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Chapter One

It wasn’t even dark when Sophie Stevens heard the first firework, but she knew, then, that it was time to move on. She stood behind her narrow counter in Hartley Country Apparel, twirling a silver biro between her fingers, and listened to the staccato, celebratory pops that sounded too close by. 

‘Probably some lads from the school.’ Fiona didn’t look up from her crossword, her brows creased in concentration. She was wearing a tweed jacket, always a living mannequin for the high-end items they sold, her golden hair falling in layered waves that framed her face. ‘From now until Christmas they’ll be bubbling over with mischief. This is only the beginning.’ 

‘At least they’re having fun,’ Sophie said. 

Fiona looked up. ‘Do you want to abandon your notebooks, go and set off some illicit bangers? Have you been hiding a reckless streak from me this entire time?’ 

‘I might have some hidden features you don’t know about.’ She raised an eyebrow. 

‘You sound like a smartphone.’ Fiona paused, then added, ‘Everything’s OK, though? You’ve seemed restless these last few days.’ 

Sophie tried to hide her surprise. Firework night was her catalyst; the time when she always started to think about leaving. Except that if Fiona had noticed she was restless, her subconscious must have begun priming her for her short-notice disappearing act already. This time she was considering Cornwall, which was almost as far as she could get from where she was now: the sleepy, beautiful village of Mistingham, on the north Norfolk coast. She found that the further she went, the easier it was to start again. 

‘I’m fine,’ she said to Fiona. ‘Just gearing up for Christmas, working out which materials I need to reorder, how many more notebooks I need to make to keep my shelves filled.’ 

‘They’re very beautiful shelves,’ Fiona said. 

That was one thing Sophie would miss: the notebook concession she had in Fiona and her husband Ermin’s country clothes store. The shop drew in a lot of customers, and unique, luxury notebooks were just the kind of indulgent treat that tourists and visitors let themselves buy on holiday or days out. She always had a range of styles, sizes and price points: clothbound notebooks with ribbon ties; card-covered jotters with hand-painted designs and long-stitch binding; leather, casebound journals that took her the longest to make but were cooed over on a daily basis, the ultimate treasure. 

She made them with plain pages for doodling, thick- and thin-lined for to-do lists and general scribbling, dotted for people who were serious about their bullet journals. Her corner of the shop was a cornucopia of colour and texture, offering the endless possibility of hundreds of blank pages. 

And at Christmastime, her notebooks shimmied into the limelight. They were bought as presents, of course, because it was easy to be that little bit more lavish when you were buying for someone else. But December was also a month of list-making: lists of presents you needed to buy, who to send Christmas cards to, your shopping list for the Big Lunch. Recipes copied from books and amended to suit your guest list, mindful of any allergies or intolerances. There were secret lists of the gifts you wanted for yourself, or the Christmas wishes you were going to make, because – if you were like Sophie – you still believed in that festive magic at thirty-seven, as well as the power of a fresh, sparkling New Year, even if you would never admit it to anyone. 

This was Sophie’s time to shine, and every year she leaned into it. She expanded her notebook range, honed her craft, surrounded the workstation in whatever rented flat she was living in with piles of new materials. She had fallen into a pattern of having a frenetic, successful festive season, then packing up all her things, what was left of her stock, and starting again somewhere else. 

‘Everyone in Mistingham will have at least one new notebook by the end of December, if I have anything to do with it,’ she said. There was no reason to change that pattern this year, even if she had found a static home for her business here in Mistingham. 

‘Why stop at one?’ Fiona said. ‘Why not aim for a trio of notebooks for every resident? You could put together little packs.’ 

‘I could.’ Sophie turned to her current to-do list, because she didn’t just advocate the power of notebooks, she was a true believer. She always had several on the go, all with different purposes, in the same way Fiona was always wearing at least one item of Hartley Country Apparel stock. ‘You’re like me,’ Fiona had said to her ten months ago, on the day Sophie had arrived in the village with her suitcase and her craft supplies. ‘You live it, rather than just selling it.’ 

Before Mistingham, Sophie had sold her creations at country fairs and festivals, craft and farmers’ markets, her online shop receiving a trickle of orders rather than a rush. She supplemented her income working in cafés or pubs, and she hadn’t expected to be able to afford shop space, but Fiona and Ermin were big on supporting local businesses, and when the owner of their last concession – a woman who made soy candles – moved away, Fiona had offered the cosy corner of Hartley Country Apparel to her. 

Sophie had been able to expand her stock, working in the evenings at the sun-drenched workstation in her living room and, over the last ten months, she’d built up a busy, popular business with lots of tourist sales and repeat customers, a momentum she hadn’t experienced before. 

Nothing had gone wrong so far – everything was going better than it had done in a long while – but Sophie couldn’t ignore the slow simmer of unease in her gut: the knowledge that if she did stay much longer, then things would turn sour, as they always did. Restricting herself to a year in each place meant it was easy to break what few ties she’d allowed herself to knot. 

The ping of the shop door announced a new customer, and Sophie smiled as Dexter appeared. He owned Mistingham Bakery, and was a dark-haired hulk of a man. Today he was wearing a green corduroy jacket that looked too light for the weather, and a thick navy scarf. 

Beyond the glass, a whisper-soft mist coated everything with a silver tinge, adding to the November chill. 

