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To Scarlett, my cherry blossom pumpkin.










Sophie and Luke’s Playlists
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SOPHIE


‘Parachute’ (acapella version) by Liel Bar-Z


‘No Wind Resistance!’ by Kinneret


‘A Real Hero’ by College and Electric Youth


‘Everything is Romantic’ by Charli xcx (feat. Caroline Polachek)


‘Go’ by Delilah


‘You’re Losing Me (From the Vault)’ by Taylor Swift


‘Under Your Spell’ by Desire


LUKE


‘Rivers and Roads’ by The Head and the Heart


‘Stole You Away’ by Benjamin Francis Leftwich


‘Stay With Me’ by Angus & Julia Stone


‘Something in the Orange’ by Zach Bryan


‘Moondust’ (stripped) by Jaymes Young


‘Where’s My Love’ (acoustic) by SYML


‘Love Like This’ (acoustic) by Kodaline










Chapter One



Sophie
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There were better ways to start a new life than almost drowning in Lake Whatever-It-Was-Called at eight o’clock on a Sunday morning. Sophie Bennett knew this, just as she knew her second attempt at being unpredictable had ended exactly as her ex would have expected: with her flailing in water, desperately wishing she’d at least checked the depth before leaning over to retrieve her designer bag. A bag that was currently floating away like an extremely expensive sailing boat. In her defence, who expected a dock board to give way the moment you stepped onto it?


Then again, the past month had been full of unexpected moments, so she really shouldn’t have been surprised. Like three weeks ago, when her ex, Marcus, dumped her for being ‘criminally boring’ (apparently having a weekly meal plan was now a capital offence). Two days later, the London marketing firm she worked for decided anyone who couldn’t be ‘viral-ready’ wasn’t worth keeping. Jobless and boyfriend-less, Sophie had done what any sensible person would do: open a bottle of wine and search for places to run away to.


She had found herself mindlessly scrolling through Instagram, when an algorithm-blessed photo appeared in her feed: a weathered boathouse in America, surrounded by cherry blossom trees, transformed into a reading nook with the caption: #BookstagramDreams What I wouldn’t give to own a lakeside bookshop like this!


America! The country where she was born.


Her birthplace wasn’t something she thought about often; it was just one of those quirky facts that occasionally came up in pub quizzes or on passport applications. Her parents had been on holiday in the States when her mum went into labour pre-maturely. One dramatic dash to a small-town hospital later and voila: Sophie Bennett was born on American soil, wrapped in a tiny Stars and Stripes onesie courtesy of an overenthusiastic maternity nurse.


They flew home to England as soon as they were able, her mum swearing she’d never travel while pregnant again, and that was that. Sophie had grown up British through and through, her American birth little more than a family anecdote. But technically, legally, it meant she held dual citizenship.


Intrigued and slightly wine-emboldened, Sophie tapped on the location tag: Solace Springs, Washington, USA. Sophie had always associated the word ‘Washington’ with presidents and politics. But it turned out the state of Washington was an entirely different beast from the buttoned-up capital. The area surrounding Solace Springs mainly consisted of mist-draped forests, mirror-glass lakes and cherry blossom trees in the spring. The town itself sat two hours’ drive from Seattle, just far enough from civilisation to spot actual stars while also having the benefits of emergency takeaway options and decent coffee.


‘Solace Springs,’ she’d whispered to herself, testing the name on her tongue. It sounded like the kind of place where people knew the names of their neighbours, not just which flat they lived in or what time their alarm went off through paper-thin walls. Sophie craved living in a small town where people would take notice if she didn’t turn up to things. A place where true friendship could blossom instead of rushed reunions with uni mates or sporadic after-work drinks.


One hashtag search later and Sophie was falling down a rabbit hole of Solace Springs content: a lake that changed colours with the seasons, cherry blossom festivals, cosy-looking cafés and – most importantly – what appeared to be a community that still valued physical books and real human connection.


The final glass of wine convinced her to type ‘Solace Springs property for sale’ into Google, fully expecting nothing to come of it.


And then there it was: a boathouse for sale. Not the one from the Instagram post but a similar one with weathered wood, lake frontage and a certain rustic charm that screamed ‘renovate me into something magical’.


But even by combining her redundancy package and what remained of her mother’s inheritance, she still couldn’t cover half the asking price. That was when the wine really started talking, and she’d found herself creating a crowdfunding page, her laptop balanced precariously on her knees as she typed:




Help a Boring Girl Buy a Bookshop


Since being organised is apparently a character flaw these days, I might as well lean all the way in. Help fund the world’s most predictable person to open the world’s most boring bookshop. I promise to alphabetise everything and create a colour-coded system that would make librarians weep with joy. Who’s with me?





She’d even uploaded an impromptu video of herself in her sensible tartan pyjamas, slurring slightly as she explained her master plan to bring perfectly organised literary joy to a small American lakeside town.


The next morning, she’d woken up with a hangover, an empty bottle of Merlot and an inbox full of notifications. By lunchtime, the bookish corner of the internet had picked up her story. Within three days, she realised she’d raised enough money to be able to buy the boathouse. Turned out there were thousands of fellow ‘boring’ people who appreciated the value of a good spreadsheet and weren’t afraid to admit it.


Now here she was, having walked away from the UK and everything familiar for a life that seemed a lot more appealing in her dreams than it did right now. The fact was, the ramshackle building looming above her looked more like a tetanus hazard waiting to happen than the lakeside bookshop she’d imagined. The other historic boathouses that dotted the lake’s shoreline like a row of Victorian doll’s houses on stilts definitely fitted the bill, though. Each one was unique, with their gingerbread trims and weather-worn charm. Cherry trees swayed around them, their delicate pink flowers in full bloom.


