her a lightness she hadn’t felt for days.
Not that she was going to go directly back, and not that things were going to be exactly the same. She’d learned things here. She wanted more people in her life. Or she thought she did.
“Listen, I shouldn’t have eavesdropped but I couldn’t help but overhear some of your phone conversation this afternoon.”
“Really?” asked Isla. “Because I don’t think I was shouting.”
“Fine, I was eavesdropping,” Katie said, glaring at her. “The result is the same, I know that you got your job back.”
Isla grinned. “Isn’t it great?”
“Yes,” said Katie. “And no.”
Isla thought about this for a second then sighed. “I feel like this isn’t going to be a nice conversation,” she said. “And I have a request to make. Is there any way we could have it tomorrow?”
“No,” said Katie. “Let’s be adult about this.”
“Fine,” Isla said. “Then at least let’s go to the bar and have a drink.”
Katie narrowed her eyes, but finally nodded and stood up. She looked fragile in the darkening evening, with her arm still held up against her chest, and Isla felt the need to hold her. But Katie was walking out before she could make a move.
The bar door unlocked with a click and Katie swept in. “What would you like?”
“You,” Isla said quite simply, closing and locking the door behind them.
“I meant to drink.”
“I know you did. Uh, whiskey is fine.”
Katie poured two tumblers. “Okay, so, here’s the thing. You have a life to get back to. You were kept here under false pretenses, and, to be honest, I’m not sure I can handle starting something we can’t finish.”
“Who says we can’t finish something?” Isla said.
“You know what I mean.”
Isla sighed, picking up her drink and taking a sip. “I think we can work something out,” she said.
Katie shook her head. “I’m not so sure. I know that you like your job, I know that you need to go back to London, and I don’t want to stand in your way.”
“You’re not in my way.”
“I am, and you’re back to being irritating again. You can’t have a discussion by simply stating the opposite of what I say. That’s not how it works.”
“Then how does it work?” Isla said, getting frustrated now. She’d thought that she’d be honest, ask for what she wanted, put things on the line. And it was getting her nowhere. “I told you that I’m no good with people.”
“We… I don’t know. We decide what to do like adults, I suppose,” Katie said.
“But that’s not what’s happening here,” said Isla. “What’s happening here is that you’re sacrificing yourself the way you always do. You put yourself second all the time, and now you’re trying to do that to me, trying to make out that my life and my job are more important than whatever we have going on here.”
“Isn’t it?”
Isla felt her heart beat in her throat. “No,” she said. “No, actually, it’s not.”
“But—”
“But nothing,” said Isla. “Life is short, it’s mostly miserable, do you have any idea how long it’s been since I met someone like you, Katie? Someone that I actually liked, someone I’d be willing to take risks for?”
“But—”
“But nothing,” Isla said again. “If this is supposed to work then it’ll work. It’ll work because we both sacrifice something. I’m not asking you to marry me, I’m not promising to live down here or quit my job or anything else. That would be ridiculous. I’m only promising that I’m here right now and that there’s nowhere else that I’d rather be.”
“Nowhere?” Katie said.
Her eyes were deep blue in the soft lights of the bar.
“Nowhere,” said Isla. She reached out, taking Katie’s hand and pulling her gently toward her. “The only place I want to be right now, Katie Monroe, is right here with you.”



Chapter Twenty Three
Isla pulled her in and Katie’s heart started to race. There was something about the way Isla touched her, the way she looked at her, that made Katie’s body forget about anything her brain might have to say.
“I, uh, I…” she managed to stutter.
Isla cupped her chin in one hand, forcing Katie to look into those deep blue eyes. “You what?” she asked gently. “You want me to leave? You want me to stop this? Because I absolutely will if you tell me to, I swear. Say the word and I’ll go right this second.”
Katie shook her head and Isla smiled a little.
“You know, half of me wishes you’d said yes,” she said. “The half of me that’s terrified of this. The half of me that’s so sure that I’m terrible with people and that I’ll just mess all this up and that I should be alone at home right now.”
Katie swallowed, finding her voice now that Isla was opening up. “And what about the other half?”
“The other half is busy thinking about what it would like to do to you on the bar,” Isla said with a quiet smirk.
“On the bar?”
“Or on the floor. Or on that table over there. Or on that chair. Wherever,” Isla said, coming closer. “And just for once in my life, I’m thinking that maybe this is the half I should be listening to.”
Her hand was on Katie’s waist, her thumb stroking across Katie’s hipbone in a way that was making her insides melt, in a way that was making her breath come faster, making her legs start to shake.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” Katie said, closing her eyes as she said it.
Once again, Isla cupped her chin, forcing her to look. “Katie, I will stop if you want me to. You’re in control here.” Then a look of alarm spread on Isla’s face. “Wait, are you… You have… You don’t know what you’re doing? Um, have you done this before?”
Katie couldn’t help but laugh at the shock on Isla’s face. “Yes,” she said, and this time she stepped in closer, wanting to feel the heat of Isla’s body against her own. “I’ve done this before. If ‘this’ is what I think it’s going to be.”
“Yes,” growled Isla. “Yes, it’s definitely going to be what you think it’s going to be.”
“It’s just that it’s been a while. A long while.”
Isla let go of Katie’s face, her hand dipping low, grasping the waistband of Katie’s jeans and pulling her in as close as she could get. Katie felt her pulse in her core. “Tell me about it,” said Isla. “I think it’s been years. I know it’s been years.”
“Years?” Katie said, entranced by the sight of Isla’s lips. “That’s a very long time.”
“I’ve heard it’s like riding a bike though.” Isla was tickling her fingers down the length of Katie’s spine now, her lips coming ever closer.
“Is it?” Katie said. She leaned in a tiny amount. “We’ll have to see about that.”
She could hold back no more. She crushed herself against Isla’s lips, letting the kiss wash over her, holding her breath because that was the only way she could control herself. And Isla’s hands were busy, busy tugging her shirt out from the jeans, busy fumbling with clothes, busy trying to get to what they so frustratingly wanted.
Katie pulled back, laughing. “Like riding a bike?” she asked. “You seem to have fallen off in that case.”
“Stupid shirt, stupid buttons,” Isla was mumbling.
Katie moved back, her fingers hesitating as they reached for the button of her shirt. “You want me to help?”
“Uh-huh.”
Slowly, slowly, she flicked the top button open. Isla groaned.
“Faster.”
Katie slowly, slowly flicked open the second button.
Isla groaned again, her cheeks flushing and Katie thought that maybe she could hear her heart beating. “Faster,” she demanded again.
Heat was flooding through Katie’s body as she slowly, slowly opened the third button and then Isla could contain herself no longer. She reached out, tearing the shirt off Katie, growling as it caught on her cast, finally freeing it, and then Katie was the one to groan.
“I told you to go faster,” said Isla, bowing her head to kiss down Katie’s neck.
“I should have known that you’d be as demanding in the bedroom as you are everywhere else,” Katie said.
“We’re not in the bedroom,” said Isla, interrupting herself just as she got to the lace top of Katie’s bra.
“Pedantic too,” Katie smirked.
But then she had to stop talking because Isla had pulled down the top of her bra and was gently kissing down toward her breast, was slowly circling her nipple with her tongue, and Katie’s breath was just about gone. Isla softly took the nipple into her mouth and all sensible thought left Katie’s mind. She pushed her hips toward Isla, wanting more contact.
“Who’s being demanding now,” said Isla. But she was standing back, pulling her t-shirt up and over her head, revealing a plain black t-shirt bra that made Katie’s pulse race.
Katie pulled her in again, closer, closer so that Isla’s thigh was between her legs, pushing herself against the muscle of it, feeling herself grinding down, feeling the shot of electricity as she did so, knowing that there were better ways of going about this but not wanting to let go of Isla long enough to even take off her pants.
And Isla was rubbing against her, Isla’s breath was coming fast in her ear, Isla was half-closing her eyes and losing herself in the moment and Katie couldn’t take her eyes off her. Isla Seymour was right here, Isla Seymour’s breasts were pressed against hers, Isla Seymour was losing control.
Then she gave a squeak as Isla bucked her hips back, breaking contact. “What?” Isla said, smirking. “Did you think I wasn’t paying attention to you?”
“Um, maybe?” said Katie.
But Isla was already unbuttoning her jeans, was already sliding one, long-fingered hand down toward Katie’s underwear, was already smoothing her palm against soft skin until Katie could barely remember her own name.
She squeaked as Isla’s fingers slipped under the elastic of her underwear. She squeaked again as Isla pulled in tight, sliding her hand right down until her fingers were parting Katie and Katie could do nothing but lay her head on Isla’s shoulder and let those delicate fingers work inside her.
Isla held her tight and close, pushing her back against the bar. Katie felt her insides clench, felt her muscles start to tighten as Isla’s fingers slid against her. She bit her tongue, stopping herself from crying out. Her hands gripped tight against Isla’s shoulders and her breath came faster until there was no stopping it, no holding back.
She moaned quietly, pulling Isla into her, shaking as she felt the explosion of sensation rain over her. Isla held her tightly, kissing her hair until she was calm again.
“I thought you didn’t know what you were doing,” Isla said, when the room stopped spinning.
“I’m not sure that’s how it’s supposed to go,” said Katie, straightening up. She looked down. “For a start, I’m pretty sure I’m not supposed to have jeans on.”
“So you’re the trouser police now, are you?” Isla said.
“No, just…” Katie blushed. “It was a little fast, I’m sorry.”
“Nothing to be sorry for,” said Isla. Those long fingers were now unbuttoning her own pants, sliding them over her hips, revealing cotton underwear that matched her bra.
Katie didn’t want to be rude, but she couldn’t help staring, couldn’t help wondering at the fact that Isla was baring herself in front of her. Isla kicked off her trousers then quickly yanked at Katie’s jeans so that they were around her knees.
“Hey!”
“Hey what?” asked Isla with a naughty smile. “You’re right. We should do this properly. Not that I’m not planning on having a second chance and a third and a million more. But we should start off right, I suppose.”
Katie kicked off her jeans just in time as Isla sank to her knees, pushing Katie’s legs apart until she was leaning against the bar on her elbows and Isla was kissing up the inside of her thighs. She leaned her head back, treasuring the feeling of Isla’s lips, her core still trembling from Isla’s touch.
“Stop,” she heard herself saying. She straightened up.
Isla jumped back. “Did I do something wrong?”
“No, well, yes,” said Katie.
She got down to her own knees and then pushed at Isla’s shoulders until they were both falling to the floor, the carpet scratchy against their skin. Katie rolled on top, pressing herself against Isla, feeling the warm softness of her.
“It’s my turn,” she whispered into Isla’s ear.
She felt Isla shake beneath her, felt her take a deep shuddering breath and she wriggled her way down Isla’s body, letting every inch of their skin touch as she made her way down. On the way she hooked her thumb into Isla’s underwear, pulling it down with her.
Then she wriggled back up until she was between Isla’s legs.
“For someone who potentially does not know what she’s doing, that’s a very dangerous place for you to be,” Isla said.
“For someone that hasn’t been laid for years, you’re very dangerously close to talking yourself out of getting any action,” said Katie.
“Hmm.” Isla grinned at her. “Maybe I should shut up then?”
“Maybe,” agreed Katie. She put her good arm behind Isla’s thigh, her hand coming up to the small of Isla’s belly.
“Should I start being quiet now?” asked Isla, voice catching in her throat as Katie licked the crease where her thigh met her center.
“I probably would,” said Katie.
“Well, alright then.”
Katie pulled her in closer, inhaling the scent of her, flicking her tongue out to taste and tease her. And Isla managed to be quiet for the whole three minutes that it took for Katie to bring her to a shuddering climax.



Chapter Twenty Four
Isla clicked on the portfolio and started scanning through pictures of websites.
She was pleasantly tired. The kind of tired that came from falling to sleep in someone’s arms at two in the morning. The kind of tired that she hadn’t felt for years and years.
Okay, happy, maybe that was the word she was looking for, rather than tired. She was happy. And it was an odd feeling, like it wasn’t shaped quite right for her. But she was determined to sand off the edges and force it into place if it killed her.
She liked Katie and Katie liked her. There need be no more to it than that. She had another two weeks of holiday left and there was no reason to think of anything further ahead than lunch. That was all there was to it.
“Morning,” Connie called out cheerfully.
“Morning,” Isla said back.
“Oooo,” said Connie, stopping in her tracks and coming back to the reception desk. “That was an uncharacteristically cheerful good morning from the normally dour Ms. Seymour. Working on your range are we, my dear?”
Isla lifted an eyebrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Ah, romance,” Connie went on. “That can be the only key to your change of demeanor. I myself have had four husbands. Four! Cads, all of them, of course. But then, aren’t men always?”
“I wouldn’t know,” said Isla, turning her attention back to her screen.
“Of course, once the first blush of romance wears off, you’re left with the spiky problem of commitment, aren’t you? I always find that brings one back down to earth with a bang. There’s nothing like planning a wedding and then waking up one morning to find yourself washing a man’s socks.”
“We’re not planning a wedding,” Isla said, looking up with alarm.
“Did I say you were, my darling?” said Connie. “But then, it might not always be exactly what you want, but we do so try to please those that we think we might love, don’t we?”
“Who mentioned love?” asked Isla, still rather alarmed.
“You did, didn’t you?” Connie said. “Or was it I? I forget. The thought remains the same though, my dear. You might not be planning nuptials, but does that mean that our dear Katie is not? Or even a move or, dare I say it, a child? Who can know at this early stage?”
“Wait, does Katie want children?” Isla’s attention was now firmly on Connie.
“I have no idea, my love, perhaps you should ask her,” said Connie looking puzzled. “But our Katie is rather a homebody, is she not? I would have thought she would have wanted a family. She is so good at looking after people, after all.”
Isla took a deep breath. Connie was dramatic, she needed to take what she said with a pinch of salt. There was no reason that she should panic. Neither she nor Katie were looking for something long term. Of course, if things worked out that way… No. She took another deep breath.
“Four husbands,” she said.
Connie nodded in agreement. “And number four took me for everything I had.” She sighed. “He looked like a Roman soldier though, all oiled muscles and scowls. Left me living here on my meager royalties, but what a ride it was before we crashed.”
“Sounds… exciting.”
“Perhaps exciting is over-rated,” said Connie with a sniff. “But then so, I often feel, is love. Love is not, despite what you might think, the rush of passion, the clinch of an embrace. It is washing socks and laughing at a joke you’ve heard a thousand times before. It is looking at a face that’s more familiar than your own and finding in that familiarity comfort rather than contempt. It is not a battle but a war, it—”
“It sounds horrific,” Isla broke in.
“Oh no, my darling, it’s perfectly wonderful,” beamed Connie. “Do you happen to know if Tam’s done kippers for breakfast this morning?”
“Not a clue,” said Isla.
“Then I had best forge ahead and find out,” Connie said, sweeping away.
Isla watched her go.
“She’s not wrong,” said a voice.
Isla turned to see Sophie behind her. “Oh God, not you as well.”
“She’s Katie,” said Sophie. “You need to treat her right. If not, you’ll have all of us to deal with.”
“Forgive me if I’m wrong,” Isla said. “But isn’t this what you wanted? Didn’t you threaten me with charges of assault because you wanted me to stay and be a plaything for your best friend?”
Sophie shrugged. “Yes, but that doesn’t mean that you can just treat her any way you like. Break her heart and there’ll be consequences, that’s all.”
“You’re good at throwing around threats.”
Sophie shrugged again. “Just look after her, is all. She’s special. She’d do anything for anyone. Just look at this place. She runs it for us. Take advantage of that and there’s going to be trouble.”
“When am I taking advantage?” asked Isla, feeling ganged up on. “What exactly have I done?”
“Nothing,” said Sophie.
“Exactly.”
“Yet.”
Isla went back to her computer. “This is ridiculous.”
“Be careful.”
She let Sophie walk off, not saying anything more because she really didn’t want to be a part of whatever conversation was happening. Like she was planning on hurting Katie. Or planning on marrying her. Was there no middle ground there at all?
She was having a nice time, that was all. For once in her life she was being around other people and actually enjoying herself. And actually not being weird or screwing things up.
It was an odd feeling, but one she was determined to get used to.
“SO, I THINK we need at least four pages on the site,” Isla said. “And then we can get a photographer in to take pictures of the rooms and so on.”
“We can have one page,” said Katie. “One. And Sophie will take pictures for us, she’s a gem with a camera and it won’t cost us a penny.”
Isla scowled but Katie’s hand was on the small of her back and slowly it began to slip down over her behind. “Fine,” she said, slightly breathless. “Uh, I’ve been looking at reservation systems and—”
“And we’ll continue to use the outside system we currently use,” said Katie. “We’ll just link to it from our website.”
Her hand was cupping Isla’s behind now. “Uh, okay.” Her voice was like a squeak.
Katie laughed and gently spanked her before removing her hand. “See? If we put our minds to it, we can work together quite well. You come up with the big ideas and I tone them down to make things realistic and achievable. It’s a match made in heaven.”
“A match made in heaven,” Isla repeated.
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
Isla bit her lip, thinking about both Connie and Sophie. “Do you want to get married?” she blurted out.
Katie didn’t even flinch, though Isla thought she could see her lips twitching. “Aren’t you meant to be down on your knee before asking me that?”
“Down on my— oh, God. No, I didn’t mean, I meant, oh, God…”
Katie was already laughing. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help myself. I know you’re kidding. Let me guess, someone got to you and I’m going to say… Connie? She’s the real romantic of the group. Did she badger you about us getting married or commitment or whatever else?”
“She’s had four husbands,” Isla said faintly.
“All the more reason that you probably shouldn’t listen to her when it comes to anything to do with romance,” said Katie. “And in answer to your question, I don’t really know. Maybe, one day. To you? I have no idea. Maybe, one day. But perhaps we could content ourselves with just having today?”
“Just today,” said Isla.
Katie stepped closer, putting her hand on Isla’s chest. “I had a wonderful time last night. Truly wonderful. And if you want to walk away now, then I completely understand. If you don’t want to, I equally understand. But maybe we can just enjoy the feelings now and worry about later… well, later?”
Isla bent in, brushing her lips against Katie’s, feeling the spark as she did so and knowing that there was no way in hell she was walking away right now.
Then there was chattering from outside and the big front doors started to move and Isla jumped back.
“So sorry, so sorry,” said a man who was trailed in by a harried looking woman and two bickering children. “So sorry but we don’t have a reservation and we were really hoping that maybe you could help us out?”
Fingers busy on the keyboard, Isla looked over the rooms and nodded. “I can put you in twelve and five,” she said, looking at the chart.
“Not—” began Katie.
“Not five,” said Isla with a disapproving sigh. “Fine, twelve and… eleven, the Americans left this morning.”
“Brilliant,” said the man. “We really should have planned better but—”
“But nothing,” said Isla. “Katie here will get you checked in and everything will be fine.”
She left Katie to it and went into the back office, finding her coffee cup and draining it just as Katie walked back in.
“You really shouldn’t interrupt customers like that.”
Isla rolled her eyes. “I didn’t need their life stories.”
“But if they want to tell you their life stories, then that’s their right. Try and be a little more polite.”
“Fine.” Isla grinned. “Fine, I’ll be a little more polite if you’re a little less superstitious, deal?”
“Superstitious?”
“The next people that come in, we put them in room five.”
Katie shook her head. “I know you don’t believe it, but that room is haunted.”
“Bullshit.”
Katie shrugged. “Alright, we have a deal, providing that tonight we sleep in room five. If you can spend the whole night in there then we can rent it out.”
“Are you… are you asking me to spend the night in a hotel with you?” Isla said with a snort of laughter.
“Fool,” said Katie fondly. “But yes, I am. I wouldn’t let you sleep in a haunted room alone.”
“It’s not haunted,” Isla said.
“Feel free to spend the night alone in room five.”
Isla grinned. “Okay, okay. If I agree to be open minded about haunting and ghosties, do you agree to spend the night in there with me?”
Katie stood up on her tiptoes and put her arms around Isla’s neck. “I’d spend the night anywhere with you,” she said before kissing Isla firmly on the mouth.