In the distance, the residents of Solace Springs were beginning to stir, and there Sophie was, floundering in the middle of their lake. When she’d imagined meeting the locals, she’d pictured herself poised in front of her new boathouse, confidently introducing herself as the town’s soon-to-be bookshop owner. Instead, she was currently doing her best impression of a drowned rat as she watched her bag disappear.


‘I usually charge for swimming lessons,’ a deep voice rumbled from above. It sounded like pure small-town America: laid-back vowels and no-nonsense delivery.


Sophie grimaced. Perfect. So much for poised.


‘Actually,’ she called back, ‘I think you’ll find I own this particular piece of lake. So technically, I’m just testing the merchandise. Very hands-on management style, you know.’


A grunt that somehow managed to convey an entire paragraph’s worth of judgement. Then the sound of boots on weather-worn wood before the voice’s owner came into view.


Sophie turned and squinted against the morning sun. If she wasn’t already breathless from the freezing water, the man staring down at her would have done the job nicely. Dark hair swept back from a face that belonged on the cover of Brooding Lakemen Monthly. Deep blue eyes only intensified by a very obvious frown of disapproval. A thick navy sweater with a rolled neck, the kind real sailors wore rather than the more fashionable versions Sophie was used to seeing in London wine bars. The wool was weathered by sun and spray, stretched perfectly across shoulders that had to be illegal in at least three countries. He looks like the kind of man who could probably lift me out of this lake with one hand, Sophie thought, then immediately wished she hadn’t because she absolutely was not there for romance.


Mr Tall-Dark-and-Nautical crouched down, extending a hand towards her. ‘Better get out before the hypothermia kicks in.’


Sophie glanced at her bag, now floating merrily towards deeper water like it was embarking on its own eat-pray-love journey. ‘I can’t, not without my bag.’


The man’s eyes followed the bag’s trajectory, one dark eyebrow lifting. ‘I’ve seen some wild stuff in my time, but risking Solace Lake in spring for a purse? That’s something else. Come on, the lake’s no joke this time of year.’


‘It’s not just a purse,’ Sophie said through chattering teeth, trying to sound dignified while probably resembling a shipwreck victim. ‘My mum’s last letter to me is in it. And before you say anything judgemental about keeping important documents in a handbag, which your face is definitely suggesting you’re thinking, I wasn’t exactly planning on taking an unexpected dip.’


Something in his expression shifted then, the frown softening just enough to suggest that beneath all that grump lurked an actual human being. Then the wind picked up, sending a shower of cherry blossoms swirling around them, and carrying her bag even further out into the lake’s gleaming expanse.


‘No!’ Sophie cried out, lunging after it. But before she could reach it, strong hands were grabbing her under her armpits and hauling her out like she was nothing more than a soggy shopping bag. She lay on the wooden boards for a moment, coughing and spluttering, while her rescuer calmly pulled off his jumper, leaving his dark hair attractively ruffled. He jogged to a small jetty in front of the house next to hers, ran to the end and, with practised ease, used his jumper to fish her bag from the lake. He then calmly walked back and placed it on a table to dry in the morning sun, his body moving naturally with the dock’s gentle sway. His very muscular body. She found herself wondering if all the men in Solace Springs looked like they’d stepped out of some high-end outdoor clothing catalogue, or if she’d just got lucky with her rescuer. Though ‘lucky’ probably wasn’t the right word when she could practically feel him mentally filing her under ‘Problems I Didn’t Need This Morning’.


And damn it! No to romance. No, no, no! she thought.


Sophie pulled herself up from the decking on shaky legs and wobbled towards a nearby chair. Her rescuer’s tanned cheekbones coloured slightly before he looked determinedly at a point somewhere over her left shoulder. She looked down at herself to see her pastel-blue sweater was completely transparent. Of course it was.


He opened a nearby box and pulled out a worn tartan blanket, throwing it at her with the kind of haste that suggested he was as uncomfortable with the situation as she was. She wrapped the soft wool around her shoulders, breathing in the faintest trace of woodsmoke and whiskey.


‘Wanna check the letter’s okay?’ Her rescuer’s voice was still gruff, but there was something gentle in the way he asked this, like he knew exactly how precious last words could be.


Sophie reached into her wet bag. The letter was exactly where she’d left it, tucked in the inside pocket, but when she pulled it out, the paper was soaked through, her mum’s familiar handwriting beginning to blur. The truth was, she couldn’t bear to open it. It had been over a year since her mother’s death from cancer … a year when Sophie had learned about the trajectory of grief. Not the five phases of grief people talked about. But two phases: pure raw shock followed by pure raw sorrow. After her mother passed away, her dad had given her a letter she’d written. That letter had stayed tucked up in Sophie’s drawer, like maybe if she opened it, a Pandora’s Box of boss-level grief would strike her down. She kept telling herself she’d read it at the right time. But the right time never seemed to arrive.


‘I’d better dry it on the heater inside,’ Sophie said, gesturing to her new boathouse as she scrambled around her wet bag for the keys the real estate agency had airmailed to her.


The man gave her a cynical look. ‘You been inside yet?’


‘Nope, I was delayed by my impromptu swimming lesson.’


‘’Fraid the heater in there hasn’t worked since the Reagan administration. In fact, nothing in there has.’


Sophie’s eyes widened. He could not be serious. She’d been hoping the exterior was just putting on a show and the inside would be as charming as it had looked in the carefully framed listing photos. No one had mentioned the plumbing situation. But then again, she hadn’t asked. She’d been too busy swooning over the idea of waking up to lake views and living out her bookshop-owner fantasy to think about boring essentials like, say, working showers or a loo that didn’t require divine intervention. In hindsight, a few practical questions might have been wise.