Chapter Twenty Five
Katie marked the email as read even though she hadn’t opened it. She didn’t need it staring up at her unheeded. She didn’t need to open it. She knew what it was. Yet another inquiry from International Vacations.
She could always sell. That idea had always been at the back of her mind, even at the very beginning of things. If it didn’t work out, she could always sell.
But then she hadn’t been able to. She hadn’t been able to think of a way to walk away from the hotel, leaving Harry and Connie and Sophie behind her. She had, if she was perfectly honest, felt somewhat trapped.
Not that she didn’t love the place, not that she didn’t love Harry and Connie and Sophie and Tam and Pip. But they all depended on her, they relied on her to keep things running. Except now, perhaps they weren’t relying on her alone, which meant that maybe she felt a little lighter.
And now, perhaps, there was someone else to help her. Whilst running the hotel all alone had seemed overwhelming at times, she could see a way out of the darkness now. Isla’s ideas were grand and needed simplifying, but Katie could simplify. What she needed was the ideas.
Okay, okay, at some point all this would probably end. That didn’t need to mean that she never spoke to Isla again. That didn’t need to mean that they couldn’t be a team in one way or another.
When Isla was around it seemed like no idea was too big, no plan too grand. Everything was achievable with the two of them together. And it was a nice feeling.
A feeling that meant she really didn’t have to think about selling. Not just yet. A feeling that gave her that old sensation of excitement, of something to look forward to. Maybe, just maybe, the hotel could be a going concern, maybe they could support themselves.
“You need some kind of Christmas deal,” Isla said from the office armchair. “And maybe a back to school one as well. You know, lower rates for the September period. A lot of hotels do that.”
“Alright, we can handle that.”
“And I think you could do some antiquing.”
“What?” Katie said, spinning around on her chair.
“Make the rooms a little more cluttered, a little more eclectic, sort of like staying at your great aunt’s house. It makes things homely, and having unique rooms is the done thing nowadays.”
“I’m not sure the budget can stretch to antiques,” Katie said.
“Car boot sales then,” said Isla. “Jumble sales, whatever. And that bar needs opening up.”
Katie flushed at the memory of the bar. “Sure about that?” she asked. “I rather liked it being our own personal bar.”
“Everyone knows where you keep the key,” Isla reminded her.
Katie cringed. “God, anyone could have walked in on us last night.”
“No, it was locked from the inside. But we could have had Harry banging on the door.”
Katie laughed. “He’d have been mortified, but I’m glad to see him back on his feet again.”
The phone up front rang and Isla jumped up to get it.
Just having someone else around to answer the phone was nice, Katie thought.
“Psst.” Sophie was poking her head around the door.
“What?”
“Did you, you know…?”
Katie frowned at her. “Ladies don’t kiss and tell.”
“No, but best friends do,” countered Sophie. “And you’re both all glowy looking so I’m guessing that you did. Does that mean I’m forgiven?”
“For threatening a hotel guest with false legal action?” asked Katie.
“For threatening a hotel inspector with false legal action,” said Sophie.
Katie laughed. “Fine. Just this once, yes. But don’t let it happen again.”
“So what happens now?” Sophie asked, throwing herself into the armchair.
“Nothing.”
“She’s not moving in?”
“Isla has a job and, I assume, a home in London.”
“She could move here and have a job here,” said Sophie.
A twinge of pain went through Katie’s stomach. Unexpected pain.
“What?” Sophie asked. “Does your arm hurt?”
“No, not at all. In fact, I can’t wait to get it out of this plaster.”
“So you’re just pulling a face at the thought of Isla leaving?”
“I am not,” said Katie. “She will leave because she has to and that’s fine. It’s perfectly normal and alright. Maybe she’ll come back again, maybe she won’t. I’m a grown up, Soph, you don’t need to worry about me, I know what I’m getting into.”
“Do you?” asked Sophie. “Because you are sort of out of practice.”
“Not after last night, I’m not,” Katie couldn’t help but say.
Sophie giggled. “That good, huh? Okay, okay, I’ll leave you alone. I just… I don’t want you getting hurt.”
“I look after you, not the other way around,” Katie reminded her.
“Who’s looking after who?” asked Isla, coming back.
“Katie looks after me, apparently,” said Sophie. “I’m going to get coffee, anyone want one?”
After she walked off with their coffee orders, Katie watched her go. She was just being protective. But Katie didn’t need reminding that this was all going to end one way or the other. What she did need was to go with the flow for just a few days longer. A few days of happiness and then she could face whatever came next.
KATIE OPENED THE door and held it for Isla. “Room five, our most haunted residence,” she said in a spooky voice.
“Ha ha,” said Isla, walking in.
Before Katie had a chance to close the door, Pip slid in after them. He whined and nudged his head against Isla’s hand.
“It looks perfectly normal to me,” Isla said, absent-mindedly rubbing Pip’s head. “There’s no ectoplasm on the walls or anything.”
“What’s ectoplasm? Is it that snotty looking green stuff from Ghostbusters?”
“You tell me,” said Isla. “You’re the one that believes in ghosts.”
“You’re the one with a guard dog,” pointed out Katie.
“What?” Isla looked down and saw she was stroking Pip so snatched her hand away. “For God’s sake. How did he get in here?”
“I thought you were afraid of dogs?”
“I didn’t know this was a dog.”
“So it was fine when you thought he was… what? A stray tiger that needed petting?”
“Get him out of here and back to Tam,” said Isla. “I’m going to take a shower and then we should get some rest. We need an early night after last night.”
“Right,” said Katie disbelievingly.
By the time she came back from delivering Pip to Tam, Isla was in bed, the covers pulled up around her, looking like she was fast asleep.
Katie sighed in disappointment. She had rather hoped for… well, for a repeat of last night. But if Isla was so tired, then maybe she was right, they needed an early night.
Quietly, she undressed and slid into bed next to Isla, switching off the bedside light as she did so.
It took all of half a second for Isla to pounce on her.
“Ha!” said Isla, pinning her to the bed, hands up by her head. “Did you think you were going to get off that easily?”
Katie giggled and squirmed as Isla held her down. “I was planning on an early night,” she managed to say.
“Mmmhmm,” said Isla. “Well, in that case, I suppose I should let you sleep.” She rolled off, landing on her back.
“Not so fast,” Katie said, sliding one hand over the smooth skin of Isla’s stomach. “I wasn’t the one that showered.”
“What’s the problem with that?” Isla asked, propping her head up with one hand.
“Well, you’re too clean now.”
“And?”
“And, I’m going to have to make you all dirty again,” said Katie, she let her hand wander lower.
Just as it did, there was a strange, hollow kind of sound.
“What was that?” Katie sat up and switched on the bedside lamp.
“Nothing, the walls settling, air in the radiator,” Isla said, pulling Katie’s hand back.
But the noise came again, this time accompanied by a kind of gurgling sound. Isla sighed and got up, pulling a t-shirt over her head.
“If this is a joke,” she said. “It’s really not funny.”
“I have nothing to do with this,” said Katie. She’d done this before, been here before, and deep inside knew that it all sounded crazy. But Isla hadn’t experienced this yet and Katie had. She knew what had happened to her in this room.
“There’s a tape recorder or phone or something somewhere,” Isla said, voice muffled as she looked under the bed.
“There’s really not,” said Katie, clutching the sheet to her.
Isla opened up the wardrobe, feeling around at the top where she couldn’t see. The noise continued. With two big strides, Isla went to the room door and flung it open. The corridor was empty. She stuck her head outside and looked in both directions. “There’s no noise out here,” she said.
“I know,” said Katie patiently. “Try the window next.”
With a glare at her, Isla went to open the window. “Nothing out here either,” she said. She closed the window and looked around. “There must be something somewhere.”
“There isn’t,” said Katie. “I know, we’ve looked. All of us. There’s nothing here. Connie, Sophie and I spent half a night in here trying to find out what was happening. Harry said it wasn’t appropriate for him to be in here with three women, but he was on call in case we needed him. But we found nothing.”
Isla pulled her t-shirt off again and got back into bed. “Turn the lights off. It’s nothing. Ignore it.”
The noise stopped for a moment and somehow, the silence was worse than the sound itself. Katie couldn’t help herself, she crawled up behind Isla, spooning against her back as the noise sounded again, an agonized groaning followed by a clatter of something. She screwed her eyes tight shut and tried to ignore it as Isla said.
One, two, three heartbeats went by and then Isla’s voice came out of the dark. “This is terrifying.”
“Uh-huh,” said Katie, holding on for dear life.
Isla cleared her throat. “Um, perhaps we could have the light on?”
“Uh-huh,” said Katie, not moving a muscle as the noise sounded again.
“Or perhaps we could go to my room?” said Isla as though she were suggesting having tea and cake, like nothing important was happening.
The noise stopped again and in the silence, Katie could hear Isla breathing.
“Jesus Christ,” Isla said, throwing back the covers and switching on the light. She began pulling her clothes on and Katie did the same. “Let’s get out of here.”
They fled, half-dressed, from the room.



Chapter Twenty Six
“There has to be a logical explanation for it,” Isla said folding up a tablecloth.
“Why?” asked Harry, putting his coffee cup down.
“Because, well, because there does. There’s no such things as ghosts. The room obviously isn’t haunted, so there must be a reasonable, logical explanation.”
“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy,” Connie said.
“Hamlet,” responded Isla.
“And perhaps, just this once, you could let the story lie,” suggested Harry. “Just because it’s something that you don’t personally believe in doesn’t mean that others don’t. Perhaps it’s better to just move on from there.”
“And not to sleep in room five,” put in Connie.
Isla sighed. “I suppose. It bothers me though.” She added another tablecloth to the stack.
“It bothers you that you can’t understand something? Or it bothers you that perhaps you’re wrong about something?” Harry asked.
“I’m not wrong. There is no ghost in that room.”
“And yet, you ran howling into the night,” Connie said.
“I did not howl.”
“It must have been Pip then,” Harry said with a chuckle. “Besides, I’d say that you have more important things to be working on currently.”
“Like what?” Isla asked, picking up the last tablecloth and holding it under her chin as she fumbled for the corners.
“Like what exactly comes next,” Connie said, sipping at her tea. “Certain decisions will have to be made, and whilst we would all be glad to see you joining us here, you must be certain that it’s what you want.”
“And certain that it’s what Katie wants,” added Harry.
Isla put the tablecloth down. “Why is it I feel like I’m being interviewed by Katie’s parents?”
Connie and Harry shared a look and then a smile. “Perhaps because we’re in loco parentis,” Connie said.
“You’re certainly loco,” mumbled Isla.
“We may not be altogether there,” Harry said. “But we’re not crazy yet. We all know that your actual time here is limited. Your month is nearly up and yet you’re still here, even though Sophie has sworn that she won’t call the police on your account. A couple more weeks and Katie will have her arm out of plaster even. All we’re curious about is what happens next.”
“Consider your answer carefully,” said Connie.
“I am,” said Isla. She picked up the last tablecloth again and added it to her pile.
“You should discuss this with Katie,” said Harry. “Rather than with us.”
“I wasn’t planning on discussing any of this with either of you. You two brought it up,” Isla said, heaving the stack of cloths up off the table. “And it’s none of your business.”
“Of course it’s our business if you’re going to stay here,” Connie said. “Is that what you’re planning on doing?”
Isla sighed with exasperation. “I don’t know.”
“You and Katie need to talk,” said Harry. “Best that everyone know that they’re on the same page.”
“You and Connie need to mind your own beeswax,” said Isla as a furry nose bumped into her leg from behind. She looked down to see Pip. “Come on Pip, let’s put these tablecloths away and then we can go for a walk on the beach.”
Pip growled softly and Isla looked over to where Tam was filling the salt and pepper shakers. He gave her a curt nod which she took as assent.
“Talk to Katie,” Harry said as Isla and Pip left in the direction of the linen closet.
As if I have a choice, thought Isla.
She stowed the tablecloths where they belonged and walked slowly down the corridor, Pip’s feet clicking on the floor behind her. The truth was, she didn’t really know what she wanted. Or she did know what she wanted but it was too much to have it all.
“What do you think, Pip?” she asked.
Pip wagged his tail.
“What happens next? Do I just go back to London and get on with my job and pretend like nothing happened?”
The tail wagging stopped.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought. So I just quit my job and stay here?”
Pip yipped.
“Helpful, Pip, thank you.”
“Pip being helpful?” Katie said, rounding the corner. “That’s unusual. He’s generally just a pretty face.”
“We’re going for a walk on the beach,” Isla said, deciding that the best way to deal with this was to be honest about it. “Why don’t you come? Sophie can hold down the fort here.”
“Ah,” said Katie. “The time has come for the discussion, hasn’t it?”
“Either that or we can talk about ghosts and why they don’t exist,” said Isla.
“I’ll get my sunglasses,” Katie said.
THE SUN WAS uncharacteristically warm. Children were playing at the water’s edge, and sunbathers littered the sand. In one hand, Isla held Pip’s battered leather lead, in her other she had a dripping ice cream that she was trying desperately to keep up with.
“You’ve got to have a faster tongue action,” Katie said. “To keep up with the drips, I mean.”
“Mmmhmm, that’s exactly what you meant,” said Isla, giving her a look.
Katie beamed back up at her and Isla’s heart skipped a beat.
Maybe this was what it was all about. Walking down the beach with a dog and a beautiful woman. A woman who, Isla was becoming sure, she was developing strong feelings for. That was dangerous, she knew that, but maybe this time could be different.
After all, she found Katie easier to be around than other people.
“So what are we going to do?” Katie asked.
She liked Katie’s openness, her honesty, her willingness to bring up the difficult questions. She liked more than that, of course, but this was something that a relationship could be based on, she was sure.
“I don’t know,” said Isla, licking a drip of ice cream.
“Well, let’s be realistic,” Katie said with some determination. “I like you.”
“I like you too,” Isla said with a grin, liking the direction the conversation was taking.
“Good, that’s the important stuff taken care of then,” laughed Katie. “So we need to figure out just what we’re going to do about things.”
“Alright, just hypothetically, how do you feel about selling the hotel? I know you’ve had at least one offer.”
“How do you know that?” Katie asked suddenly.
Isla flushed at the thought of going through the office computer. “Can we stick to the matter at hand? Selling the hotel?”
Katie sighed. “I’ve thought about it and I know it would make the most financial sense. But I can’t leave the place, I can’t leave Sophie and Harry and Connie without a place to be.” Pip whined. “And Tam and Pip, of course.”
“Even if that’s the right decision for you?” Isla asked, thinking about the dismal state of the books.
“I can’t do it, I need to be here for them.” Katie crunched down on her ice cream cone. “What about you? Any thoughts about quitting your job?”
“Um, I like my job,” Isla said, feeling like it might be a betrayal to say it. “I’m not sure I realized just how much until I was in danger of losing it.”
Katie sucked air through her teeth. “That leaves us at a bit of an impasse then, doesn’t it?”
“I like that we’re not arguing about this,” said Isla. It was true. This was what she really liked about Katie. This wasn’t a destructive, over emotional fight, it was a logical discussion.
“We work well together when we put our minds to it,” said Katie.
“Then we need to put our minds to this,” Isla said. She dropped the remainder of her ice cream onto a nearby rock where Pip hurriedly gobbled it up. “Perhaps we can, I don’t know, sort of time share, I suppose. I could come up here whenever possible, though I can’t promise every weekend or anything. I travel a lot for work.”
“We could do that,” Katie said. “Or alternatively, you could become a hotel consultant like you wanted to before. You could help me run the hotel.”
Isla thought about this for a moment, gave it real thought.
“But you really want to go back to the job that you love,” Katie filled in a few seconds later.
Isla nodded.
Katie sighed. “This is sort of complicated, isn’t it? Why don’t we think about it a bit more and talk about it in a couple of days? There’s no hurry yet.”
One swift movement hooked Isla’s arm through Katie’s and Isla smiled, feeling the warmth of Katie’s skin and the warmth of the sun and the rightness of the world. Yes, putting things off was a good idea. Having a little more time to think was a good idea. Pip barked and ran off to frolic in the waves.
Not that there was that much time, but they had a few days. Isla swallowed down a panicky, swirling feeling, squashing it away to worry about later.
Because there was one more little thing, something that Harry had reminded her of when she was standing in reception waiting for Katie to come back with her sunglasses.
“I’m going to talk to her,” Isla had told him.
He’d nodded. “Best you do,” he’d said. “Because you’ve got bigger things to worry about.”
“Do I?” Isla had asked, confused. “Like what?”
“Like the fact that that review you wrote is going to come out any day soon,” he’d reminded her. “And there’s no chance that Katie won’t read it, you know.”



Chapter Twenty Seven
When Katie first read the review she was so angry that she had to go for a long walk on the beach.
After her walk, she was still angry and also sunburned on her nose, which made her even angrier still.
It was patently obvious to her that decisions needed to be made, but unfortunately, decisions weren’t things that she was good at. She needed to talk things through, so it was equally unfortunate that the first person she came across was Tam.
He gave her a nod as she walked in through the front door, and then cocked his head in an inquiring fashion. Katie could hear the noise of the vacuum upstairs and knew Sophie was working. Harry and Connie would be in town having elevenses, and only God knew where Isla was. Though that might be for the best. Isla was really not the person she wanted to see right now.
“It’s a long story,” she said to Tam.
He nodded solemnly.
“You read the review?”
He nodded again.
“I mean, it’s not untrue, that’s what I keep telling myself. It’s not wrong. It’s just… it’s a lot, Tam. There’s a lot there. And it’s so… so… blunt. So honest. So hurtful, I suppose. But that’s kind of it, isn’t it? I mean, it’s her job, it’s what she does. She loves it enough that she doesn’t temper her opinions.”
Tam sniffed.
“Yes, I suppose I sort of did think that she might for me. I sort of supposed that maybe she’d… she’d go easy on me? After what we have. What we had. I don’t know. And I suppose I respect her more for not having done that. It’s not like I blame her, I don’t. It’s her job. I just…” She trailed off, not sure how to complete the thought.
Tam nodded again.
“I can’t keep living life like everything’s alright, I suppose,” Katie said. She slipped behind the desk. “I need to change things, but I hate changing and I don’t know how, and everything’s so difficult. Why can’t life just be nice and easy for a change?”
Tam looked at his watch rather pointedly.
“Yes, go on, you’re free to go back to your kitchen. No point in lunch being late because I’m busy trying to sort my life out.”
He turned to go, then turned back, considering Katie with his cloudy eyes. He took a deep breath like he was making a big effort and said: “If life was easy, it wouldn’t be interesting now, would it?” Then he walked away.
Katie stared after him in shock. Not that she’d never heard him speak at all, but that was more words than she’d ever heard come out of his mouth in a row before.
“Wouldn’t be interesting,” she said. She could do with uninteresting right about now.
The hotel was quiet and for once there was nothing pressing to do, so she took herself off to the armchair in the back office and tried to think things through.
It was harder than she’d imagined, she had to admit that. She was trying not to feel things, but it was getting harder and harder not to.
“What would Harry say?”
That was easy. Harry was no more decisive than she was. Harry would simply tell her to do what was best for herself, make herself happy, which was easier said than done. How was she supposed to put herself first when what made her happy was making others happy?
Connie was another easy one. She’d heard the tale of Connie’s numerous marriages too often to doubt that Connie would tell her not to be fooled by the romance. Connie would tell her to remember that she’d end up washing socks one day.
Sophie was a little harder. Sophie might tell her to be more careful, might tell her to consider all the options, not to close doors. But then again, Sophie would also tell her to sell the hotel.
Back in London, in another life, she’d made the biggest decision she’d ever made. It had been right after the band had broken up. The lead guitarist had had a better offer and the drummer needed to go to rehab and suddenly Katie had been left with a bassist and a backing singer. She’d been clinging on with her fingernails when her producer had sat her down in the back room of some smoky studio.
“You gotta want this,” he’d said.
He’d been a good man. Not nice or attractive or even particularly kind. But he’d been honest and observant. Ken was his name. He was rough and swore too much in a way that had made Katie slightly uncomfortable around him.
“I do,” she’d said.
“No, no you don’t. You want to sing, and that’s good. You’re good. But the rest of it, the band and the records and the concerts and the fame, you gotta want all that shit too. And you’ve gotta want it bad, cos if you don’t, then you’ll end up hating it and hating yourself for doing it.”
“I do,” she’d said again even if she wasn’t exactly sure that she did.
He’d shaken his head. “Here’s what you’ve gotta do. You’ve gotta imagine the future, imagine a year from now, five years from now, imagine you get all these things you think you want, what then? Are you really happy? Because if you can’t imagine that future bright and fucking clear, if you can’t see yourself glowing with fucking happiness, then it ain’t what you want, end of story.”
She’d said nothing to this.
“You’re good, Kate, but so are a thousand other singers. If this isn’t what you really want, then step back and give one of the others a chance. This is a tough business, and if you’re not a hundred percent in it, it’ll chew you up and spit you out.”
And she’d thought about that. Thought about the people she knew who already had drug and alcohol problems, who had relationship problems, and thought about the kind of life she’d wanted to live. And then she’d left.
“Katie?”
She looked up and Isla was standing awkwardly in the doorway. She smiled, she couldn’t help that. Isla was beautiful and filled her heart up, which was part of the reason she needed to do this.
“You don’t have to be afraid of me, come on in, sit down.”
“I don’t?”  Isla said, coming inside and taking the desk chair. “You’ve read it, haven’t you?”
Katie nodded. “It was tough, but fair, I suppose.”
Isla sat back looking relieved.
“I won’t deny that I was hurt and angry. But, well, that’s not why I’m going to say what I’m going to say and I don’t want you to think that it is.”
Isla didn’t look relieved any longer. She looked pale and Katie took a deep breath, steeling herself.
“You need to go, Isla.”
“But—”
“No, hear me out. You need to go, Isla. You have a career that you love and I have a mess of a life here that I really need to figure out what to do with.”
“I can help you.”
Katie nodded. “You could, but then where would that leave us? We’d both be doing a half-job instead of a whole one. You have a new boss, a new chance to prove yourself to keep the career that’s so important to you. You need to give that a hundred percent.”
And you need to not regret me, she added mentally. Because she could see that future, could see what Ken had been talking about. Isla would start to come down less and less and she’d feel guilty about not visiting. Or she’d compromise her work in order to spend time at the hotel, which would end up making her miserable anyway. That wasn’t what she wanted, that wasn’t what she wanted to do to Isla.
“And I… I’m not sure what I need to do. Your review makes it perfectly clear that running a hotel is hardly my calling.”
“Katie, that’s not what I meant.”
“It was clear, Isla. And that’s fine. You’re right, of course you are. I need to find a way out of this mess, I need to find a way that keeps Harry and Connie and all the others safe. And I can’t be thinking about you at the same time.”
Isla sat forward. “Katie, you’re making a mistake.”
“No, no I’m not,” Katie said with more certainty than she’d had for weeks now. “Everything involves compromise, sacrifice, you said so yourself. But us having any kind of relationship would require you making more sacrifice than me, and I’m not alright with that.”
“What if I am?”
“I’m not,” Katie said firmly. “I like you Isla, I like you enough to want you to have what makes you happy. And that’s your job. I like you enough that I don’t want what we have here to end in disaster, in recriminations and regrets or anything else. We’ve had a wonderful time, so why not end it here, before things get bad?”
Isla put her face in her hands and for a second Isla thought she was crying. But when she looked up, her face was dry. “I don’t know how to argue this with you.”
“Then don’t,” said Katie. “Just leave. Please. Don’t make this harder. You know it’s the right thing to do. You know it’s the realistic thing to do. You know as well as I do that these things can end horribly, so let’s not get to that point.”
Go back to your life and be happy, she wanted to say. Let me set you free, cut you loose from dealing with all my problems.
Isla got up and came closer, bending down to softly kiss Katie’s cheek. “If it’s what you want,” she said.
Katie waited for as long as she dared before she nodded. “It is.”
Isla walked away without looking back and Katie snuggled back into the armchair. Now she had to figure out a way to deal with the hotel. Then she, too, would be free.



Chapter Twenty Eight
Isla calmly and methodically packed her bag. The muddy wheels on the case were a reminder of her first walk here, her reminder of just a couple of weeks ago when she’d never even heard of Katie. Or Harry, or the rest.
A reminder that a whole lifetime of things had happened in such a short time.
So perhaps Katie was right then. Perhaps this had all gone too quickly, perhaps they’d got carried away, perhaps it was for the best that she left.
Tears stung in her eyes, but she blinked them away and continued folding her shirts.
She wasn’t going to fight this, how could she? She’d always known that she was terrible with people, and this was no different. She’d obviously done such a bad job of explaining what she wanted, how she felt, how this could work, that Katie hadn’t understood. So why try again now?
In some world, maybe this could all work.
But not in this one.
Katie didn’t want this, she didn’t want to compromise, didn’t want to sacrifice, and maybe that was for the best.
Because did Isla herself really want to sacrifice?
“I’m going back to my life,” she said out loud. “Back to work. Back to my flat. Back to everything that I love and hold dear.”
So why did she feel like she didn’t want to go?
Many, many years ago her heart had been broken.
Liz Baker had been her tutor at university. From the first second Isla had walked into her rooms, something had changed. She’d finally understood what everyone had been talking about, she finally got how another person could change you by simply existing. She finally felt the feelings that she’d been so sure she’d never feel.
It had been a miracle, she’d thought, on that first autumn day standing in the doorway of Liz’s rooms, papers clutched tightly in her hands. But the true miracle had been that Liz had reciprocated her feelings. Or so Isla had thought.
For a university year they’d been together. Slept together, planned together, worked together. For a university year Isla had managed to convince herself that she was normal.
Then the summer had come and Liz had gone to America to research and Isla had stayed at home to work and something had changed.
It wasn’t until September came that Isla finally realized it was all over. Not only that, but realized that it had never really been anything at all. Liz chose a new student to transfer her affections to, as she apparently did every school year, and Isla had lost herself only once.
She’d shown up at Liz’s door and Liz had shaken her head. “You’re making a spectacle of yourself,” she’d said.
“But I just want to talk,” Isla had replied.
“No. You don’t. You want something that I can’t give you.”
“Why not?” Isla had known she was sounding whiny and hated herself for it.
“Because I don’t love you, Isla. Honestly, how could you not know? How could you not read the writing on the wall? Are you so terrible at reading people that you didn’t know it was all for fun?”
And Isla had only been able to sob, knowing that Liz was right, knowing that she was terrible at reading people, that she was bad with people in general, and that she should have known this was all wrong.
The pain had been so immense that she’d gone to bed with it for a week and only got up when she realized that if she didn’t then she’d wither away and die in a tiny bedsit with no one to find her.
The thought of that had been so horrific that she’d pulled herself out of her bed and gone to lectures and never even looked at Liz Baker again, even though it was the hardest thing she’d ever done.
She’d taken two things away from the experience. One, that love was hugely painful and she would never risk giving her heart away again. And two, that she was terrible with people.
Which was why Katie was right. Isla knew she was dangerously close to giving Katie her heart, so now was the time to walk away.
Then there was the review.
Sure, Katie may say that it had no impact on what was happening, but it did, didn’t it? It did because Isla treasured her job so much that she hadn’t even thought of calling to retract parts of the review to stop it hurting Katie. The possibility had never even crossed her mind. Which couldn’t bode well.
So maybe this time she could read the writing on the wall. And the writing very clearly told her that Katie was right and she should leave.
She slammed the case closed, locked the clasps, and looked around the room. It was, she decided, a pleasant room, though her review hadn’t been quite as kind. There was something to say for spending longer than one night in a place, something that gave her a better overview of how things were.
Okay, so room service was spotty, the phone on her bedside table still didn’t work, and the guest services were sometimes accompanied by rambling tales of expat life or Shakespeare quotes, but maybe that was what made the hotel special.
Maybe she could amend the review a little when it went online.
With a sigh, she turned her back on the room, opened the door, and walked out, pulling her case behind her.
The first person she ran into was Connie who took one look at the case she was pulling and nodded as though she’d always known this was going to happen. She eyed Isla up and down then shook her head gently and walked away.
Harry saw her from across reception, but when he saw the case she had his smile got sadder and he turned to continue his way out of the front door.
And Katie, precious, beautiful Katie, was nowhere to be found, which was probably for the best because Isla wasn’t going to cry. Not this time. She’d learned her lesson.
Quietly, she put her room key on the counter and turned to walk away.
She took the corridor leading to the back of the hotel, intending to repeat her short walk across the moor to get to her car. As she opened up the back door, a small whine made her turn around. Pip cocked his head and gave a small bark.
“Bye, Pip,” she said.
How foolish she’d been to think that she could be a part of things here. Katie had her family. Maybe not the family she’d been born into, but a family nonetheless. And whilst Harry and Connie and Pip had been nice to her, and Sophie at the very least hadn’t murdered her in her bed or called the police on her, they were, in the end, Katie’s family.
She tugged her case behind her as it bounced across the bumpy path and walked all the way down to the little town with its bobbing boats in the harbor and its cheery shops on the sea-front. Every step hurt her heart. But it was better this way.
TRAFFIC COMING INTO the city was awful. She managed to hit the outskirts of London at rush hour and sat in jams for over an hour before she got into the city itself. So it was getting dark by the time she’d found parking and dragged herself out of the car.
Irritated and tired, she pulled her suitcase up onto the grimy pavement and walked toward her building. The smell of diesel fumes and cooking fat from the nearby cafe almost overwhelmed her. For an instant she could smell the fresh scent of the sea, then the memory was gone.
Wearily, she dug out her keys and opened the building door. Her mailbox was empty other than the normal junk mail and catalogs which she promptly ditched into the rubbish bin by the door.
Then she plodded up the stairs and finally, finally unlocked her own front door.
The flat was exactly as she’d left it, exactly as she liked it. Neat and clean and minimalist, with everything in its place.
She closed the door to her sanctuary and felt home wrap itself around her. Unhurriedly, she unpacked her bag and put laundry into the machine. Then she took a hot shower. When she was done, she put a microwave meal into the microwave and waited while it turned.
It wasn’t until she pulled the meal out, the plastic burning at her fingers that she realized she hadn’t spoken to another human being for hours. Not since Katie. Her last words out loud had been to Pip.
Pip, who was the only one to say goodbye to her.
Was this really how she’d lived before Katie? Was this really the sad, empty life she’d had?
Why had she never realized just how sad and how empty it really was?
The meal smelled of chemicals and half of it was cold, but she took it anyway, pulling out a table by an armchair and sitting down to eat, the news on the TV.
It was the first time she’d seen the news in weeks. Like she’d been cut off from the world. Like the hotel and Katie and everything else had all been a dream that she was just now waking up from.
She sighed and pushed the table away with her meal half-eaten. Maybe that was the best way to see things. A dream. Intangible, nothing more than a memory, something that couldn’t be recaptured or relived.
A dream that she’d never dream again.