Damn this new impulsive streak of hers!


But then she gave herself a talking to. ‘I can do this,’ she said under her breath.


‘And what exactly are you planning to do?’ her rescuer asked, crossing his muscled arms across his chest as he looked down at her.


‘Turn it into a bookshop,’ Sophie said brightly.


He barked out a laugh, then seemed to realise she was serious. ‘A bookshop. Here?’


‘Yes, here. Is there a problem with that?’


Flexing his jaw in obvious irritation, Harbour Hottie replied, ‘Lady, this place needs more than a few shelves and string lights for an outsider like you to make it habitable, let alone commercial. And judging by your accent and the way you just jumped into the lake this time of year, you know nothing about our ways, or American ways, period.’


Sophie bristled. ‘Well, lucky for me I’m not just some random Londoner with fairy lights.’ She lifted her chin as she stared up at him. ‘I was actually born in America and have dual citizenship. Plus I’ve spent every waking hour researching boathouse renovations since I bought this place.’


‘Research,’ he scoffed. ‘Let me guess. That research involved reading blogs and social media posts?’


The cheek of this man!


‘Actually, I’ve read every book on historical waterfront renovations I could find,’ Sophie retorted. ‘Not all of us have the luxury of being born where we belong.’


‘And what makes you so sure this is where you belong?’


‘Because I need it to be,’ she said, voice softening. ‘My mum died last year. The inheritance she left is what made this possible. I – I can’t have it come to nothing.’


Something shifted in her rescuer’s expression.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, his gruffness dialling back. ‘About your mother.’


The man gave her a long, steady sigh, then carefully picked the soaking letter up like it was a baby chick. Sophie watched him stride down the dock with her mother’s letter cradled in his giant hands, expecting him to continue past the boathouse neighbouring hers. Instead, he stepped inside like he owned the place.


Which, apparently, he did.


Great. Her grumpy rescuer was her new neighbour, too. The universe had clearly decided that nearly drowning wasn’t enough of a challenge. Now she’d need to face those gorgeous blue eyes every morning across her morning coffee. Not the distraction she needed when she had a whole boathouse to renovate and a new life to build.


She looked at the boathouse again. Her boathouse. Well, hers and four thousand other investors’. Up close, the two-storey stilted property did have a certain charm, with its faded pink paint and those cherry blossoms dusting the roof. It was at the end of a row of boathouses, so she didn’t only have lake views to the front but also to the side. It looked mildly terrifying as well, though, with several windows boarded up and rotting wood that looked like it had enjoyed its best days sometime in the last century.


I can work with that, Sophie thought, already cataloguing all the things she would need to do. Maybe her newfound spontaneity had got her into this mess, but it had also got her out of London and into … well, into a lake, technically.


She took a moment to watch the way the morning light painted everything in soft rose and gold. To listen to the gentle lap of water against wood and the distant call of birds welcoming the day. To smell the scents of cherry blossoms, of dewy grass and that indefinable something that made spring mornings feel full of possibility.


She looked down at her phone – luckily dry as she’d left it on the side before jumping in. It was still buzzing with encouragement from her unexpected army of bookish guardian angels: four thousand people who were counting on her to turn this wreck into the cosy bookshop of their dreams.


And Solace Springs’ resident storm cloud clearly thought she didn’t stand a chance.


She squared her shoulders. Well, she’d just have to prove him wrong.










Chapter Two



Luke
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Luke Rhodes slammed his boathouse door with more force than strictly necessary. But hauling city girls out of his lake before a morning cup of coffee tended to do that to a man.


‘Of course she has to be cute,’ he muttered, carefully laying her mother’s letter out over the heater.


He walked into his front office, home to the organised chaos of his working life: navigation charts spread across his grandfather’s old desk, the model ships he restored during sleepless nights, photos of easier days Luke couldn’t quite bring himself to put away. He continued muttering to himself, yanking open the cupboard where he kept his emergency supplies, a habit from all these years of watching tourists underestimate the lake. ‘Another tourist who thinks Solace Springs is just some kind of backdrop for their Insta-face-whatever accounts,’ he continued.


Coral, his Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, lifted her head from her favourite perch on the back of the sofa and gave him a look that clearly said: You’re not fooling anyone, pal.


‘Don’t start,’ Luke said as he grabbed a towel. ‘And stop staring at her through the window like you’re plotting something.I know that look. You’re as bad as Mabel with her matchmaking schemes.’


Coral’s tail thumped against the cushions, completely unrepentant.


Traitor.


The mutt had a point, though. It was hard not to stare. Even dripping wet and shivering, his new neighbour was exactly the kind of trouble Luke didn’t need living next door. Petite enough that she’d barely reach his shoulder, all soft curves that her soaked clothes weren’t doing much to hide. Dark hair plastered to her head in wet tangles – the kind a man’s hands might get lost in, not that he was thinking about that. Those big brown eyes framed by thick lashes, full lips that kept moving like she was having some internal argument with herself. Her pale blue sweater clung to every curve, paired with no-label jeans – hell, did her socks really have tiny books printed on them? A pair of beaten-up Converse sat abandoned on the dock beside her, as mismatched with that expensive designer bag as everything else about her. Even soaked through, she held herself like she belonged here, chin up and defiant. Something bookish and cute about her that made his jaw tighten. She even had the kind of English accent that made near-drowning sound charming. He couldn’t miss how she’d tried to hide her trembling hands when he’d rescued the letter either, or the way she’d flinched when she’d mentioned her mother.