Chapter Twenty Nine
“You sent her away?” Sophie collapsed onto the office armchair.
“What of it?” Katie asked, typing one-handed and paying more attention to her screen than to Sophie.
“Well, for a start, I was sort of thinking that the two of you were… you know.”
“Sleeping together doesn’t make a relationship,” said Katie. “Something I’d have thought you would know.”
“Ouch. That was below the belt.”
Katie turned around and sighed. “Fine. Sorry.”
“Doesn’t sound that way.”
“No, I am, I just… Soph, I can’t deal with this right now, okay?”
She turned back around, looking at spreadsheets and numbers and coming to the slow and steady realization that probably she’d been burying her head in the sand for far too long. Without a rapid injection of cash, she was becoming more and more sure that the hotel couldn’t operate at the current rate for more than a handful of months.
It made her feel slightly sick. On the other hand, maybe this was just the kick that she needed. Maybe she should do here the same as she’d done with Isla. Rip the plaster off, just deal with things before they became too much.
“The review was honest,” said Sophie. “You can’t fault her for that, even if it was a bit blunt.”
“I know,” Katie said, tapping her pen on the edge of the desk as she thought about what she was going to do next. There weren’t exactly a lot of options.
“Then why make her leave?” Sophie asked.
“I thought you didn’t like her,” said Katie. “You were the one that threatened her.”
“I didn’t like her at first. But she grew on me and, well, she grew on you, more importantly.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Katie turned back to Sophie.
“You were… lighter. Happier, I suppose. You had something that wasn’t just the hotel, that wasn’t just us. I don’t know, I thought that maybe you were breaking out of this little shell that you’ve built around you. I thought maybe you were going to start asking for more.” Sophie sighed.
“It’s none of your business,” Katie said.
“I know.”
“But it couldn’t have worked. That’s all there is to it. Alright, maybe the review had a little to do with things, it stung. But the honest truth of the matter is that we’re two different women with two different lives and compiling them together would just be too difficult.”
“People do it all the time.”
“And people don’t do it all the time as well,” Katie said. “It would have ended badly. One of us would regret things, one of us would sacrifice more than the other, and then one or both of us would end up hurt. So it’s better this way.”
“You’re an idiot,” Sophie said.
“Thanks very much.”
“No, you are. For once in your life you could have had something for yourself and instead you give her marching orders. All because, what, you’re afraid of getting hurt? Well, I’ve got news for you. Life is getting hurt. All of it. There’s no way anything ends up well. We all end up dead. We all end up the same. So you might as well snatch your happiness where you can.”
Sophie was standing up now, her cheeks getting red and Katie couldn’t remember ever seeing her like this before. Was she really angry? Was she cross because Katie had sent Isla away?
“I’m sick to death of seeing you moping around this stupid hotel pretending that you’re doing everything for Harry and Connie and nothing for yourself. Because the truth is that you are doing this for yourself, and for no one else. You like being miserable. You like being needed. You like being out here in the middle of nowhere where no one knows who you are and no one knows your past.”
“Sophie…”
“No, it’s true. And if you want to bury yourself here as a martyr, then go right ahead, but I’m not going to help you do it.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It’s supposed to mean that I quit.”
There was silence for a moment, Katie shocked at what she’d heard, and Sophie seemingly shocked that she’d said it.
“You’re quitting because I broke up with Isla?” Katie asked eventually.
“I’m quitting because I can’t sit around here and watch you slowly rot away,” Sophie said. “I adore you, Kate, I really do. But I’m not watching you do this anymore.”
She walked away and Katie let her because what else could she do?
SHE WAS DRAGGING the vacuum cleaner one-handed toward reception when Pip came chasing around the corner and almost bumped into her.
“Watch out!”
Pip barked joyfully at her and started dancing around her ankles as she made her way up to the front.
“Not particularly helpful,” she mumbled.
Not that she needed the help. The longer she thought about it, the angrier she became at Sophie for leaving her like this. She had a broken arm, for god’s sake. And now not only did she have to do all the admin that Isla could have done, but also all the cleaning that Sophie was supposed to do.
All she needed now was for Tam to quit so that she had to cook all the meals as well.
Pip barked again and Katie hushed him. She pulled at the vacuum, but the cord was stuck and it wouldn’t move. She yanked again, Pip barked again, and suddenly, she’d had enough. Just enough.
Dropping the vacuum she marched to the office and opened up the computer. This was ridiculous. She couldn’t do this. There was only one thing to be done.
Clicking the email open she found the phone number at the bottom and dialed it quickly before she could change her mind.
“International Vacations, Deborah Melden’s office.”
“Hi, this is Katherine Monroe from the Lanton Bay Hotel, I was wondering if I could speak with Ms. Melden?”
“I’m afraid Ms. Melden is on the other line right now. Can I help you?”
Katie took a deep breath. “If at all possible I’d like to have Ms. Melden call me back.”
“Will she know what this is regarding?”
Katie closed her eyes. “Yes, she will.”
“Excellent. Can you be reached at this number?”
“Here, or my mobile.” Katie reeled off the number.
“Perfect. I’ll make sure she gets your message and gets back to you as soon as possible.”
The line buzzed as the call ended and Katie hung up. There. Had that been so difficult? She needed to sort out this mess and that was exactly what she’d done. She’d sell the hotel and be damned with it.
Yes, Harry and Connie would be a problem. But she could maybe try and arrange some kind of deal for them. If not, well, there were other hotels. She could help them find somewhere else to be.
And what about herself?
There was a whole black future out there that she hadn’t considered.
Without the hotel she was effectively homeless and unemployed. Not to mention pretty close to broke. So what was she going to do with herself?
Find a job, she supposed. Not that she was especially qualified to do anything other than sing and run an amateur hotel. But she could flip burgers, she could waitress, maybe even work at another hotel. Maybe International Vacations would give her a job.
There was so much uncertainty it made her feel sick inside but she couldn’t go on like this. One thing that Isla had taught her was that what she was doing wasn’t going to work. The review had been clear on that. Maybe with Isla on board to come up with new ideas she could have kept things going. But not now. Not alone.
There was a hole in her life where Isla used to fit. And now there was a hole where Sophie used to fit. And if she wasn’t careful her whole life was going to become a Swiss cheese.
“Katie?”
She sighed. Harry was calling from the front desk. She didn’t have the heart to tell him anything yet.
“Katie?”
“Yes?” She stood up and went to the desk.
“Do you know that Sophie has left the vacuum in the middle of the hallway?”
Pip was jumping around the table by the front door. “Stop that, Pip,” Katie called. “It wasn’t Sophie,” she said to Harry.
“Someone could trip on that,” he said.
Pip jumped again. “Pip!” She turned back to Harry. “I’ll make sure it’s cleaned up, okay?”
“Do you want me to try and find Sophie?” Harry asked. “She can’t have gone far. I’ll find her and then bend her ear about leaving things lying around, shall I?”
Pip jumped and his claws clattered against the table. “Pip!” She didn’t want to go into this now. “It’s fine, Harry, I’ll deal with it.”
“It’s no trouble,” said Harry. “You’ve got enough to deal with. I’ll go and find her now.”
Pip jumped and the vase on the edge of the table toppled and fell to the ground with a crash, breaking into a spectacular assortment of sharp shards.
“No!” shouted Katie, really shouted, her voice echoing around the front hall, bouncing off the walls and seeming to get louder before it got quieter. “No,” she said again, still loud, the word firm and round.
Everything stopped.
“Pip, out, now!”
The dog whimpered and scuttled off with his tail between his legs.
“Harry, for the love of God, stop interfering. You’re a guest, not a member of staff, so go away and drink coffee or complain about the lack of castle or go to the beach, instead of getting in my hair all the time. Get out of here.”
It was over in a second. The flash of anger, the void of losing control. It was gone as soon as she closed her mouth.
And she watched Harry’s face crumple as she realized just what she’d said.



Chapter Thirty
She looked with surprise at the office that had once been so familiar. Instead of wooden shelves crammed with brochures and binders and a higgle-piggle jumble of desks, there was now a sleek and clean modern workspace.
Maybe just dropping in like this had been the wrong thing to do.
Truthfully though, she’d been at a loose end and the longer she spent at home the longer she spent thinking about Katie. Not just about her. But about Harry and Connie and Tam and Pip and even Sophie.
So coming by to see the lay of the land had seemed like a good idea. As had introducing herself to her new boss before she actually started working again.
It looked like everything had changed and the office bustled with a new sense of purpose as Isla looked around in bemusement.
“Quite something, isn’t it?” said a voice.
Isla turned around to see a woman with a smooth, blonde bob smiling at her. “It is.”
“All it took was a change of office furniture and a new outlook,” the woman said. “I’m Alison Greenaway and from your bio pic I think you must be Isla Seymour, making me your new boss.”
“That’s right,” Isla said, wondering if she was supposed to shake hands.
“I don’t shake hands,” Alison said before Isla could move. “Waste of energy and an excellent way to spread disease. But I am glad you came by, I’ve been wanting to speak to you.”
Isla had her arguments prepared, such as they were. She wanted her job but not if that meant spending all her time sitting around in an office. So she cleared her throat. “I, uh, I understand that hotel inspectors aren’t exactly the cutting edge,” she began.
“Which is why we’re all the more delighted to have you on board,” Alison said.
Isla paused, mouth still open.
“Why don’t you come into my office?” said Alison. “I think we have a lot to talk about, not least how many trips you can make a year and whether or not you need a colleague to take on some responsibilities.”
“A colleague?” Isla said weakly.
“I intend to give you more or less free rein. You know what you’re doing, I love your work, and I want more of it. The personal touch is just what we need to set us apart from all those sites that use aggregated online reviews from customers.”
“Free rein?” Isla’s knees felt slightly weak. Not only was she keeping her job the way she liked it, but it would be even more the way she liked it.
“Exactly,” said Alison, beckoning her toward the corner office. “Come on, let’s discuss it.”
Obediently, Isla followed, wondering just what she’d done to have everything she’d ever wanted in her career handed to her on a plate like this.
SHE WAS STILL somewhat disbelieving when she walked out of the Tourist Authority offices again.
Alison was… nice. Blunt, easy to talk to, and she had definite ideas about how to run things. Ideas that matched Isla’s perfectly. Which meant that her job should be easier, better, more fulfilling and yet… Yet somehow Isla still didn’t feel quite right.
She felt a little… Not sick. Not exactly. Just not good.
Which was maybe why when she saw a gray head bobbing along in front of her on the pavement outside the offices she didn’t recognize at first who it was.
Then the figure turned at a traffic light and she saw his profile and shouted “George!” before she could stop herself.
George turned around and then beamed. “Isla. Well, well, well. Of all people, I never expected to see you around here.” He peered at her suspiciously. “Aren’t you supposed to be on holiday?”
“Aren’t you supposed to be retired?”
George laughed. “Yes, and I am. But me and the boys in the stock room and a couple of the security guys have a lunchtime poker date. I’m not missing my chances to clean up and get a few extra bob just because the government thinks I’m too old to have an actual job.”
“Fair enough,” Isla said. The traffic light changed and they both crossed the road. “So, um, how’s breeding rabbits?”
“Small talk?” George said, pretending to be shocked. “What happened to Isla Seymour?”
“I’m just trying to be nice.”
George grunted. “Well stop it, it’s disconcerting. And my rabbits are fine, thanks for asking.”
“Good.”
“Been in to see the new boss, have we?”
“Yes,” said Isla as they walked.
“Seems alright.”
“Seems great,” Isla said. “She wants to keep me on doing more of the same.”
“Oh.”
“You could sound a little happier about that,” she said.
“So could you.”
“I am.”
“Then so am I,” said George sounding like he wasn’t at all.
Isla sighed. “Spit it out.”
“What?”
“Whatever it is that’s wrong, just spit it out. I’m busy and you’re old, neither one of us has much time to fuss around over matters.”
George barked a laugh. “I do miss you giving it to me straight,” he said. “Listen, it’s not that I was hoping you’d get fired. It’s more that, well, I thought this could be a good opportunity for you.”
“An opportunity?”
“Yeah.” He smoothed back his comb-over. “You’re set in your ways, Isla. And if you don’t get un-set, well, you’ll end up old and lonely like me. And that’s not what you deserve. I thought maybe a shake-up around the office could be a chance for you to make a few changes, to see what’s out there, you know what I mean. I suppose I was wrong though.”
“Wrong to want me to lose my job?” Isla said. “Yes, you were.”
“I’m well-meaning really,” said George. “I just think you can have more, Isla, that’s all.”
“More of what?”
“Everything. More life, more happiness, more… love maybe. It’s none of my business. But you’ve worked for me since you were out of school more or less, and you’ve got settled and comfortable and safe.”
“What’s wrong with safe?”
“Nothing, if you’re seventy and don’t want to break a hip. Everything if you’re an intelligent, attractive woman who deserves more than staying in two hundred different hotels a year.”
She sniffed.
“Like I said, I mean well, Isla. I do.” He stopped walking. “I’m glad you’re happy, Is. Glad you’re keeping the job if that’s what you want.”
“It is what I want,” Isla said, more out of habit than truth.
George nodded. “Well then, I suppose we’re both happy, aren’t we?” He nodded toward the tube station. “This is me.”
“Right, I, uh, I’m walking.”
“Right,” said George. He hesitated for a moment as though unsure as to what he should do. Then he gave a short nod in Isla’s direction. “Be seeing you then.”
Isla nodded. “Bye, George.”
He sloped off in the direction of the station and Isla watched until she couldn’t see him anymore before she turned in the direction of home.
She felt embarrassed.
Embarrassed because she wasn’t sure she’d been truthful with George. And maybe because he’d told her things that she hadn’t wanted to hear.
She should be happy, but that was the feeling she was missing, she just wasn’t. She’d been given what she wanted, she’d built her life around her job, and yet here she was, walking home at two in the afternoon without even a smile on her face.
Here she was at forty something years old walking toward an empty apartment.
She hurried on toward her flat.
Two in the afternoon.
Tam would be getting started on dinner by now, and Sophie would be doing the last of the rooms. Harry and Connie would be arguing over a hand of cards or drinking tea companionably in the sun room. Pip would be sunbathing in the little patch of sunlight that hit the courtyard just after lunch.
She’d left something, she now realized, that she hadn’t actually known that she’d wanted.
She’d been forced to stay, for sure, but somehow, she’d started to integrate into the hotel, she’d begun to find a place there. She’d started to know its habits and its characteristics, she knew not to step on the second stair because it was wobbly, she knew to wiggle her key just so in the lock.
And she’d become used to seeing Katie’s face in the morning, her hair messily piled into a bun on top of her head and a pen stuck behind her ear.
Which all made it sound like she’d been settled, but that wasn’t how she’d felt. She’d felt, she realized now, alive. She’d looked forward to getting up in the morning. She’d felt challenged throughout the day. And behind it all, there had been Katie, irritating and messy and beautiful and just right.
She sighed and turned into her street.
This should have been easier.
She’d wanted all this once, all she needed to do was persuade herself that she wanted it again, that was all.
Forget about the hotel, about Harry and Connie and Tam and Pip, forget about Sophie, forget about consulting and running a hotel, and most of all, forget about Katie. Forget about all those things and she could go back to the person she’d been before she ever set foot in Lanton Bay.
She opened up the building door and could sense her flat empty and cool upstairs. She sighed again and then went upstairs. She had a lot of forgetting to do, so she’d better get started.



Chapter Thirty One
Harry sat her down at a table in the dining room, pulling out a white handkerchief and handing it to her. Katie looked at the fresh whiteness then blew her nose noisily. She’d send it to the laundry with the sheets, she promised herself.
“Hot, sweet tea,” Harry said. “It’s a cliché for a reason, it’s wonderful against shock.”
“I haven’t had a shock,” said Katie, hiccuping through her sobs.
“Have you not?” Harry asked, pouring hot water out of the urn that stood by the serving table. “Were you just being particularly nasty for no reason then?”
“God, Harry, I’m so sorry, I really didn’t mean to shout at you.”
“I believe you. You might have a tougher job persuading Pip though.”
“I’ll bring him a bone from the butcher the next time I go,” Katie promised.
Harry sighed as he put a cup of tea in front of her and sat down. “I think it’s time that we had a talk.”
Katie shook her head. “It’s fine, Harry. It is. I’m fine. And I have a lot to do.”
“Since Sophie upped and quit?”
“I, uh, didn’t know that you knew.”
Harry’s eyes twinkled. “I was pushing for you to tell me, thought getting it off your chest would be good for you, though I see now that maybe that wasn’t the right thing to do. There’s not much that I don’t know that goes on around here,” he said. “And you’re very much not fine, Katie. You’re digging yourself deeper and deeper into a hole and it really is time that you stopped digging. Do you want to tell me what happened with Isla?”
Katie shrugged. “She’s gone.”
“Why?”
“Because…” Katie gestured all around her. “Because I have no idea what I’m doing with my life and I can’t ask her to stay while I figure that out. Because it’ll end badly anyway and we’ll get hurt. Because… because I have this place and I need to… I don’t know. I need to do something.”
“You need to take a step back and evaluate,” Harry said gently.
Katie nodded. Embarrassed, she felt tears come to her eyes. She was just so tired. She tried sipping at the tea Harry had brought her and found that it tasted good.
Harry looked at her. “You know, you really ought to know yourself better.”
“Okay.” She wasn’t sure where this was going.
“There are three problems here, well, four if you count your continuing ignorance of your self and how you function, but we’ll leave that until later,” Harry continued. “So, let’s start with number one, the easiest. Sophie.”
“She quit. She quit because she says I’m a martyr and she won’t watch me do this to myself anymore.”
“Alright, phone her up and apologize.”
“It’s not that easy.”
“It really is, Katie. She’s your best friend. Get her back here. She was probably half right and half wrong about whatever she said, acknowledge that and apologize and all will be well. Don’t over-complicate things.”
Katie gulped and nodded. He was right.
“Moving on, the hotel. Slightly jammier, but we can get there. You’re thinking of selling, I assume?”
Katie took a breath but there was no point in lying, so she nodded.
“Fine. I also assume that you’re telling yourself that the weight of the world is on your shoulders and you can’t possibly sell this place because Connie and I live in it, and Tam and Sophie work in it?”
Again, she nodded.
“Then you need to give that a little thought, my dear. Is that really true? Or are you keeping this place because you need somewhere to belong?”
Katie opened her mouth, but Harry wasn’t done. He seemed determined to dole out his advice in one long monologue, to conquer everything at once.
“Moving on again, Isla. This one is none of my business and I shan’t interfere. But the question here is a very clear one. Is your life better with her or without her? I mean your life, not hers. If it’s better, then again, you need to find her, apologize to her and see where you go from there.”
“Harry…”
He held up a hand. “And finally, there’s you. I suspect Sophie was right about one thing. You need to realize that you can’t feed people from an empty pantry.”
“I have no idea what that means.”
“I think you do,” Harry said. “It means that if you don’t care for yourself and your needs, you will one day find that you don’t have the resources to care for others.”
“Oh.”
“Oh indeed. And now you are going to do something.”
Katie considered arguing, but she was rather liking being told what to do, was enjoying not being in charge for once.
“You are going to get up, take yourself outside into the sunshine, and walk along the cliff path with your thoughts. When those thoughts are in order and you know what to do, then you can come back.”
“I’m going to solve all my life problems in one walk?”
“You’re going to give yourself time and space to think,” Harry said. “And I don’t want to hear a word about all the other things you have to do. Just for once, put everyone and everything else out of your mind. The hotel will still be standing when you come back, I promise you that.”
She took a breath then nodded. “Okay,” she said.
He put a cool hand on top of hers. “And Katie, remember, other people are the center of their own stories. Their worlds go on with or without you. Me, Connie, Tam, Sophie, Isla, whoever it is, our worlds continue without you. Those worlds might be smaller or lonelier, but they still turn.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Think about it,” he said, pushing back his chair. “Now go on, off with you. I don’t want to see you again until your head is clear. I’ll take care of things around here.”
“Harry, your pacemaker—”
“I’m no fool, I can take care of myself. Go.”
IT REALLY WAS a beautiful summer. The sun shone down and Katie wandered along the cliff path, letting clean air fill her lungs and the smell of the sea surround her. And as she walked, perhaps things were becoming clearer.
Apologizing to Sophie was a no-brainer, she should, could and would.
The hotel, on the other hand, was more difficult. She was in a position where she could go either way. There was an offer on the table and she could easily accept it. But what then?
She stopped at a place where the view was particularly nice, sitting down on the grass by the cliff edge and looking out over the sea.
Who was she doing this for, that was the question. And it was only when Harry had mentioned belonging that she really realized. As much as she might use Harry and the others as an excuse for why she had to keep the hotel up and running, the truth was that she had bought the place for herself.
When Ken had told her that she had to want to be a singer, really want it, and she’d come to the decision that maybe she didn’t want it enough, she’d thought long and hard about what she did want. Which was when she’d bought the hotel.
She’d wanted a place to be. After touring and rehearsing and sleeping on couches, she’d wanted a place of her own, a place to build a family, no matter how unconventional. And the hotel had given her that in spades.
Far below her, a family played on the beach. A daughter built sandcastles with her father, a son paddled at the water’s edge with his mum. And Katie finally got it. Their worlds turned without her in it, just like everyone else’s did and would.
She was not essential to anyone. A weight lifted off her.
Whatever happened she had to look after herself, because if she didn’t, she wouldn’t be around to help anyone else.
She could almost feel Isla there, could feel those firm hands on her shoulders.
She sighed.
Isla was gone. Isla had what she wanted, the career that she loved, and interfering in that, forcing her to choose or compromise was wrong. She wouldn’t do it. She would, she decided, open her heart to someone. She would, she decided, start putting herself first sometimes.
But Isla, well, that ship had sailed. Or at least gone for a jaunt down the coast. Maybe, after a decent amount of time, she’d send a text or an email. Maybe one day they could be friends. But that would have to be enough. She’d sent Isla away, she wasn’t about to interfere further by demanding that she come back.
By the time she tromped back into the hotel, she was hot and tired but lighter and happier than she’d been for a long time. Harry was standing behind the reception desk.
“Head cleared?”
She nodded.
“Good,” he said. “It’s about time you decided a few things for yourself and stopped assigning wants and emotions to other people. It’s a little arrogant, you know?”
Katie blew out her cheeks. “Fine, you’re right. I get it. I’m going to be different now. And the first step is saving this place.”
“This place?” asked Harry, a grin on his face.
“Oh, don’t look so happy, I’m not doing it for you,” Katie said. “I’m doing it for me. I love this place, it’s my home, and I’m not about to lose it. In fact, I’m going to work on a business plan tonight and set up a meeting at the bank as soon as I can. Isla had some decent ideas, even if they were a bit far-fetched. Tone them down a little and I think we might even get this place to make a profit.”
Harry nodded in approval. “By the way, Sophie’s upstairs cleaning room eleven. She came in right after you left.”
“Ah.” Katie rubbed at her nose. “Alright, then I’m off to apologize.”
She was already walking toward the stairs when Harry called out. “What about Isla?”
She turned back and shook her head. “It’s over,” she said. “She’s gone and has her own life and I don’t have the right to up-end things by asking her to come back. And before you say anything, that decision is for me as well. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I asked her to sacrifice things for me.”
Harry frowned. “What if she came back and asked to be with you?”
“That’d be different,” Katie said, heart glowing at the thought. “But it’s not going to happen. She’s happy where she is.”
Harry sighed. “Very well, if that’s your decision.”
For a long moment Katie hesitated, trying to think of a way she could have Isla too and coming up with nothing. So she turned and walked up the stairs. She couldn’t change things with Isla now, but she could make amends with Sophie. And then she was going to save the hotel. No, she was going to save her hotel.



Chapter Thirty Two
There was no big revelation. There was no crisis that provoked the change, or even any wise best friend or grandmother to tell her how she was feeling.
Isla woke up on Wednesday morning and realized that not only was she alone, which was generally fine with her, but that she was lonely, which was definitely not fine.
She woke up and lay in bed, her own bed with her own pillow and sheets, and suddenly just knew that things had to change. Maybe she’d had a dream to prompt this. Or maybe she’d just finally decided to recognize that the burning desire to wake up in the Lanton Bay Hotel wasn’t going to go away.
As she lay there, she stretched and eased her muscles into action and wondered just what to do with this new found information.
She’d tried as hard as she could to forget everything that had happened, and frankly, it wasn’t going to work. She’d tried as hard as she could to be excited about her new-old job, but frankly, she just couldn’t be. The only thing that kept running around her mind was the fact that she missed it. She missed them.
Of course, her life went on, her life could go on, exactly like this. But the point was that she really didn’t want it to. She didn’t want to wake up alone and go to bed alone and spend all her day alone.
Other people were irritating and noisy and a pain in her backside. They were also funny and caring and gave her days more depth and meaning. Harry making her tea, Connie helping her with her makeup, Katie… Katie touching her and kissing her and feeling her, Katie breathing and…
A deep breath.
She couldn’t go down that tunnel, not now.
She missed Katie, but there was more to it than that. She missed being a part of something. So in the end, she sat up in bed and made a call to the only person she thought that she could call.
“I CAN’T SAY that I was expecting a call from you,” George said. “Pint?”
“A vodka and tonic,” Isla said, sliding onto a stool at the high round table George had found in the busy pub.
“Two ticks.”
George disappeared to the bar and Isla looked around. People were having lunch, connecting, talking and laughing. Things that a month ago she’d have rolled her eyes at. A month ago she probably wouldn’t even have noticed.
Now though, she was wondering just how they did it. How did they just connect like that?
“Here you go,” George said, putting drinks down on the table. “So what is it? I can’t for the life of me think of anything you could need from me, Isla.”
She swallowed, not really sure how to start. Which was probably part of the problem. Okay, a deep breath. Just do it, be honest. “I, uh, I’m lonely.”
“You’re what, love?”
“Lonely,” she said, feeling the shape of the word. “I’m lonely.”
George raised an eyebrow and took a sip of his pint. “Alright,” he said. “Well, I’m here, if that helps. Haven’t got a thing to do the rest of the day, so I’m all yours for entertainment purposes.”
“That’s not quite what I meant,” said Isla.
“Then what did you mean?”
She took another deep breath and then began to tell him everything.
“I see,” George said, when she was done.
“I feel silly,” said Isla. “I feel silly for not having realized this before, I feel silly that it bothers me, I feel silly that I just woke up this morning feeling this way. I mean, I think I’m supposed to get hit by a bus and have a miraculous escape or maybe get knocked on the head or something like that. Isn’t that how you change?”
George laughed. “Might be in the films. For the rest of us, I think mostly there’s just a slow dawning realization that you might not have been doing things right after all. And I’m not sure that’s the point. However you got there, the point is that now you’ve realized you want something, and now you need to find out how to get it.”
Isla sighed.
“What exactly is it that you want?” George asked gently.
“Realistically?”
“No, just in your heart of hearts, what is it you want?”
Isla smiled a little. “I think I’d like to just walk back into that hotel and fit right back in again. Walk in and never leave.”
He nodded. “And you can’t do that?”
“How can I?” Isla asked. “I wrote a terrible review of them, I was demanding and horrible, and I don’t think any of them are terribly interested in seeing me again. Not that I blame them.”
“Alright, more realistically then.”
“More realistically, I suppose I want a family. A found family. I want to have that closeness that I missed, I want to be around people more, I want to work on building relationships.”
“Even if that means changing yourself?” George asked.
“Especially if that means changing myself.” Isla pulled a face. “I’m trite, aren’t I? The stereotypical ice queen who’s suddenly realized that she’s missing out on things.”
George laughed. “You’re definitely not the first. But the important thing is that you’ve identified the problem and that you want to change things. So the question becomes, how do you go about changing in the way that you’d like to?”
Isla puffed out a breath. “That’s the question, isn’t it? I mean, I’m not exactly easy to get along with.”
“I’m not so sure that’s true,” said George. “You can be blunt and demanding, certainly. But I think the problem is more that you don’t think anyone wants to get along with you.”
“Okay…”
George took another mouthful of beer and swallowed. “I mean, I’m here, aren’t I?”
“You are,” Isla said slowly, then she closed her eyes and shook her head. “And you’ve been my friend all along and I never realized, is that your point?”
“Sort of,” George admitted. “Maybe the problem isn’t that no one likes you, but that you don’t let yourself be liked, if that makes sense?”
Isla nodded. “I feel stupid.”
“Why?” George asked. “I mean, it takes some people a whole lifetime to figure out that they’ve prioritized wrong.”
“Does it?”
George laughed. “Yes, it does. So you’re one step ahead of a lot of people, Isla. You’ve decided you want to change, and that’s a big deal, a big thing. So what are you going to do with this new enthusiasm of yours?”
“Um, make friends, I suppose?”
“Alright,” said George. “Is that all?”
Isla shook her head.
“Well then?”
“I’m going to quit my job.”
George stared at her in disbelief.
“Don’t look at me like that, I am,” Isla said, blushing. “You were right, losing my job would have been a kick in the behind, a reason to change myself, an opportunity. But I never saw it like that. I was wrong. So I’m going to force the change by quitting.”
“Are you sure?” George asked.
“I can’t think of another way,” said Isla. “If I keep doing this, if I keep traveling alone, then I’ll never have the kind of life I want to have. I need more than a job and an empty flat.”
“I quite agree,” George said. “I’m not sure I expected you to see things that way though.”
Isla cleared her throat. “Um, how exactly does one go about making friends then?”
“How do you… Oh, Isla.” George put his glass down. “Making friends just sort of happens.”
She bit her lip. “Okay, so, uh, will you be my friend then?”
George rolled his eyes. “Is, I’m already your friend. Why do you think I’m here? And you don’t need to go around asking people. Friendship happens, it’s built with trust and… and niceness, and giving and taking, with opening up and laughing and crying. It happens over time. Just like it happened with Harry and Connie and all those people at the hotel.”
“Right,” Isla said, still wondering just how she was going to go about building her own circle of friends, her own little found family. Maybe she just needed to hang out in more pubs. She craned her neck looking at the crowd but wasn’t exactly sure what she was supposed to be looking for.
“Take things slow,” George said now. “Maybe join a club, go on a singles holiday, something where you’ll naturally meet other people.”
Isla nodded. “Yes, okay, that sounds doable.”
“And, um, you’ll need to find a new job.”
“Right,” she said, though that was far from the top of her list of priorities.
George picked up his empty glass. “Another round?”
She quickly drank back the rest of her drink. “Yes, please,” she said, then fumbled for her purse. “This one’s on me though.” She handed him some money.
“There is one thing,” George said, elbows on the table. “With all this changing that you’re doing, have you considered what you’re going to do about Katie?”
“Katie?”
“Obviously,” he said. “She’s the reason that you’re changing, isn’t she?”
“I, uh, is she? I hadn’t, um, I suppose I hadn’t thought of things that way.” Which she honestly hadn’t but now that she did it suddenly all made sense. Wanting to be a different person, wanting to be someone who deserved a person like Katie.
“If you want this Katie back and you’re willing to change to have that, then you’re going to need a plan,” said George.
Isla slid her empty glass toward him. “That’s not on the cards.”
“Bullshit.”
“She has her own life, one that she dis-invited me from, one that has no space for someone like me.”
“Bullshit,” George said again.
“That’s not helpful.”
“Then stop talking bullshit,” said George. “You’re changing because you’re ready to change, you’re changing because someone has shown you that change is worth it. And at the end of the day, you’ll want to show that person the change, it’s only natural.”
Isla shook her head. She didn’t think Katie would be pleased to see her. Not now, not ever. But George wasn’t to be put off. “Why don’t we cross that bridge when we come to it?”
George shrugged. “Please yourself,” he said, and took the empty glasses back to the bar.



Chapter Thirty Three
“Isla would know,” Sophie said, looking at the business plan.
“Well, Isla isn’t here,” said Katie, snatching the plan back again. “So that’s not exactly helpful.”
“You know, all you need to do is ask her,” Sophie said. “I mean, it can’t hurt to ask.”
“You’re very much assuming that I want her to come back.”
“Want who to come back?” asked Harry, coming into the office.
“Isla,” said Sophie.
“You’re not supposed to be back here,” said Katie. “You’re a guest.”
“Who’s a guest?” asked Connie, following Harry into the office.
“I am,” said Harry. “Or at least I think I am. Unless Isla is?”
“It was a little cozier with Isla, wasn’t it?” said Connie.
“And she was quite helpful with some things,” Sophie said. “Like this business plan, for example.”
“Did Isla write the business plan?” Harry asked.
“No,” said Sophie. “But she could have done, if she were here.”
“We could ask her to come back,” Connie said.
“I can ask,” said Harry. “I don’t mind prostrating myself in apology.”
“Oh, I should say I’m better qualified,” said Connie. “After all, I am an actress, it’s in the blood, I can lay myself bare and beg for her return.”
“Or, you know, Katie could do it,” said Sophie.
“Do you think she could?” Connie asked doubtfully. “I mean, she’s not an actress.”
“You don’t have to be an actress to apologize,” Harry said. “Though I suppose it doesn’t hurt. So, do you want me to do it then?”
“Want you to do what?” asked Sophie.
“Call Isla and tell her to come back.”
Katie stood up. “Stop!”
Everyone turned and looked at her.
“Just stop it,” she said more calmly. “You’re not helping. I have to go to the bank and have this meeting.”
“Well, we can deal with the Isla situation while you’re gone,” Connie said firmly. “It’s not a bother. Not now that we know she left because you told her to. You know, we did all rather think that she’d just walked out on us. So I suppose I should apologize for not saying goodbye.”
“Yes,” said Harry. “That was a little misleading of you.”
Katie gritted her teeth in frustration. “And what just makes you all think that I want Isla to come back?”
Harry looked at Connie who looked at Sophie who shrugged. “Well, you love her, don’t you?”
“Whoever said that?” Katie said.
“You’re glum without her,” said Harry. “Keeping your head buried in your paperwork and figuring out how to save the hotel. When the only reason you’re saving it in the first place is because Isla made you realize it’s possible and that you want to.”
“Not a good reason to have her back,” said Katie. “She can come back a year from now when the hotel is properly opened and running at a profit. She can write another of her horrendous reviews then.”
“So you’re not missing her?” Connie asked innocently. “You don’t feel lonely? You’re not incomplete? You’re not just making the same mistakes you’ve always made and doing things for others and not for yourself?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“She’s trying to help,” Harry said gently. “What she means is that it’s all very well to want to change, to want to start doing things for yourself, like keeping the hotel going. But life is about balance, it’s more than one thing. You told Isla to leave, you think she loves her career more than you, but you haven’t exactly given her a chance to speak for herself, have you? You’re making the decision for her.”
“She left,” said Katie.
“Because you told her to,” said Sophie. “And besides, two wrongs don’t make a right. You can both screw up in this scenario. You should give her a chance to make her own decision. Maybe she’s waiting at home right now for you to call and ask her to come down here.”
“Poor thing,” Connie said. “Imagine her all alone like that.”
“You make it sound like I’m some desperate spinster, like I’m moping around without the love of my life,” said Katie.
“Not at all, my dear,” said Harry. “Your world has kept turning just as Isla’s has kept turning, just like I told you it would. But then, might it not be a little better, a little easier, a little nicer to wake up every morning if the two of you shared a world that turned together?”
Katie opened her mouth then closed it. It would be better. Life would be brighter, friendlier, lighter. And she did miss Isla. She felt like there was a hole where Isla had been and nothing could fill it. Turning around she expected to see her face, expected to hear her voice, but she never did and it hurt every time Isla wasn’t there.
“We made her stay,” Sophie said. “But in the end, she wanted to be here, I swear.”
“Maybe you should give us a second chance?” said Connie. “After all, we weren’t far off the first time. Okay, we shouldn’t have threatened her, but she did stay and you did fall for her. So perhaps it’s up to the three of us to go and get her back?”
Katie had sudden visions of the three tearing off to London and dragging Isla back by her hair. “Absolutely not,” she said. “And I’m going to be late for the bank.”
“You don’t want her to come back then?” Sophie asked.
Katie took a deep breath and then shook her head. “I didn’t say that.”
“So you do want her to come back?” Sophie pressed.
It seemed like the stupidest question in the world. It seemed like the answer was so obvious and yet it had never been spoken aloud. She couldn’t ask Isla to come back, couldn’t ask her to sacrifice her career or compromise, especially after she’d sent her away. But of course she wanted her to come back, of course she wanted her there.
“I need to get to the bank,” was all she said. “Everything else can be dealt with later.”
“Like calling Isla?” Connie asked.
“Perhaps,” said Katie, heart racing at the thought of it. Or perhaps not, she didn’t add, because she still didn’t think it would be fair even though she did want Isla. “And I have to go.”
Sophie looked at Harry who looked at Connie who gave a sharp nod.
“I’ll drive you,” Sophie said, snatching the keys off the desk. “Tam needs more potatoes, so I’ll have to pick some up. You’ll be alright taking the bus back, won’t you?”
Katie collected her files and papers. “I suppose I’ll have to be,” she said.
✽✽✽
 
Isla’s day had been quiet. She’d met with Alison the afternoon before and handed in her resignation, and now she was busy creating a Meetup account and deciding which hobbies might be best for meeting potential new friends when her doorbell rang.
“Yes?” she asked, picking up the intercom and wondering what was going on because she really wasn’t expecting anything.
“It’s Harry,” said Harry. There was a muffled argument behind him. “And Connie and Sophie,” he added after a moment. “Er, sorry to bother you but do you think we could come up?”
“How do you know where I live?”
“Your boss told us,” Harry said.
“Told me,” interrupted Connie. “I said I was your mother and I’d come all the way down from Scotland and that I’d had my handbag stolen on the train.”
“I’m not Scottish,” Isla said.
“Ach, but you could be,” said Connie, in a faint approximation of the accent.
“Could we come up?” Sophie said. “Only I’m dying for a wee and I think Harry’s about to pass out from lack of tea.”
Isla sighed and pressed the door buzzer.
Ten minutes later, all three of them were sitting on the couch with mugs of tea in their hands and Isla’s flat felt uncomfortably full.
“So we’re sorry,” Sophie said. “We honestly thought you were just leaving because you wanted to. We didn’t know Katie had told you to go.”
“And now you’re asking me to go back, even though you now know that Katie told me to go,” said Isla slowly.
Connie sighed. “Heavens, we drive all the way up to London for this. You two should have told me she was so dense.”
“I am not dense,” said Isla.
“Well, you’re certainly behaving that way,” Connie said. “Katie told you to go because she didn’t want to impose, she didn’t want you to lose your career or to have to compromise for her.”
“Katie is not an imposition,” Isla said immediately.
“Then you need to come and tell her that,” said Sophie. “Otherwise the two of you are going to be miserable forever.”
Harry leaned over to where Isla was sitting in an armchair. “She’s right, my dear. Katie is trying to change, but she does need someone to meet her halfway.”
“And the three of you are doing what exactly?” said Isla. “Threatening me again? Interfering again?”
“We’re trying to make things right,” said Sophie.
“Oh, I’m sure things would work out in the end,” said Connie. “After all, true love is generally victorious, isn’t it? Well, not in Othello.”
“Or Romeo and Juliet,” added Sophie.
“Indeed,” said Connie, frowning. “Still, we’re just trying to speed things up a little, to persuade the two of you to see what’s so blatantly clear. We’re of a certain age and, frankly, we don’t have time to wait around.”
“Speak for yourself,” said Sophie.
Isla shook her head. “This is insane. If Katie wanted me to come back, then she would ask me.”
“Would she?” Harry asked.
Isla considered this for a moment and realized he was right. She sighed. This really was crazy.
“Just come with us,” said Sophie. “Come with us and ask her for yourself. And if she’s not happy to see you, we’ll drive you right back.”
What was it that George had said about being set in her ways? Stuck in a rut? She was sensible, normal, this was not like her at all. Which was exactly why she had to do it. She had to prove something to herself if no one else. She had to prove that she could put herself out there, that she could take risks, that she could be worthy of a relationship with someone else.
“Fine,” she said.
“Great,” said Sophie, putting her tea mug down on the table. “Let’s get going.”
“The sooner, the better,” said Harry, standing up.
“And I’m driving,” said Connie, picking up the car keys. “I’ve had enough of Sophie’s meandering. We’ve got places to be.”
They made it almost all the way to Lanton Bay before the accident happened.