That look on her face had hit him like a punch to the gut; and that right there was the problem. He’d spent years building walls thicker than the hull of a submarine, and here he was, letting them crack over one waterlogged girl.


‘Don’t have time for this,’ he told himself. He had two tours booked for later, a kayak that needed fixing, and about a dozen other tasks that didn’t involve playing lifeguard to the new kid on the block. The spring season would be kicking off in the coming weeks, and his reputation for running the most reliable tours on Solace Lake hadn’t come from rescuing pretty girls in wet sweaters. ‘Should have let her fish out her own damn bag,’ he added. Coral gave him a look. They both knew he didn’t mean it. Solace Springs had its own rules about looking out for people.


He grabbed his old fleece hoodie, a towel and a thermos of coffee – the real stuff, not the fancy vanilla-caramel concoctions Mabel and Grace served in the town’s Blossoms & Brew café (though even he had to admit their pumpkin-spice blend in fall was worth breaking his black-coffee-only rule for).


Speaking of Blossoms & Brew, he guaranteed half the town would know about the new British arrival by now: Noah from the hardware store had caught the whole rescue scene as he’d strolled by. Luke could already hear Mabel’s delighted voice: ‘Our Luke playing the hero! And to such a pretty young girl, too. Must be fate, her moving right next door.’


At least it would take their minds off the strange lights people kept noticing on the island at the centre of the lake. Not that anyone believed Luke’s logical explanation about car reflections from the hills, or moonlight bouncing off the water’s surface. Though given the choice between alien invasion theories or speculation about his love life, he’d take the aliens any day.


Luke glanced up from gathering supplies, his eyes drawn back to the girl on his dock. Her long, dark hair was starting to dry into waves, and even from here he could see those big brown eyes scanning the boathouse like she was already planning what to do with it. The same way he’d been looking at it ever since Julie Chen first mentioned selling up after her husband passed. All he’d needed was a year or two more of saving and he might have managed it. Luke had watched it deteriorate after Julie moved out, doing what repairs he could manage just to keep it from completely falling apart. Now here was this city girl, who probably didn’t know the first thing about maintaining a waterfront property despite all her claims, looking at what was once a beloved Rhodes family boathouse like it was some kind of fairy tale waiting to happen.


She looked … hopeful. Like someone who hadn’t yet learned that dreams had a way of sinking.


As he thought that, he spotted Mabel making her usual morning rounds outside.


‘Christ,’ he muttered, watching the café owner methodically stop at each boathouse, no doubt collecting enough gossip to fuel a week’s worth of breakfast service. Coral’s tail started wagging frantically. The traitor loved Mabel, probably because she always had treats in her pockets.


Luke sighed. If he didn’t get out there soon, Mabel would have the new arrival signed up for every committee in town before the girl had even dried off.


Some rescue missions, it seemed, never really ended.










Chapter Three



Sophie
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‘Well, if this isn’t the most interesting thing to happen on my morning walk since Riley Nagle’s canoe floated off with his cat still in it last summer!’


Sophie turned to find a woman in her sixties sweeping towards her, her lilac cardigan as bright as her smile. Everything about her radiated the kind of cheerful authority that suggested she was used to organising both people and events into submission.


Her rescuer emerged from his boathouse then, pausing as he watched the woman approach, supplies held in his arms like he was preparing for a tactical retreat rather than a simple handover of dry clothes and coffee.


‘Ah, Luke, I was just about to introduce myself to your new and very pretty neighbour,’ the woman said, adding a wink.


In return, Luke gave the woman the kind of long-suffering look that suggested this wasn’t their first lakeside ambush.


The woman turned to Sophie, her green eyes sparkling. ‘I’m Mabel Sullivan, owner of Blossoms & Brew café in town. Though these days, I mostly keep a hands-off approach while my daughter, Grace, does all the real work.’


Luke muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like ‘hands-off is a generous term’ as he reluctantly handed Sophie the towel and hoodie, though his movements were surprisingly gentle when he helped her steady the thermos of coffee.


Mabel gave the thermos a raised eyebrow.


‘Had the coffee on anyway,’ Luke said gruffly, as if daring anyone to suggest otherwise. But when Sophie’s still-shaking hands struggled with the lid, he wordlessly took it back, unscrewed it and poured her a steaming capful.


Damn, he is cute.


Sophie shook her head and took a quick sip, trying to let that thought disappear.


The coffee was perfect. Strong and hot with a touch of cinnamon. ‘Thanks,’ she said to Luke. ‘Just what a drowned rat needs.’


He nodded, then peered at his watch. Clearly she was holding him up. Still, he remained where he was. She put the cup down and shrugged on the fleece, immediately enveloped in a scent that was unexpectedly intoxicating: salt air, cedarwood and just a hint of something darker, like smoke from a distant bonfire. She noticed Mabel watching her with curious eyes, and rearranged her face into a smile.


‘It’s lovely to meet you, Mabel,’ Sophie said to her. ‘I can’t wait to visit the café. I love the name!’


Mabel clasped her hands together. ‘Oh, listen to that English accent!’ she said, her steel-grey curls bouncing with each animated gesture. ‘My Grace’ll love you; she’s something of an Anglophile. But look at you, poor thing, all wet.’ Her eyes twinkled as she glanced out at the lake. ‘Most people wait until summer for a swim.’


Sophie laughed, already warming to Mabel’s motherly enthusiasm. ‘Not exactly part of my planned grand entrance. The dock had other ideas.’ She gestured to the broken board that had betrayed her. ‘Though I suppose it’s one way to meet the neighbours.’


‘And what a neighbour to meet first,’ Mabel said with a meaningful look at Luke, who was very deliberately focusing on watching a bird diving into the lake. ‘Luke’s family have been the unofficial custodians of Solace Lake for generations. And as my grandmother would always say, everything happens for a reason.’


Sophie felt her cheeks warm, and not just from the coffee. She recognised that look in Mabel’s eyes. It was the same one her mother had got right before trying to set her up with her friend’s nephew. Clearly, small-town matchmaking was universal. However, just because Sophie was technically on the rebound and Luke happened to be unfairly attractive didn’t mean she needed the entire town playing Cupid. She wasn’t here for a meet-cute. She was here to prove she could take risks that didn’t involve men. Even scowling, ridiculously handsome ones.


‘Speaking of things in the lake,’ Mabel added, lowering her voice conspiratorially, ‘you might want to keep your eyes on Maple Island after dark. There have been some … unusual sightings lately. The whole town’s talking about it.’


Sophie looked towards the small island in the middle of the lake, which rose from the water like a forgotten relic: a tangle of gnarled pines and jagged rocks at its edges, the hint of a stone-built building, complete with chimney, at its centre.


Luke barely suppressed his eye-roll.


‘What kind of sightings?’ Sophie asked, instantly intrigued. If there was one thing guaranteed to distract her from both her soaking clothes and her very hot neighbour, it was a good mystery. She’d spent countless London commutes with true-crime and mystery podcasts in her ears. Her ex used to say her imagination worked overtime, but Sophie preferred to think of it as having an open mind to life’s mysteries.


‘Strange lights dancing from among the trees,’ Mabel said, clearly pleased to have found a fellow sleuth-story aficionado. ‘Even the inn’s guests have seen them.’


‘There’s an inn there?’ Sophie asked.


Mabel nodded. ‘The Maple Inn, been there over a century. At first we thought it was just reflections from cars up on the hills on the other side of the lake, like someone keeps insisting’ – she shot Luke a look – ‘but there’s been talk. Ella from the museum swears its smugglers using underwater drones. Grace is convinced someone’s dumping toxic waste that’s making the fish glow. And don’t get me started on what the knitting club think after their true-crime podcast marathon.’


‘It’s called moonlight,’ Luke muttered. ‘Been happening since the dawn of time.’


‘Moonlight doesn’t move through trees,’ Mabel countered. ‘And it certainly doesn’t dive underwater.’


Sophie’s mind was already racing with possibilities. ‘This is just like that case I read about! These weird lights on a Scottish loch turned out to be divers finding stolen antiques in underwater caves. The police thought it was drugs at first, but nope, thieves had been using the caves to store their haul.’


‘No underwater caves here,’ Luke said with another heavy sigh.


Sophie ignored him. ‘Does anyone have wildlife cameras? Ooooh, underwater ones would be fab, too. We could set them up at different depths, track the movement patterns …’


Luke made a sound somewhere between a groan and a sigh.


‘Oh!’ Mabel clapped her hands together. ‘That’s brilliant! Luke has all sorts of fancy equipment for his tour business. And didn’t you just get those new underwater lights for night fishing trips?’


‘Not happening,’ Luke said firmly. ‘Absolutely not.’


‘But think about it,’ Sophie pressed. ‘If nothing else, you’d have proof it’s just moonlight and headlight reflections. Though personally, my money’s on a secret research facility,’ she added, giving him a wink.


Luke’s lip twitched up slightly.


‘Better than Caleb’s theory about merpeople.’ Mabel nodded sagely. ‘Though that would explain why some of the lights have been seen near Luke’s evening tours. You do have that merman kind of look about you, Luke …’


Luke shook his head. ‘I’m leaving now,’ he announced, ‘to fix a kayak. Which is a real problem that actually exists.’


He headed towards his boathouse, but Sophie didn’t miss how his eyes lingered on the island for just a moment too long.


‘Our Luke’s a marvel with anything that needs fixing,’ Mabel told Sophie as they watched him grab some tools from a small shed next to his boathouse. ‘Boats, docks, buildings. Half the town would fall apart without him. Though he’d rather wrestle a bear than accept a compliment.’


‘Well, stop the presses and hold the avocado toast!’ came a vibrant voice.


Sophie turned to see a man in his forties, tanned and glowing, with a dazzling white smile and a wardrobe straight out of a Palm Springs resort catalogue. His linen shirt was half-open, his sunglasses perched on his artfully tousled blond hair, and a chunky turquoise necklace hung around his neck. ‘You must be our new British neighbour,’ he said when he got to her. ‘I’m Caleb, by the way. Caleb Hansen. Writer, dreamer, brunch enthusiast and—’


‘Part-time troublemaker,’ Luke called over.


‘Why, thank you for the compliment, Captain Grumpy!’ Caleb called back. ‘I live on the eastern side of the lake with my better half, Mikkel. He’s an interior designer.’


He gestured across the lake to where the more modern boathouses were. The one he was pointing at was all glass and warm wood, with an elegant canoe moored at the edge of its wraparound deck.


‘Wow, it’s stunning,’ Sophie said.


She heard Luke make a disapproving noise.


‘Yes, isn’t it? Despite some people’s disapproval,’ Caleb said with an eye-roll. He cocked his head, taking in Sophie’s appearance. ‘Is the drenched mermaid-in-distress look all the rage in London nowadays?’


‘Oh, absolutely,’ she replied, flipping her damp hair with mock glamour. ‘We’re calling it “wetcore”. It’s huge. British Vogue is doing a whole spread on it next month.’