Chapter Thirty Four
It didn’t take a genius to figure it out.
The bus had been late and crowded, and the hot summer sun had filtered through the windows and made the vehicle a sauna. So by the time Katie walked up the driveway to the hotel, she wasn’t in the best of moods.
Not that she’d been overjoyed when she’d left the bank.
Stupid, grey-suited, know-it-all bankers. What the hell did a banker know about running a hotel? What qualified a banker to decide whether or not her business plan was sound when he knew nothing about beds or.. or food, or guests.
Then the hotel was suspiciously quiet when she went inside. There was no one at the reception desk and no one hanging around the dining room or the sun room. And when she peeked out into the back courtyard there was no sign of the Toyota.
She gritted her teeth and tried not to think the worst.
It was very possible that Harry and Connie were out in town and that Sophie simply wasn’t back yet.
But as time wore on, it became less and less likely that they were all innocently going about their business and more and more likely that they were doing exactly what Katie had told them not to do.
And the more possible that became, the more sick and excited she started to feel.
Not that Isla would come, she told herself. She wouldn’t. More than likely she was already working again and wasn’t in London and couldn’t be tracked down. And even if they did somehow, miraculously, find her, well, she wouldn’t come anyway, would she?
Isla’s time at the hotel was done, Katie had sent her away, there was no reason to come back. No reason that Isla would want to start something so messy, so disorganized, no reason that Isla would want to come back to Katie’s upside down kind of life.
Except, said a little voice at the back of Katie’s head, she might. She might just like you as much as you like her and then where would you be?
Because as much as Katie was determined to keep the hotel, if Isla showed up on the doorstep right this second and said she wanted Katie back and she should sell the place and move to London… Well, it would be done as soon as said, as Harry would say.
So why wouldn’t Isla do the same for her?
Just hypothetically, if Isla happened to feel the same way about her. Which there was no guarantee of, of course.
Because Katie hadn’t given Isla a chance to speak for herself. She hadn’t even asked her. She’d assumed that Isla wanted one thing. Which was silly.
It was silly and childish and Katie could suddenly see that. She could suddenly see how maybe she hadn’t been as kind and nice as she thought. That maybe, she’d just been cruel, sending Isla away like that.
And then she thought that if she had the chance to do things again, she might do them differently. If Isla were here, if Isla did end up being dragged back here by the hair, then maybe she might be changed enough to do something about it.
That maybe if Isla were here she would actually just tell the truth. She would actually just open her mouth and ask Isla to stay, tell Isla she wanted her to stay, and then let Isla make her own decision.
Which all rather depended on Isla actually being persuaded to come back.
And she might be here any minute.
Katie looked down at herself, looked down at her suit and her tights which definitely had a ladder, and made up her mind about something.
She went to the kitchen. “Tam, would you mind manning the desk for a few minutes while I grab a shower?”
Pip trotted out of the half-open door and Tam put down his newspaper and nodded.
It was the quickest shower she’d ever taken, but she felt better after it. And she had a growing excitement, a growing bubbling inside her stomach, a growing feeling that maybe things were going to change for the better. Maybe Isla really was on her way here.
She raced back down to reception.
Tam was mumbling into the phone and hung up just as she got to the desk.
“Everything okay?” she asked. “What was that about?”
Tam stood up. He cleared his throat. He was pale, his hand was shaking. Katie saw all these things. She saw them and took them in and she suddenly felt cold all over.
“No,” she said quietly. “No.”
Tam took a deep breath. “There’s been an accident.”
“No,” Katie said again.
Tam opened his big arms and Katie fell into them.
SHE COULDN’T SHAKE the cold. It was twenty five degrees outside and she felt frozen into her very bones as she practically threw money at the taxi driver and then fled into the hospital. There was the predictable line at the casualty desk and she didn’t even think about politely standing in it.
“Excuse me,” she said, pushing people aside. “Excuse me.”
“Madam, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to wait in line like everyone else,” said a harried looking receptionist.
“I just need—”
“To the back of the line, please.”
“But—”
“Back of the line.”
“I only—”
“Line. Back. Of.”
Which was exactly when she heard a high voice protesting from somewhere to her left. She shook her head at the receptionist. “Don’t worry about it,” she said, and ran to follow the sound of the voice.
“—and I didn’t exactly have a choice,” Connie was saying as Katie pushed into the room. “It wasn’t as though… Katie!”
“You took your time,” Sophie grumbled. She was sitting on a plastic chair, her hair in disarray, next to a bed that held a very chatty Connie who looked like she had all her limbs in one piece.
“I took my time?” Katie started to say, but she was already looking around, searching desperately, willing herself to see the two people who were most definitely not in the room. “So sorry, but someone stole my car.”
“Haven’t we been here hours?” said Sophie, sticking her tongue out at Katie.
“I told you that you’ve got a concussion,” said Connie. “It distorts your perception of time. Just like it changes your memories.”
“My memories have not been changed,” Sophie said. “I most certainly remember what happened and I’m not about to be talked into a different version of events.”
“Well, we’ll just have to see how your version stacks up against everyone else’s, won’t we?” Connie said.
Katie took a deep breath, a very deep breath. “Please.”
“Please what?” asked Sophie, looking back at Katie. Then she went slightly pale. “Oh, Kate, no, it’s not what you’re thinking. No, everyone’s fine, perfectly fine, I swear.”
Katie felt her legs going numb and Sophie practically flew out of her chair to catch her as she stumbled.
“Here, sit down for a minute. It’s all okay.”
“Fine, everyone’s fine?” Katie said, letting herself be lowered into the plastic chair.
“I wouldn’t say that,” Connie grumbled. “My ankle is killing me.”
“And I got a bump on the head,” Sophie put in.
“But I’m absolutely fine,” said Harry, standing in the doorway with a coffee in his hand. “Want a coffee, Katie?”
Katie looked at him, looked behind him, tried to think clearly and came to the only conclusion that she could. Isla wasn’t there. Which meant that Isla must have refused to come. Her heart sank deep down into her chest, huddling inside her, trying to protect itself.
“I was just saying that this wasn’t my fault,” Connie said.
“Oh, it absolutely was,” said Harry. “You were driving too fast, just like Sophie kept telling you.”
“But that red car pulled out from nowhere,” protested Connie.
“It pulled out from a clearly marked driveway,” Harry said. “And you hit it. You’re lucky we’re all still alive. Which is probably more than can be said for Katie’s poor car.”
She hadn’t come. They’d gone for her and she wasn’t here. She hadn’t wanted to come back. Of course she hadn’t. Why would she?
A nurse stuck her head around the door. “You wanted to know when Ms. Seymour could have visitors?” she said. “Well, she’s ready now.”
It felt like an eternity, but it could only have been a second before the words penetrated Katie’s brain and she was out of her chair so fast that it clattered to the ground behind her, and out of the door so fast that the poor nurse was almost knocked flying.
“No,” she heard Harry say behind her. “Let her go alone.”
And her heart was rising back up in her chest, pulsing and pumping and threatening to explode.



Chapter Thirty Five
For one moment, Isla truly believed in ghosts. The pale apparition that appeared in the doorway looked far too fragile to be real, and it was only when she spoke that she realized that Katie really was standing there, that she really was solid and human and not at all ghost-like.
“You…” Katie began.
Isla took a breath, her heart was beating too fast and she was afraid that she was going to pass out or be sick or do something else equally humiliating.
“You’re here,” said Katie. She was shaking, shaking so hard that Isla could see it. “Are you, I mean, are you alright?”
And Isla was so relieved that she laughed. So relieved because for a while there she’d honestly thought that she was never going to see Katie again. Because despite Harry and Connie and Sophie reassuring her over and over she still didn’t believe that Katie might want her back.
After all, wasn’t Isla terrible with people and bad at explaining herself and irritating and demanding and just plain awful to be around? Whilst Katie herself, of course, was beautiful and fragile and caring and infuriating and irritating in just about equal measure.
“Why are you laughing?” Katie asked, a little color coming back to her face as she came closer to the bed.
“Because for a second there I’d completely forgotten that your arm was broken,” Isla said.
Katie frowned. “And that’s funny because…?”
Isla pointed down at her left arm, wrapped in plaster so that it was the mirror image of Katie’s right arm.
“Jesus,” said Katie.
“Calm down, it’s all fine. It was a minor fender-bender, nothing more. Though your car might not be quite fit for popping down the shops anymore.”
“What happened?” asked Katie.
Isla shrugged. “What happened is that quite possibly you shouldn’t allow Harry, Connie, and Sophie to leave the town limits. They’re a disaster waiting to happen the three of them together. I mean, mostly, that is.”
“Mostly?” Katie swallowed and Isla traced the movement of her throat with her eyes.
“Mostly,” agreed Isla. “I mean, they did get me here. Eventually. In not quite perfect shape, but here I am.”
Katie closed her eyes for a moment and Isla thought that she’d quite like to kiss her, but refrained because her arm still hurt and she was lying in bed whilst Katie was still standing.
“Katie, there’s something—”
“No.”
A shiver went down Isla’s back. No? Was Katie here only because there’d been an accident? Was this just a sick visit and nothing more? Of course it was. She was foolish to think any differently. Katie felt sorry for her and… And Katie was speaking and Isla wasn’t listening at all. “Sorry. I wasn’t… what did you say?”
“I was saying that you have to let me speak,” Katie said. She peered down at Isla’s face. “Did you get a head injury too? Can you understand what I’m saying? Here, how many fingers am I holding up?”
“Three,” Isla said. “And I understand everything. I was just thinking, never mind, it’s nothing. I’m sorry that I interrupted you.”
“You should be,” said Katie, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “That was about to be a big romantic speech. I think there was going to be poetry in it.”
Isla’s heart tip-tapped and then skipped a beat. “Poetry?” she managed to croak.
“Well, if not poetry, then at least some very elegant and eloquent words.”
“Huh,” was about all that Isla could say because Katie was reaching out and taking her hand.
“For a second there I thought I’d lost you,” said Katie very, very quietly.
“It was nothing,” Isla said, concentrating very much on how Katie’s fingers were intertwining with her own. “I told you, a tiny crash, practically insignificant.”
“That’s not what I was talking about.”
“Oh,” said Isla.
Katie took a breath and her cheeks started to flush and she clasped Isla’s hand so tight that Isla started to worry about the blood supply. “What I meant was—”
“We’re free!” Sophie bounced into the room followed closely by Connie and Harry.
“What Sophie means is that the nurse said we can all go home as long as Sophie doesn’t sleep alone,” said Harry.
“Which I hadn’t planned on doing tonight anyway,” said Sophie with a lascivious wink. “There’s an Australian barman at the pub and—”
“And absolutely not,” Connie said. “I shall take my role as nurse very seriously, thank you very much. You shall be staying in my room where I can keep an eye on you.”
“I called us a taxi,” Harry said. “On account of your car being, well, not quite up to scratch.” He scratched his nose. “You did have insurance, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” Katie said, letting Isla’s hand go so that Isla felt weirdly cold and alone.
“Well then, perhaps we’d all better get back to somewhere more comfortable,” Harry said. “Tam is waiting for us.”
“Yes, come on,” said Connie, moving to help Isla up off the bed. “I’m dying for a nice cup of tea. And maybe a splash of whiskey.”
“Are you sure you didn’t have a dram before you got in the car?” Sophie said, narrowing her eyes at Connie.
Isla shuffled to the edge of the bed, getting to her feet.
“I absolutely did not,” Connie said, and she looped her arm through Isla’s and Isla let herself be escorted out of the room, looking back helplessly at Katie.
✽✽✽
 
It was quiet and dark, the only light the soft lamp in the office, the window open to the sound of the ocean.
“Here you are,” Isla said.
Katie turned away from the computer. “Sorry, I looked for you.”
“But I was busy making sure Sophie didn’t kill Connie,” Isla finished. “Sorry about that. But I’m here now.” She perched on the edge of the armchair. “I’m here and I’m not entirely sure what—”
“No,” Katie said. “Stop right there. I’ve got something to say and it’s important. I tried at the hospital but, well, things got out of hand.”
Isla smiled a little. “Things do get somewhat out of hand around here, don’t they?”
Katie straightened up. She needed to say this. And now that she was here, the words seemed simple, easy even. In fact, as she said them, she started smiling. “I want you to stay.” Five words. Why had she ever been afraid of saying them before?
“You want me to stay?” Isla said, repeating the words like she didn’t believe them.
“For me,” Katie said. “I understand that you might say no, and that’s fine. But I have to ask. I have to tell you what I want. I was so afraid to want anything again after wanting to be a singer for so long, that I think I got stuck in this rut of looking after everyone but myself.”
Isla nodded. “I understand,” she said.
“I want you to stay, Isla, but I have to tell you that I’m not selling the hotel. I’m keeping it. I’m keeping it because I want it, almost as much as I want you. This is my life, this is what I’m supposed to be doing.”
“Thank God.”
Katie cocked her head to one side. “Thank God?”
“Well, one of us should have a job,” Isla said.
“A job?”
“You’re sounding like a parrot,” said Isla. “And you should probably know that I quit my job.”
“But I thought you wanted the job? I thought you were happy and… I don’t know.”
“So did I,” Isla said with a small smile. “But then I realized that actually, I wasn’t at all. Actually what I wanted was what you’d shown me.” She sighed. “Katie, I thought my life was good, full. But then I came here and I found you and this place and the family that you built and realized that I need more than a million hotel beds.”
“But your job…” Katie said, not quite able to believe that Isla had actually quit.
“I need more,” Isla said. “I need to push myself, I need to get out of my own rut, and I need people. For the longest time I didn’t understand that. But I do now. And I need you to believe me, Katie. If you can believe in ghosts then I think you can believe in me, just for a little while, just until I prove to you that I want to be here just as much as you do.”
Katie stood up and took Isla’s hand, pulling her up. “I can do that,” she said. “I can believe in you. But I can’t pretend that my life is perfect, Isla. It’s not. I went to ask for a bank loan today and got turned down flat. There’s so much work to be done on the hotel that I’m afraid it’s never going to be over.”
Isla looked down. “Work to be done and here’s us with two broken arms,” she said. Then she grinned and Katie almost fell into her eyes. “But together we add up to a working pair of arms,” she added. “So perhaps together we could get things done?”
A life here. A life with Isla. A life that she’d never planned on having and yet now found she desperately wanted. “Perhaps,” she said. “No.” She spoke more loudly this time. “No. Definitely. We can have this, Isla. I’m asking you to stay here with me and build something. Will you stay?”
Isla cupped her face with a soft hand and leaned in closely. “Try and keep me away,” she said, as her lips brushed against Katie’s.
The waves crashed against the beach below and Pip’s feet skittered across the tiled floor as he pushed into the office and wound around their legs. But neither Katie nor Isla noticed. They were far too busy sealing their agreement with a kiss.