She noticed Luke suppress a smile.


Caleb let out a delighted laugh, clapping his hands together. ‘Oh, honey, I love you already. Now, tell me you’re not planning to let this little diamond stay in the rough?’ he asked as he surveyed Sophie’s boathouse.


‘Yes, we’re dying to hear what you’ve got planned,’ Mabel said.


Sophie blinked, already disarmed by the larger-than-life presence of her new neighbours. ‘Well, I was thinking of turning it into a bookshop, actually.’


Caleb gasped, clutching his chest as though she’d just announced she was saving an endangered species. ‘A bookshop? Oh my gosh, that is everything. I mean, you’ve got the vibe already: quaint lakeside chic meets literary haven. It’s giving me all the feels.’ He waved his hand as if to fan himself. ‘Now, tell me, what’s the big vision?’


Sophie hesitated, feeling Luke’s eyes flick up from where he was placing a kayak on its side at the end of his jetty, clearly not thrilled with the conversation. She had considered something sleek and modern, like Caleb’s place. But now she was here, she realised she wanted to go for something that honoured the lake’s character – weathered wood and window seats, cosy corners and charm. A place where wet boots and paperbacks could coexist. But she wanted to keep that to herself for now. ‘Once I know for sure,’ she said, ‘you’ll be one of the first to hear.’


‘Whatever you decide,’ Caleb said, ‘you absolutely have to come to my Words and Watercolours Club. We talk books, we talk art, we talk life, we talk drama. Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference.’ He grinned, showing off perfect teeth. ‘Oh, and you can find my latest novel, A Summer of Secrets and Margaritas, on Amazon. It’s a rom-com-slash-mystery set in a beachside tequila bar. Critics – well, my mother – call it “iconic”.’


Sophie smiled. ‘Sounds unforgettable.’


‘Oh, I’ve heard it is,’ Luke said drily.


They all turned to look at him, watching as he ran his hand along the underside of the kayak, water dripping from his fingers as he inspected a crack in the hull. His T-shirt had ridden up slightly, revealing a sliver of tanned, toned skin just above the waistband of his jeans. Sophie noticed how the fabric of his T-shirt stretched taut across his broad shoulders, hinting at the kind of strength that came from years of physical work.


Oh boy.


Clearly Caleb and Mabel were thinking the same as they’d both gone quiet.


Sophie tore her gaze away, reminding herself she had plenty of problems to solve without adding distracted by hot neighbour to the list.


‘I suppose it’s time I checked out my new boathouse,’ she said, suddenly feeling anxious.


What if it really was an absolute nightmare inside? What if she’d made a terrible mistake?


Caleb grimaced. ‘I’m not sure it’s a good idea to go in there without a hard hat.’


Great.


‘Is it really that bad?’ she asked him.


‘Don’t look so worried!’ Mabel said quickly. ‘Anyway, your neighbour is the town’s handyman superhero. Right, Luke? You can help Sophie, can’t you?’


‘Don’t drag me into this,’ Luke muttered, clearly not up for helping.


‘I’m sure there are plenty of talented local contractors who can help,’ Sophie said, keen to show she didn’t have any intention of dragging him into her project.


‘Oh honey, boathouses are unique,’ Mabel said. ‘And the Rhodes family are the ones who know them best. Luke, I’m sure—’


‘You heard what she said,’ Luke grumbled. ‘Plenty of talented local contractors.’


Sophie ignored him and focused on her new home.


‘Go on, honey,’ Mabel encouraged, giving Sophie’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. ‘Sometimes you just have to take that first step.’


Sophie stared at her new front door, key trembling slightly in her hand. This was it. The moment her impulsive decision became real. Four thousand people’s dreams, her mother’s inheritance and her entire future, all hanging on whatever waited on the other side.


She could feel Luke watching from his dock, too, probably waiting for her to turn tail and run.


It made her even more determined.


The key fought her at first, protesting with the kind of stubborn resistance that seemed to say, Are you sure about this? But then – click. The door swung open with a dramatic groan that made Caleb wince.


‘Oh dear,’ he murmured behind her as sunlight filtered through gaps in the wooden slats, illuminating years of dust and decay. ‘It’s worse than I thought.’


But Sophie wasn’t listening any more. Her heart was too busy soaring at the sight of the snug space and the large two-storey (albeit cracked) arched window on the west side of the boathouse that turned the lake into a living painting. Before it was a large living area, which would become her bookshop – her bookshop! – overlooked by a mezzanine balcony, with winding stairs leading up to it.


It all spread before her like a blank canvas waiting for her dreams.


‘Oh, you beautiful thing,’ she breathed, already seeing past the cobwebs and the years of neglect. She moved through the space, her steps light on the protesting floorboards.


‘You love it, don’t you?’ Mabel asked softly.


‘I do,’ Sophie said, and she meant it with every fibre of her being. ‘I know it needs work – a lot of work – but it’s got stories to tell.’


‘Yes, I can see it now,’ Caleb said. ‘I’m thinking full seventies revival. Sunken conversation pit, macramé wall hangings everywhere, one of those egg chairs hanging from the ceiling … Oh! And shag carpet. Lots of shag carpet. In orange.’


‘Lord save us,’ Mabel muttered.


‘Actually,’ Sophie cut in gently, ‘I was thinking of something a bit more …’ She searched for a diplomatic way to say ‘less likely to cause seizures’. ‘…Traditional?’


‘Traditional?’ Caleb deflated slightly.


‘I want to honour what the boathouse already is,’ Sophie explained. ‘All that beautiful original woodwork, history in every beam.’


‘Oh, thank heavens.’ Mabel pressed a hand to her chest. ‘What a relief! Makes such a change from that horrible ex of Luke’s with her “modern vision”. Nearly gave poor Noah a heart attack with her plans for his hardware store.’


Before Sophie could process that piece of information about her neighbour’s ex, a scratching sound from upstairs made them all look up.


‘You’d better add pest control to the list of …’ Caleb’s voice trailed off, realising perhaps that wasn’t helping.


‘Let’s leave her to it,’ Mabel said, grabbing Caleb’s arm and ushering him out. ‘But do come by Blossoms & Brew for lunch, Sophie; it’s on me,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘You can tell us about your plans for this place.’


Sophie eased the door shut behind them and turned in a slow circle, letting the space sink in. Sunlight streamed through the huge window dominating the west wall that looked out at the lake, as well as the two smaller windows at the front of the house. If she squinted, she could almost ignore the cracked glass and the peeling paint. Almost. Still, she decided then and there that ‘bright and airy’ was going to be her official first impression, not ‘draughty and possibly a health-and-safety hazard’.


She headed to the back of the main living space, ducking under the shadow of the upstairs landing, and pushed into the kitchen. Small, yes, but workable. The seller had kindly left a bookcase and a few appliances behind: an oven with a dial that stuck, a fridge that made a noise like an old man snoring, and cupboards that gaped like crooked teeth. No kettle, though. Typical.


She stared at the little round porthole window over the sink, framing a perfect circle of lake, and then at the back door that opened onto a deck so weather-beaten it looked one step away from retirement. But in her mind she was already standing out there with her morning tea.


Sophie left the kitchen and headed up the spiral wooden staircase, stepping onto the balcony that overlooked the living area. From that elevated position, the great arched window painted shifting patterns over the dusty boards. She smiled. It was like living inside her very own kaleidoscope – if kaleidoscopes also came with cracked panes.


She walked the hallway, poking her head into the smaller bedroom first. Damp smell? Yes. Bare walls? Definitely. But all she could see was a sweet guest room in the making. The bathroom was another story: a rusty tub crouching beneath a window so clogged with cobwebs she half expected a tarantula to greet her, a loo that looked more ornamental than functional, and tiles stained the sort of yellow no cleaning spray in the world was going to shift. Still, nothing a sledgehammer couldn’t fix.


Finally she stepped into the master bedroom. Bigger, brighter and with a balcony that made her breath catch. She stepped out, inhaling the spring lake air. To the left, Solace Lake glittered like a promise. To the right was … Luke’s dock.


She paused to watch as he methodically smoothed the kayak’s wood with sandpaper, like every move had been practised a thousand times. A breeze rippled across the lake, lifting his dark hair from his forehead. Sophie caught her breath. He really was rather beautiful, even with that frown of his, which only deepened whenever he glanced at her boathouse, like he was expecting it to collapse any second.


Not going to happen, Harbour Hottie, Sophie thought. She had four thousand believers, a head full of dreams and now, finally, a place that felt like home.


Then she caught a whiff of something … something that was coming from her. She gave herself a sniff and nearly barfed.


‘Ergh, I smell like fish!’


It must have been from the lake dunk. She went into the bathroom and twisted the shower knob to test it. The pipes groaned like they were auditioning for a horror movie, then spat out a stream of something brown that definitely wasn’t water.


Great. Now she’d have to go ask Mr Grumpy-But-Gorgeous if there was a gym in town where she could shower.


Just rip off the plaster, Sophie. She marched back outside, channelling her inner girlboss despite smelling like the seafood aisle. She approached Luke, trying not to get distracted by the way the muscles in his forearm flexed as he continued down the wood.


He looked up at her approach.


‘You wouldn’t happen to know if there’s a gym in town, would you?’ she asked. ‘With, um, shower facilities? My shower’s producing some kind of brown sludge.’


Luke scrubbed a hand over his face. ‘Yeah, that’ll be the rust. The pipes haven’t been used in a coupla years, so whatever’s sitting in them would’ve turned nasty. You’ll need a plumber to flush the system.’


‘Right. I’ll add that to the list. But my immediate thought is getting rid of this fish smell,’ she said, sniffing herself.


Luke grimaced. ‘Oh. Yeah, Ray dropped his bait container about an hour ago. He cleaned it up, but …’ He gestured vaguely at her. ‘The smell lingers. No gym until the next town, though.’ He paused a moment, getting a look on his face like he was wrestling with some thoughts. Then he gave a resigned sigh. ‘You can take a shower at my place, if you want,’ he mumbled.


Sophie briefly thought about turning the offer down. After all, he wasn’t exactly welcoming her with open arms. But what choice did she have?


‘Are you sure?’ she asked.


‘Yep. Just head inside, there’s a downstairs shower room, first door on the right. Just make sure you close the door properly else Coral will get in with you – she’s clingy like that.’


‘Coral.’


He gestured to the window where the dog was staring out at them with soulful eyes.


‘Oh my God, she’s adorable,’ she said.


‘Yeah, she thinks it, too.’


Sophie grabbed her suitcase, then paused a beat before adding: ‘Bet you didn’t think your day would involve inviting a woman smelling of fish into your shower.’


The words hung in the air for a moment too long, and Sophie immediately regretted her choice of phrasing. Luke’s eyebrows shot up, then a slow, wicked smile spread across his face, the kind that could make anyone question their life choices.


‘Can’t say that was on my to-do list,’ he drawled, his voice full of heat and amusement. Then he blinked, frowned and looked right back at his kayak, face flushing.


Sophie’s cheeks flamed too as she practically fled towards his boathouse, inwardly cursing her big mouth. The door shut behind her, but she could still feel the weight of Luke’s gaze burning into her skin.