Epilogue
Katie pulled the dresser an inch further toward her then stood back and took a look. “Perfect.”
“Don’t change the subject,” said Isla.
“I wasn’t, I was multi-tasking,” Katie said. She sighed, crossed her arms and leaned against the wall next to the new dresser.
“I know something has to be done, I just think that throwing them out on their ears is a little drastic, wouldn’t you say?”
“I’m not talking about throwing Connie and Harry out, or Sophie for that matter,” Katie said. “I’m not a monster. I’m just saying that with the remodel and everything we need to start being a little more realistic about things.”
“I suppose we could talk to them about raising the rent, so to speak,” said Isla doubtfully. She tucked a lock of dark hair behind her ear and closed up the paint can she’d been using. “I just… I feel bad about it.”
“You’re supposed to be the logical, sensible one,” Katie pointed out. “And I feel equally bad and if I could I’d have everyone live here for free forever. But there are bills to pay and loans to re-pay and I think we might all need a discussion about finances, that’s all.”
“Rather you than me,” Isla said, standing up and putting her hands in the small of her back as she stretched.
“No, us.” Katie pushed herself off the wall. “We all need to have this conversation.”
Isla sighed but raised her arm so that Katie could snuggle under it. “I suppose you’re right.”
“I hate being right, if that helps?”
“Not really,” Isla said. She rubbed Katie’s arm. “I was thinking about painting the ceilings darker, maybe a dark gray?”
“No. But we can get some new light shades so that the ceiling lights don’t shine so brightly on the paintwork up there.”
“Deal,” Isla said. “I’ll run down to town and choose some. You coming?”
“Nope,” Katie said. She pulled a face and Isla laughed.
“Ah, I almost forgot, today’s the day, right?”
“Today’s the day the dreaded hotel inspector arrives? Yeah, it is. I can’t believe you’d forget that.”
“I can’t believe you’d call her dreaded, we’re not that bad,” Isla said, giving Katie a squeeze and then letting her go. “Though I’m not sure I agree with her announcing herself like this.”
“Better than sneaking around, you never know what kind of trouble you’ll get into by not being honest about who you are,” said Katie with an eyebrow raised.
“Fine, fine, you’re as right as always. Go on then. I’m going into town if there’s nothing else you need?”
“Nope, off you go.” She stood on tiptoes to kiss Isla’s lips and Isla grasped her around the waist, pulling her in tightly so that it was ten minutes before she was finally leaving the room, patting her hair into place and trying to get her breath back.
“Morning, Katie,” said a man.
“Morning, Davie,” she said back, watching as the older man made his way purposefully toward the dining room. Looking for Harry, no doubt. She bit her lip. Davie had been spending more and more time at the hotel. Not that she minded Harry having friends, she really didn’t. But house guests, well, this wasn’t a house. Not a normal one anyway.
She wondered if she should say something and had almost decided that she might just mention the idea to Isla when Connie came rushing up.
“Oh, Katie, good morning, my dear, I’m so glad to see you. You’re just the person I was looking for, can we have a moment, there’s something dreadfully important that I need to talk to you about.”
“Of course,” Katie said.
But at that moment a woman strode through the front doors. She was dressed in crisp jeans that might have been ironed, a jacket and a starched white shirt, she wheeled a compact case behind her and Katie had no doubt that this could only be Ella George. The hotel inspector.
“Con, can we catch up later please? I really need to deal with this.”
She didn’t give Connie a chance to answer before she was sweeping up to the reception desk all smiles. “Welcome, welcome,” she said and then thought she was trying too hard. She made her smile fractionally smaller. “You must be Ella George?”
“I am,” said the woman with a frosty smile. “I’ll need someone to take my case to my room and then I’ll put through a room service order immediately if you don’t mind. I suppose you do have fully cotton sheets, I have allergies.” She sniffed as though to prove her point. “And I think you’ll find that one of the bulbs has gone on your sign outside.”
Katie looked out into the pouring rain and took a breath. “I’ll get someone on that as soon as possible,” she said politely. “Our sheets are pure cotton, I’d be happy to take your room service order and I’ll have someone bring your case to you in the next few minutes.”
She clicked into the computer and started checking the inspector in and not for a minute did it escape her attention that Ella was going to be quite a match for Isla. In fact, the thought of Isla meeting her doppelganger was enough to keep a smile on her face for the rest of the check in process.
✽✽✽
 
Isla stretched her legs out and groaned. “I’m too old for all this painting,” she said, feeling her muscles complain.
Katie laughed. “But you’re not too old for acrobatics in the shower this morning?” she teased.
Isla blushed with the memory of pressing Katie up against the cool tiled wall of the shower. Then her pulse quickened as she thought they might try that again later. It was almost time to close up the desk for the night.
“Besides,” Katie said. “Room one is pretty much finished, which leaves only Harry and Connie’s places and then room five.”
Isla growled. “We’ll do five next, I assume. And I don’t want to hear a word about ghosts and ghouls.”
“Oh, it should be fine during the day,” Katie said airily, going back to her reservations app on her computer. “And, just so you know, we’re booked to full capacity for the next six weeks.”
“I told you that spring break sale was a good idea.”
“No, you told me that we should have spring break parties like they do in American films. I was the one that downgraded it to a sale.”
“Fine, I still helped,” Isla pouted.
“Ladies, I was wondering if I could have a minute,” Harry said, poking his head around the door.
Isla sighed. “Is it important?”
“It is rather,” Harry said, looking uncharacteristically uncomfortable.
“Only we’ve been painting and decorating all day and we’re about to close up the desk for the night,” Isla went on.
“Ah,” said Harry. He shuffled his feet, then nodded and beamed a smile at her. “Of course then it can wait until tomorrow, no rush, no rush. Have a nice night, you two.”
He wandered off and Katie turned away from the screen for a second. “You know, Connie was saying she had something important to say as well earlier on today.”
“It’s a mystery,” Isla said with a shrug. “It’s probably some crack-pot idea about running a theater in the bar or something.”
“Speaking of which, we need to work on a standard order for the bar that we can get delivered every week,” Katie said just as the phone started ringing.
“I’ll get it,” said Isla, jumping up. “Front desk,” she answered jauntily.
“This is Ella George in room seven. I’m going to need some warm water in a cup please. Not hot, simply warm will do. As well as two digestive biscuits on a plate. And an extra pillow.” She hung up immediately.
Isla called down to the kitchen for the water and then stuck her head into the office. “That Ella George is quite something,” she said. “I’m just getting her an extra pillow. She’s a piece of work though.”
“Is she?” Katie asked innocently. “I didn’t find her that demanding, actually. Though I do have rather more experience in this area than you do.”
Isla glared at her and hurried off to find a spare pillow.
✽✽✽
 
Sophie was leaning on the front desk, the vacuum at her feet. “So I told him that he was a one night man rather than a one week man and he just laughed and said he’d prove me wrong,” she was saying.
Katie rolled her eyes. “You can’t tell men things like that.”
“Why not?” asked Sophie. “Just because you’re all settled down and happy doesn’t mean everyone wants to be. I’m perfectly happy being single, thank you very much. Until Mr. Perfect comes along anyway.”
“Are you talking about me again?” Harry said with a grin as he walked past the desk. He had Davie in tow who was carrying a strange white machine.
“You wish,” said Sophie. “What’s that?” she nodded at the machine in Davie’s arms.
“This is Harry’s CPAP machine,” Davie said. “Which has unfortunately just been given a fatal diagnosis, which could explain the horrific sounds it’s been making.”
“CPAP?” asked Sophie.
“I’ve got sleep apnea, the machine keeps me breathing and alive at night,” said Harry like it was no big deal.
“Which means we’ll be shopping around for a new model now that this one’s on its last legs,” Davie said. He had salt and pepper hair and red cheeks and was probably a decade younger than Harry. He was also, Katie had to admit, quite lovely. Kind and considerate, and always ready with a smile.
“Do you just buy them then?” Sophie asked.
“You can,” said Harry.
Sophie picked up the vacuum and she and Harry started off toward the dining room, still talking.
“If you have a minute,” Davie said. “There’s something that we’d rather like to discuss with you?”
Katie nodded absently. “Absolutely, Davie. Just give me an hour or so to finish with linens and the food order and then I’m yours.”
He hesitated, but then smiled and nodded. “Of course, no problem.”
But it was four hours later when Tam came to the front desk, gave her a nod, and, intrigued, Katie followed him into the dining room. There, she found Isla, Harry, Connie, Sophie and Davie all tucked around a table.
“Why do I feel like this is an intervention?” she said as Tam beckoned her toward a seat.
Pip barked and Isla winked at her. “What would we possibly be intervening for?” she asked. “Other than your terrible tendency to get everyone everything they’ve ever desired?”
“Hey, I’m working on being more selfish.”
“Hush,” Davie said. “Harry and Connie have something to say.”
Katie turned her attention to Harry who was blushing bright red. “Um, I don’t really know where to start. I suppose we all know that the hotel is doing much better nowadays, thanks to all the hard work you two have put in, which is really a wonderful, wonderful thing and we’re all so happy. But that does leave the question of, well, of Connie and I and what place we really have here.”
“No, Harry, we’re not throwing you out,” Isla began.
“You might not want to,” Harry said.
“And we’re not!” said Katie.
“Oh, for God’s sake,” Connie said. “This is the worst happy announcement I’ve ever heard. Cut to the chase, Harry.”
“Yes, well, I was about to, and then we started, and…”
Connie huffed in irritation. “Fine. Davey and Harry are in love and they’re moving in together to Davey’s cottage and I’m going with them to look after them both,” she said, all in one breath.
There was silence around the table.
Harry cleared his throat. “Um, I did rather expect that you’d be slightly happier about this,” he said.
And Katie gave a sob, her hand flying to her mouth to stop herself. She took a deep breath. “We are happy, Harry. Oh, we’re so happy, for both of you, for all of you, really, truly, we are.”
“Good,” Harry said, looking more satisfied. “I’m old, but I’m not dead yet, and Davey’s persuaded me that happiness needs to be snatched wherever and whenever you can find it. So I’m determined to live out my dotage with the man I…” His voice trembled and he took a second. “With the man I love.”
Isla was the first to move, then Katie, then Connie and Davey and Tam piled into the mix, and soon Pip was barking and running around in circles as they all hugged and congratulated and Katie could barely see through the tears as Harry assured her he’d just be down the road and he’d stop in every single day.
✽✽✽
 
It would be a change, Isla knew that. Even now, the hotel felt emptier, felt wrong somehow. And she was left wondering just what she was supposed to do now, how she was supposed to feel. In the last few months she’d found a place she belonged, people she belonged with, now all that was going to go away. Or some of it at least.
Leaving her and Katie and who knew what future? Here she’d been, gearing herself up to ask the big question, already looking at rings and thinking about plans and wondering just how she was going to ask, and now their family was leaving. And she didn’t know how she would fit into a whole new state of affairs.
It shouldn’t make a difference, she supposed. But somehow it did. It was nothing to do with Katie, of course. She loved Katie with all her heart. It had everything to do with what she wanted out of life though.
She turned a corner and crashed straight into Ella George, who had been running her fingers over the top of the paintings hanging in the corridor.
“We dust up there too,” Isla said.
Ella George eyed her up and down and then nodded. “Good.”
“Is there anything else I can do to make your stay more pleasant?”
“Actually, I’m just about to check out. Though as an ex-colleague, I’m happy to tell you that the Lanton Bay Hotel is much improved after the review that you wrote.”
Isla felt blood rush to her cheeks. “Yes, well, there have been a lot of changes.”
“There have been a few at the Tourist Authority as well,” said Ella, leaning against the wall with one shoulder. “And I have to say, you are missed.”
“I am?” asked Isla, not believing for a second that she was.
“There’s a lot of work to be done. We’re building an entirely new website and we’re releasing a new monthly magazine. Your experience would be appreciated if you decided you wanted to return.”
Isla raised an eyebrow. “Are you actually offering me a job?”
“If you’re in the market for one.”
“I…” Isla stopped herself. Ten minutes ago she would have turned the woman down flat. Now though, now things were changing. Maybe she should consider the offer a little more before saying no. “I’ll think about it,” she said.
“Good,” said Ella, with a nod. “Then I’ll be getting my case and checking out.”
✽✽✽
 
“You look like someone stole your car and crashed it, injuring your best friends and future lover,” Sophie said, leaning her elbows on the front desk.
“Ha ha, don’t think you’ve been forgiven for that yet,” said Katie. Then she sighed. She wasn’t in the greatest frame of mind.
“Is this about Harry and Connie? Because you know they’re not going far. And you’ll get two rooms back to rent out, so that’s got to be a good thing. Also, just food for thought, they’re actually happy, especially Harry, so, you know, you could try and look a bit more cheerful.”
“No, it’s not that,” Katie said. “Well, okay, maybe a little. It’s…” She leaned over the desk and checked the corridor to see that no one was coming. “I sort of overheard Ella George, the hotel inspector lady, offering Isla a job back at the Tourist Authority.”
“Ah,” said Sophie. “Didn’t your mum tell you not to eavesdrop? She said no though, right?”
“That’s the thing,” Katie said. “She didn’t.”
Sophie rolled her eyes. “So now you’re wondering if Isla really wants to reclaim her career and move out?”
“She did just go off to room five to start stripping the wallpaper.”
“And that’s a sure sign she’s leaving, is it?” asked Sophie.
“Well, no, maybe not. But it’s a sign she wants to be alone, isn’t it? And that could lead to her thinking and figuring out that maybe she does want her job back and then she could leave.”
“Jesus Christ,” Sophie said. She slapped one hand down on the wooden desk. “Stop it. You know better than this now. Go and talk to the woman.”
“Maybe,” said Katie.
There was a banging from the dining room. “That’ll be Tam,” Sophie said. “Go and talk to Isla.” She hurried off to find what Tam wanted.
Katie leaned on the desk and stared out of the front doors at the ceaseless rain and wondered just what she should do. She never wanted to stand in Isla’s way. But she also desperately didn’t want to be without her.
“Katie, my dear, are you quite alright?”
She blinked and Connie was standing at the desk. “Yes, yes,” she said, making herself smile.
“You’re not, of course,” Connie said. “But no matter. You will be. Change is part of life, my dear. Embrace it. Welcome it. All things come to an end, but what is an end if not simply a new beginning?”
Katie smiled a little more widely and Connie grinned back at her. “Maybe you’re right.”
“Oh, I certainly am. And I shall be expecting to see you at rehearsals.”
“Rehearsals?” Katie asked.
“Didn’t Harry tell you? Davey has a large barn behind his cottage and I’m sequestering it for my new amateur dramatics group. We shall do a musical first, I think, all the better to show off your vocal range, and of course, we’ll have to do a performance in the bar here as well, won’t we? We’ll be a hit, just you wait and see.”
Katie shook her head as Connie waltzed off. Someone was happy with change, at least. And then in came Harry and Davey, chatting and laughing, shaking off wet umbrellas in the foyer as Davey reached up to wipe a drop of rain off Harry’s wrinkled cheek.
And that’s exactly when Katie decided.
Things had to change.
✽✽✽
 