‘Brilliant start, Sophie. Just brilliant.’ As she tried to collect herself, a sharp bark cut through the silence. She looked down to find Coral staring up at her. The little dog’s chestnut-and-white coat was glossy and immaculately groomed, her head tilted with an expression of polite curiosity.


Not the salty sea dog she’d envisaged a man like Luke owning.


Coral’s feathered tail wagged delicately, and Sophie crouched down, stroking her soft ears. The dog leaned into her touch and Sophie found herself cuddling her close.


‘What have I got myself into, Coral?’ she whispered.


The dog gave a soft yip, as if in agreement, then licked Sophie’s hand with dainty enthusiasm. Sophie laughed, pressing her forehead briefly against Coral’s as she let out a sigh. ‘Yeah, I don’t know, either,’ she said.










Chapter Four



Luke


[image: ]


The oil can was right where he’d left it, behind his grandpa’s beat-up toolbox. Every tool marked with that ‘R’ for Rhodes, like anyone else would dare lay claim to them. Luke grabbed the can. Sophie would need it for that stubborn lock.


He froze. Damn it. Why the hell was he helping her? The woman had been here all of five minutes and already had him playing handyman. It had to be those eyes. Or maybe it was the way her jeans hugged those curves that had no business looking that good after a flight across the Atlantic. Or how that wet sweater stretched across her …


No. He wasn’t going there. Not again. Getting tangled up with pretty city girls and their bright ideas was exactly how he’d ended up with a broken heart and why half the town still gave him those pitying looks whenever Claire’s name came up.


He’d watched this shit play out before. Some bright-eyed dreamer rolls into town thinking they’ll open a cute little business then bail when the first winter hits or the tourists dry up. And who gets stuck dealing with the abandoned eyesore? The locals. People like him.


The lake’s delicate balance was already hanging by a thread – just enough tourism to keep businesses running, not enough to ruin what made the place special. A bookshop would mean more traffic, more noise, more smartphones pointed at everything like the whole damn place was some kind of prop.


A buzzing sound cut through his thoughts. Sophie’s phone, abandoned on the table when she’d rushed off to shower. The screen lit up, flashing what looked like one of those Pinterest things. Against his better judgement, he leaned in.


‘Boathouse Dreams & Schemes’ the screen announced in some fancy font.


‘Jesus Christ,’ he muttered as the images loaded. Floating bookshelves that would warp in a week. Some ridiculous ‘Instagram wall’ plastered with fake flowers that’d be covered in mildew by fall. Those pretentious hanging egg chairs his ex had circled in every design magazine. Chrome fixtures that belonged in some overpriced urban coffee shop, not next to his weathered dock where they’d tarnish before the first weekend was over.


Every single picture screamed ‘clueless person who’s watched too many TV home-renovation specials’. Not one goddamn consideration for how metal corroded in lake air, or how glass walls meant freezing in winter and baking in summer, or how that cute little ‘reading nook’ would become a mouldy nightmare after the first heavy rain.


The woman didn’t have the first idea what she was getting herself into.


He shoved the oil can back and his feet carried him to the edge of his dock. The lake always settled him. Had done since he was a kid raising hell on these docks. He paused and looked out at it, the water now still as glass. Right there, that was where his pa had taught him to cast his first line. He’d been six, could barely hold the rod straight, but he’d hooked a bass barely bigger than his palm. ‘That’s Rhodes blood showing through,’ his grandpa had said, watching from the dock, proud as hell. ‘Been fishing this lake since before your daddy was a glint in my eye.’


The cherry trees his great-grandmother had planted swayed, dropping their petals on the lake like nature’s confetti. Luke had learned to swim in that water before he could walk properly, spent more time jumping off that dock than he had in school. Got his first bloody nose right there when he caught his now best friend Jake Martinez trying to steal one of his grandpa’s boats for a night-time joy ride.


Christ, the trouble he’d caused on this lake.


Our lake.


That was what his grandpa always called it. No one questioned it either because the Rhodes family had been there since before the town had indoor plumbing. They’d built every boathouse on this stretch with their own hands, including the one Sophie was planning to turn into a Pinterest fever dream.


Another memory hit him hard then, this time of his grandpa in hospital fifteen years ago, gripping his arm hard enough to leave marks. ‘Listen here, boy. This lake … it ain’t just water and wood. It’s got stories in every splinter, history in every wave. These city folks come in thinking they know better, but they don’t understand what they’re messing with. Promise me you’ll keep it safe. Promise me, Luke.’


He’d promised. Meant it with every callus on his hands and every scar earned keeping these old boathouses standing in their original form. That was why he’d stayed. When the other kids Luke went to school with left for college or to pursue some dream or another, Luke stayed.


His gaze drifted to his own boathouse, where Sophie was probably still in his shower, water running over … Nope. He shut that thought down fast, though the image of soap suds and bare skin lingered longer than it should. He scrubbed a hand over his face. Focus. This wasn’t about how good she looked soaking wet or how that determined glint in her eye made something twist in his chest. This was about her plans for a boathouse built by his family and what it might do to this town.


Mabel’s lunch invitation to Sophie floated back to him. Her chance to charm the pants off everyone with that British accent and those doe eyes. Damn it. He’d better show up, too. Somebody needed to be the voice of reason before the whole town fell under her spell. Solace Springs wasn’t some weekend project. This was generations of history, his family’s blood and sweat, his town’s heart and soul.


‘Sorry, old man,’ he muttered to the lake. ‘Looks like your grandson’s about to cause trouble again.’
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