Isla laid the steamer on the wall and then pulled it off, getting her fingernails under a strip of wallpaper she yanked and the whole thing came sliding down.
“Bravo,” Katie said.
Isla turned and she was standing in the door, her hair piled on top of her head and Isla knew in that second that she was definitely turning the job down. Not that she’d ever really seriously considered it. Being without Katie would be like being without air or water or something else equally necessary. Just the thought of not waking up next to her every morning made Isla feel slightly queasy.
“I think I’m getting the hang of this,” Isla said.
Katie smiled. “I have a confession to make. I, um, overheard your conversation with Ella George this morning.”
“You did?” Isla picked up the steamer and laid it on the next strip.
“I did.” Katie paused and Isla didn’t speak, she gave her time to formulate her thoughts. “I never want to stand in your way,” Katie said finally. “And if you want to take the job I’ll fully support you and we’ll find a way to make it work.”
Isla put the steamer down again and caught the corner of a strip of wallpaper. “Kate, I—”
“Nope, let me finish. I’ll absolutely support you. But I’m not going to let you go without telling you that I don’t want you to leave. I want you to stay here with me. I love you and I don’t want to spend days without you.”
“Which is why it’s just as well I’m not taking the job,” said Isla, pulling at the strip of wallpaper.
“You’re not?” Katie said, coming into the room fully.
“No,” said Isla as the strip of paper crumpled around her feet. “What’s this?” She leaned in to the wall which had a patch that was a different color than everything else. With one finger she prodded at the funny-colored patch and her fingertip went right through.
“What is it?” Katie asked.
“I don’t know,” said Isla, pulling at the wall now, breaking off pieces of what looked like old cardboard.
Katie pulled out her phone and shone the torch on the wall, revealing a large square hole that Isla had uncovered. Inside the hole two long ropes disappeared up and then down. Isla frowned.
“Harry, we can’t take this with us,” said Davey’s voice.
Isla pulled her head out of the hole and looked around the room.
“I wasn’t planning on taking it,” said Harry’s voice.
Isla looked at Katie and Katie looked right back and then everything clicked into place. “It’s a dumb waiter,” Isla said.
“I never even knew it existed,” said Katie.
“It’s a dumbwaiter covered by a bit of cardboard. It must go right past Harry’s room as well, where it’s presumably equally badly covered.”
“Which means you can hear whatever is happening in Harry’s room down here,” said Isla. “Including his decrepit, noisy CPAP machine.”
Katie sat down on top of a paint tub. “The room isn’t haunted after all.”
“Not unless you consider Harry supernatural,” said Isla, laughing.
A smile spread across Katie’s face and soon they were both laughing.
“We’re going to have to plaster over the dumb waiter,” Isla said. “In Harry’s room too.”
Katie nodded. “It’s, um, it’s going to be difficult for me to decorate Harry’s room, I think. Connie’s too. Sort of the end of an era.”
“Or the beginning of a new one,” Isla said. She turned toward the hole in the wall where they could still hear the gentle murmur of Harry and Davey’s conversation. “They seem so happy.”
“They do, don’t they?” said Katie.
“Marry me.”
“What?”
Isla turned back, shocked that she’d said the words but somehow relieved that they were out in the open. She hadn’t planned this in the slightest, but now the thought was out there so she just repeated it. “Marry me.”
Katie bit her lip then nodded. “Alright then.”
Isla pulled over another paint bucket and took it as a seat. “A lot of things are changing,” she said. “I feel… I don’t know. I feel like we’re losing our family, sort of, even though I know they’ll be close by. And I know I don’t want to lose you, Kate. Not ever.”
Katie looked down at her hands. “The thing is, Is, I’ve been thinking. You’re right about us losing our family, but then maybe this is the opportunity to do something new.”
“You want to sell the hotel?” Isla asked in surprise.
“No,” Katie said. She looked up and her eyes were big and blue and Isla could see the anxiety in them. “I was thinking that maybe this is the time to start a new family.” She exhaled. “Um, I mean, I would like to start a family with you, Is. If you want to.”
“If I want to?” Isla stood up, pulling Katie up to stand with her, cupping her face in her hands. “If I want to?” she said again. “I, I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t have to say yes,” Katie said.
“Oh, I do,” said Isla, looking down into Katie’s eyes. “I do, because I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything more in my life.”
“Really?”
Isla laughed. “Really.”
“Are we having a baby?” Harry’s voice shouted down.
“What fun!” said Davey.
“We need to seal off the dumb waiter,” Isla mumbled into Katie’s lips.
“Sooner rather than later,” agreed Katie.
Then Isla was kissing Katie and their worlds were spinning together in perfect harmony.
And in a little hotel by the sea, a happy family lives. Two mummies and a beautiful baby boy who is visited all too often by his cheerful godfathers and his eccentric godmother, and who adores being bumped on Tam’s knee and carried on Sophie’s chest as she vacuums the rooms. And who is put to bed every night with a story and a song and sleeps in perfect peace because he knows he’s the most loved and wanted baby in the world.
Little does he know that his world is about to be turned upside down. Two weeks from now he’ll have a baby sister. But he’ll come to welcome change, just like his mothers do. Eventually.
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Teaching Hope
Chapter One
Life wasn’t supposed to be this way.
Ava Stanford blew a lock of red-blonde hair out of her face and wiped her forearm across her sweaty forehead, narrowly avoiding knocking off her glasses.
It wasn’t as though packing was such hard work. But then, maybe she was just getting old. Maybe this was the price she paid for eating at her desk and skipping runs to grab ice cream and occasionally drinking more wine than was good for her.
“Forty three isn’t old,” Quinn said, putting a cup of coffee on top of a pile of books. “And you don’t have to go.”
“Forty three isn’t exactly young,” Ava said with a sniff. “I mean, statistically speaking, even if I live until my late eighties then I’m already half way done, right?”
“Ever the optimist.”
“As for going, as much as I’d love to sleep on your couch for the rest of my life, it’d be a rough commute, don’t you think?”
Quinn’s nose wrinkled in thought. “I’m not sure Uber does trans-atlantic crossings,” she said finally. She cupped her mug in her hands and perched on the edge of the sofa. “You know what I mean though, don’t you?”
Ava sighed, got her own coffee and joined her best friend on the couch. “I do. And you’re a darling. And I love and adore you. But truthfully, I do need to go. I need to do this. I need to… challenge myself.”
Not to mention the fact that she needed to get away from the shattered remains of what her life was supposed to be like.
“You think teaching English kids is going to be more challenging than teaching American ones?” Quinn said with a snort. “They’re all ties and tea, rather less of the guns and cursing, I’d have thought.”
“It’ll still be a challenge,” Ava said. “It’s a different way of doing things, a whole new bureaucracy to learn.”
Quinn rolled her eyes and grunted in a non-committal way that made Ava laugh.
“It’s for a year, Quinn. Not even a full year, a school year. I’ll be gone all of, what, ten months? It’ll be over in the blink of an eye.”
“You’re leaving me all alone to fend for myself,” pouted Quinn.
Ava laughed again because in the whole time she’d known Quinn, going on a steady twenty five years now, the woman had never technically been alone. Quinn lived by the rule that an empty bed is a waste of space, and with her blonde hair and big blue eyes had no trouble filling the other side of her sleeping quarters when necessary.
“You mean that I’m leaving the male population to fend for themselves against your charms,” Ava said. “You’ll be fine. It’s the twenty first century. We can Skype or Zoom or, hell, you could even come over for a visit.”
“I might do that.” Quinn lay her head back on the couch and looked at Ava.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“No, come on, what?” Ava said. “You can’t give me that look and then not follow it up.”
“What look?”
“You know, the one that makes me feel like I’m wearing a huge ‘Handle With Care’ sign draped around my neck.”
Quinn blew out a breath. “Well excuse me for being worried about you.”
“You don’t need to worry about me.”
“You could have fooled me,” Quinn said. “Your entire life turned upside down, three months of sleeping on my couch having nightmares, weeks of crying that you tried to hide from everyone, and now this.”
“This?” Ava said.
“Yes, this. You going to England. You running away. You thinking that all your problems will disappear if you leave the country. Like you’re some kind of Mafia Don avoiding the cops or something.”
“Well, first, I haven’t committed a crime,” Ava said, patiently. “And second, I’m not running away. I have to come back at some point.” Though what she’d be coming back to was another question. It wasn’t like there was anything here for her other than Quinn and some horrifically painful memories.
“You’re sure about this?”
Ava reached over and patted Quinn’s knee. “I’m sure. I need to do this. I’m not running away, but I do need to get away. I need to clear my head and be away from things for a little while. You can understand that, can’t you?”
“I suppose,” Quinn sighed. “Though I’m not sure I can understand you wanting to be that far away from my signature Mango Martini.”
“I can,” said Ava, wincing at the memory of the hangover she’d had just last weekend. “And I’m going to adopt some healthier habits. Less drinking, more running. I’ll come back a whole new me.”
“Right,” Quinn said. “In the meantime, is it too early to open a bottle of wine?”
“It’s half past one.”
“So… is that a yes or a no?” asked Quinn innocently.
“It’s a ‘get your ass in gear and help me pack up these books before the storage guys come to get them’ and then maybe we can open a bottle.”
Quinn groaned but got up and started packing anyway and Ava loved her for it. She couldn’t help but wonder though just what she’d done to deserve losing her whole life and to be left sleeping on someone’s couch at the grand old age of forty three.
THE AIRPORT SMELLED of cinnamon rolls and expensive perfume and Ava’s hand was sweating around the handle of her suitcase.
“You’re sure?” Quinn said for about the millionth time.
“It’s a little late to back out now,” Ava said, eyes scanning the departures board.
“It’s not. We can grab a Cinnabon and hop on out of here. There’s a revival of Cary Grant movies playing at the Westfield Theater, we could hit that up and then scout for Cary Grant look-alikes at the bar after.”
“I’d prefer a Katherine Hepburn,” Ava said, locating her flight number on the board.
“Since when have you turned down female Cary Grant lookalikes in suits?” Quinn said, sticking her tongue out. “You shouldn’t be so limited in your thinking. As you keep reminding me, it’s the twenty first century. You don’t have to be male to impersonate Cary Grant.”
“All things of which I’m very much aware,” Ava said, gently steering them both toward the correct check-in line. “However, I paid a fortune for this ticket and I’m getting on this plane. And even if I weren’t, I wouldn’t be picking up Cary Grant impersonators in a bar. Male or female.”
“Still too soon?” Quinn said, looking vaguely sympathetic.
“Too soon,” Ava said, not at all sure when it wouldn’t be too soon. In her heart she thought it would probably always be too soon. She was forty three already, maybe she should just give up, devote herself to her students.
“Maybe when you get back?” Quinn said, stepping forward to join the line just as a young man in a baseball cap swooped past her, almost tripping the both of them.
“Excuse me,” Ava boomed. “Just what do you think you’re doing?”
The man turned back, a look of anger on his face, but saw Ava, heard the tone in her voice, and promptly swallowed back whatever he’d really intended to say. “Sorry, ma’am,” he said, stepping aside to let Quinn go first.
“I wish I could do that,” Quinn whispered.
“It’s all in the voice,” confided Ava, though after twenty years of teaching high school it was second nature to her.
“Teach me your tricks, oh wise one.”
“Hush,” Ava said as she stepped up to the desk to take her turn.
The check in process was fast and efficient and a couple of minutes later Ava was pulling Quinn to one side.
“Smuggle me in your suitcase?” Quinn said plaintively.
“Too late, my case is checked already.”
Quinn took a breath and looked toward the sliding door. “I suppose I’d better go then before the car gets towed.”
“I suppose you’d better,” said Ava, trying to sound a lot lighter than she felt.
Quinn turned back to her and took both her hands. “Divorce isn’t the end of the world, Ava. I know it feels like it, but it’s really not.”
Ava felt herself grimace at the D word, which was ridiculous. It wasn’t even the divorce so much that bothered her, though signing the papers would break her heart when the day came, if it was possible to break something that had already been trampled over and thrown down the garbage disposal.
No, it was everything that had gone before that truly bothered her.
That and the fact that her lovely, wonderful, perfect life had been destroyed.
“Don’t let her ruin everything,” said Quinn.
“Serena. You can say her name. Don’t let Serena ruin everything.” Saying the name stung but she kept on doing it, hoping that the word would hurt less over time, though so far her strategy didn’t seem to be working.
Quinn squeezed her hands gently. “I know you need to leave for a while, I know you need to find yourself again, I do understand, Ava, I really do. Just… just don’t forget that I’m here for you.”
Quinn’s eyes were brimming with tears and Ava felt a lump in her throat. “I’d never forget about you.”
“Right, just you wait until you pick up some Keira Knightly lookalike over there, or maybe a royal princess or two. You’ll have forgotten my name by the time the new season of The Bachelorette starts.”
Ava shook her head and pulled Quinn into a hug. “I’m lucky to have you.”
“You absolutely are.” Quinn squeezed her and then let go. “Now off you go on your adventure.”
“You’re the one with the car that’s about to get towed,” Ava pointed out.
“Oh shit, I’d forgotten.” Quinn leaned in, kissed Ava soundly on both cheeks and then ran off toward the doors. “Call me when you get there,” she yelled over her shoulder.
Ava watched her disappear out into the sunshine and wondered for just a second if she was doing the right thing.
But then, what else was there to do?
She couldn’t handle going back to school, couldn’t deal with having to see Serena every day. So she’d lost not only her wife and her home, but her job as well. Then this opportunity had landed in her lap and it had seemed like the perfect solution, even if it was short term.
With a deep breath, she hiked her carry-on up onto her shoulder and strode toward the security line.
Ava Stanford was officially moving on. Both literally and figuratively.



Chapter Two
“How do you know my name?”
Hope frowned and shrugged. “I mean, I gave it to you, so…”
“Yeah, but how do you know?”
Hope looked down at Alice’s serious brown eyes and considered the idea of bringing up ice cream as a distraction. But she’d committed to answering her daughter’s questions, whatever they may be, or, in this case, however challenging they may be. “Um, I’m not sure I know what you mean.”
“Well, my name could be Bob,” Alice said helpfully. “Or it could be Hope like yours. Or teddy, or cat or climbing frame or anything really.”
This all sounded like a brewing existential crisis and Hope tried desperately not to look over at her own mother who was browsing souvenirs and doing a pathetic job of trying to hide her growing amusement.
“I suppose I just thought Alice suited you,” Hope said.
“You? Or you and daddy?” Alice prodded.
“Well, both of us, of course,” said Hope, feeling her guard go up at the mention of Noah as it always did these days.
“Huh,” Alice said. “Gran? Did you choose my name too?”
“Oh no, love,” said Caz from across the zoo shop. “That’s a mummy and daddy job, not a gran job.”
“So you could change it then?” Alice said, turning her attention back to her mother. “If you wanted to.”
“I suppose,” said Hope carefully. “But I don’t think I really want to. Do you?”
Alice pursed her lips in thought, then shook her head. “No, not really. I quite like Alice. And I’ve just learned to spell it properly even though it sounds like an S sound and there’s no S.”
“Well, that’s a relief.”
“But you won’t just change it without telling me?” Alice asked.
“No,” said Hope. “Absolutely not. No changing names without informing the other person first.”
“Good,” Alice said, picking up a stuffed meerkat. “Do you want to know how I know what my name is?”
“Um, yes, I suppose,” said Hope, eyeing the price of the meerkat and hoping that Alice wasn’t getting too attached to it.
“It’s on the label in the back of my jumper,” Alice said easily, putting the toy down and skipping off to the other side of the shop where a video of a baby elephant was playing.
“She’s too smart for her own good, that one,” said Caz.
“Mmm, I wonder who she gets that from,” said Hope.
Her mother laughed. “You. You were exactly the same at her age. All knowing and all seeing.”
Hope looked over at her daughter, all of six years old and thoroughly entranced by the video she was watching. Sometimes she didn’t seem real, like she was a figment of Hope’s imagination and one day she’d wake up and find that she didn’t have a child at all.
“Hope?”
“Mmm?”
“You did it again.”
Hope turned back to her mother. “Did what again?”
“Sort of… grimaced I suppose. Pulled a face anyway. When she mentioned her dad.”
Hope sighed. “So?”
“So, all knowing and all seeing, remember?” Caz said gently. “However you might feel about Noah, he is her dad, and she’s small still. You can’t let your feelings infect hers. You know that.”
Another sigh as Hope turned back to her daughter. “Yeah, I know. I do know. It’s hard sometimes is all.”
“Of course it is, I of all people understand that. Just be careful, that’s all.” Caz raised her voice a little. “Anyone want to go and see the penguins?”
Alice immediately tore her eyes away from the video. “I do, gran,” she shouted in glee, running up to take her grandmother’s hand. Hope trailed the two of them out of the shop.
It wasn’t like she’d intended to end up like her mother. Not that Caz was a terrible role model. In fact, Caz was the strongest and best woman that Hope knew. But life had somehow conspired to turn Hope into a mini-Caz and sometimes she wasn’t entirely sure how she’d gotten here.
Her own father had been out of the picture for as long as Hope could remember. It had always just been her and her mum. And she’d always sworn that if she had kids of her own they’d have a whole family, one like everyone else at school had.
Then Noah had come along, with his chocolatey-dark eyes and his easy smile and she’d fallen for him so fast she hadn’t known what was happening. When she looked back on those days it seemed like it was always summer, like the sun was always shining. Mind you, she suspected that the sun always shone for Noah no matter what time of year it was, that was just the kind of guy he was.
Alice hadn’t exactly been planned. But Noah’s eyes had shone so brightly when she’d told him, and her mum’s lip had trembled and she’d turned away before Hope could see the tears of happiness, and then she’d heard that little heartbeat on that stupid machine and she’d fallen in love all over again.
Not that she regretted Alice one bit. Quite the opposite. Alice was by far the best thing she’d ever accomplished.
No, the part that she regretted was the part where she’d assumed that Noah was around for the long haul.
That part she really could have done without.
A year ago everything had tumbled down.
A year ago, almost to the day, she’d been living in a little semi close to the school where she worked, the school that Alice was about to start at, with a child and a cat and a husband and a laundry pile higher than Ben Nevis.
A year ago, Noah had come home from work with his face uncharacteristically pale and had sat her down at the kitchen table and said his piece and now here she was, not just becoming her mother but a single parent living with her mother.
Because that’s how she’d always planned things. Right.
“Can we have ice cream and can I have a Cornetto?” Alice said, tugging at her hand.
“Bit grown up that, don’t you think?” said Hope, raising an eyebrow at her daughter.
Caz laughed. “Go on, let her have one, I’m buying.”
Hope sighed but nodded and Caz and Alice went off to buy ice creams from the stand next to the polar bear enclosure and she watched the way Alice’s dark curls bounced as she walked and it made her heart hurt.
No matter what anyone said Hope couldn’t help but think that she’d fucked all this up.
It didn’t matter in the end that she was turning into her mother, after all, Caz was brilliant. No, what really mattered was that Alice was turning into a little Hope, and that just didn’t seem right. Not when Hope herself knew what it was like to grow up in a broken family, not when she’d always sworn that her kids would have the perfect parents.
“Strawberry or chocolate, mum?” Alice shouted.
Hope felt herself grin. “Strawberry.”
“Told you,” Alice said to her grandmother.
“Come on then,” Caz said. “Better eat them before they melt.”
THE CAR WAS standing in a shaded area of the car park and Hope was glad for the cool. It was hot, the kind of summer August heat she remembered from when she was a child.
“Do we really have to go?” Alice said.
Hope paused, wondering if a tantrum was in the offing, but Alice looked like she was honestly asking. To be fair, she rarely acted up, especially now that Noah was gone. Sometimes Hope worried about that, like maybe Alice was being too grown up. “We do,” she said. “Rosie needs feeding.”
“Can I feed her?” Alice asked. She was adorably attached to Rosie, who was a grumpy, fat cat that Hope had found in the garden one day and who had promptly moved herself in. When they’d moved back into Caz’s, Rosie had come with them, probably because she’d eaten everything even vaguely edible in their old neighborhood.
“You can,” Hope said, unlocking the car doors.
“Then I suppose the zoo animals need feeding too, don’t they?” Alice said as Caz helped buckle her into her booster seat. “Polar bears eat fishes and lions eat meat. But what about elephants, mum? What do elephants eat?”
Hope climbed into the driver’s seat and frowned. “Um, I don’t think I know.”
“Mu-um, come on, what do elephants eat?”
“Christmas trees,” Caz said.
“Mum, you’re not helping,” said Hope.
“No, I’m serious,” said Caz, getting into the passenger seat. “They do. I saw it on the news last Christmas, people donated their trees and the elephants ate them.”
“All of them?” Alice asked from the back seat. “Like every Christmas tree in the whole world?”
“Maybe every Christmas tree in Whitebridge,” Caz said. “Maybe not the whole world.”
“But what about when it’s not Christmas,” said Alice. “What do they eat then? Cos there’s only Christmas trees at Christmas.”
Hope carefully backed out of her parking space. “I know, why don’t you save that question up for when school starts again? Then you can ask your teacher.”
“You’re a teacher,” said Alice.
“No, I’m a school receptionist,” Hope said.
“But it’s ages until school starts again.”
“It’s no more than a week and a bit,” said Caz. “So you can wait that long. How about a bit of a sing along?”
“Give me a minute,” said Hope. “Let me find the way out of here. Once we’re on the motorway then we can sing.” She checked her rear-view mirror and pulled out onto the road.
“So when we get home I’m going to feed Rosie and then we’re going to watch telly, right mum?”
Hope felt rather than saw Caz give her a look, so she was careful to keep her face and voice neutral. “Actually, your dad’s coming to pick you up, did you forget?”
“Didn’t forget,” Alice said, face darkening. “But what about watching telly, you said I could.”
Hope took a breath. “How about I tell daddy that you can watch telly?”
Alice brightened again. “Yeah, that sounds good. Or maybe daddy can stay at our house and watch telly with us.”
Caz reached out and patted Hope on her knee. “Your dad’s got his own house now, love,” she said.
Not to mention his own girlfriend, added Hope mentally. She cleared her throat. “Oh look, there’s a sign for the motorway. Shall we get that sing-song started? Who wants to go first?”
“Me, me,” Alice cried, and began a noisy rendition of Nelly the Elephant.
Hope pulled the car into the slow lane of the motorway and found herself smiling. Okay, so she might not have planned life this way, but was it so bad? Her daughter and her mother were both making elephant noises and maybe things weren’t perfect, but they could certainly be worse.
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