‘Afternoon Fiona, Sophie,’ Dexter said, rubbing his hands together. 

‘Have you come in for some gloves?’ Fiona turned pointedly to the stand next to her counter. Sophie knew, because it was hard not to stroke them, that the gloves were made of the softest leather and suede. Who wouldn’t want to slide their fingers into them? If she’d had a boyfriend to buy a present for – the thought was simultaneously laughable and tinged with sadness – then she would have bought him a pair in buttery, caramel-coloured suede. 

‘One day,’ Dexter said, his smile warm and amused. ‘Except that my hands are always covered in flour, so I’d ruin them in a heartbeat. I came to see if you’d got any new scarves in. You had some really colourful ones last year.’ 

‘Is Lucy excited about Christmas?’ Fiona asked. 

Lucy was Dexter’s nine-year-old daughter, and the two of them came as a pair. Dexter’s wife – Lucy’s mum – had died a few years ago, but Lucy was as high-spirited as her dad, who always had a smile for everyone. 

‘We’re not allowed to be excited about Christmas yet,’ Dexter told them. ‘Lucy’s got it all worked out. We had to focus first on Halloween, then it’s Bonfire Night, then Christmas. If she knew I was getting in early with the present buying, I’d get a proper telling off.’ 

‘Why are you getting in so early?’ Sophie couldn’t help asking. She was fascinated by how different families worked because, growing up in so many foster homes, the range of traditions, rules and outlooks of her temporary parents had left her in a constant state of whiplash. 

‘It’s pure panic.’ Dexter leaned an elbow on the varnished wood of Fiona’s counter, sounding as far from panicked as it was possible to get. 

‘Panic?’ 

‘Don’t you get that?’ he asked. ‘There’s always a sense, round about now, that you should really start buying gifts, but then you get caught up in other day-to-day stuff, and suddenly it’s the twentieth of December and you’ve done none of it. I’m trying to respond to that original instinct before it disappears.’ 

‘I don’t usually …’ have anyone to buy for, Sophie could have finished. ‘I don’t get that panic.’ 

‘I do a big trip to Norwich the last weekend of November,’ Fiona said. ‘I have a list, and I get everything I need then – whatever I can’t get in Mistingham, of course.’ 

‘That’s far too organized,’ Dexter said. ‘Anyway. If I get Luce something now, then I’ll at least have one thing sorted for her. She’s angling for a Kindle, which I can get online – actually, I could do that today.’ 

Sophie grinned. ‘She’ll be furious with you if she finds out.’ 

‘Don’t think that gets you out of buying a scarf,’ Fiona scolded, and Dexter’s cheeks turned pink. ‘Anyway, what’s with this Kindle nonsense? When did a bit of plastic replace a gorgeous hardback with that perfect book smell and a cover you could hang on your wall?’ 

Sophie absent-mindedly stroked the turquoise leather notebook she had on the counter. The cover was soft, dyed leather, and she’d stitched it together with pink thread and added a pink elastic band closure. It was the perfect place to write thoughts and secrets. 

‘She’s into this YA Romantasy stuff,’ Dexter said. ‘They’re huge books, so she says it would be easier to read them on a Kindle. But she’ll want the special editions as well, won’t she?’ He rubbed at his jacket cuff, suddenly looking anxious, and Sophie felt a pang of sympathy. She couldn’t imagine how hard it was for him to do all the parenting, make all those decisions, by himself. 

‘I get it,’ she said gently. ‘Sometimes I type notes on my phone for convenience, but if I want a proper list, if I want the satisfaction of ticking off items I’ve completed, or it’s something I want to spend my time writing out, I use a notebook. You don’t have to commit to one or the other.’ 

‘You’re right, you don’t.’ Dexter’s smile flickered back into place. ‘Thanks, Sophie.’ 

‘If The Book Ends was still open, you’d be able to get all Lucy’s special editions there,’ Fiona said. ‘Christmas presents would be easier for everyone; Mistingham would be an entirely different village.’ 

‘It’s been closed for a couple of years now, hasn’t it?’ Sophie asked. 

You couldn’t live in Mistingham and not know about the fabled bookshop, though Fiona’s suggestion that its loss had completely changed the village had to be pushing it. The shop still stood empty, a little way from Hartley Country Apparel on Perpendicular Street, the road that ran up from the seafront through the middle of the village. It was next to the much smaller, but also empty Ye Olde Sweete Shoppe. The Book Ends shop name was still visible in faded yellow script above, with the suggestion ‘So Buy Another One’ in a smaller font below. 

‘Nearly three years now,’ Fiona said. ‘When Bernie Anderly’s mind deserted him, and he had to move into a care home. Such a shame – an entirely avoidable one.’ She shook her head. ‘Anyone want a cuppa?’ 

‘I’d love one,’ Sophie said. 

Dexter glanced at his watch. ‘Me too. If I’m included in that?’ 

‘Of course you are,’ Fiona said. ‘The longer you stay, the more likely you are to buy something.’ She disappeared amongst the stands of cashmere and Fair Isle jumpers, moleskin trousers and suede gilets. 

‘She’s still angry that Bernie’s son didn’t take over the bookshop,’ Dexter said. ‘As if she can move the people in this village about like armies on a Risk board.’ 

Sophie didn’t want to dwell on how Fiona might react when she told her she was leaving Mistingham. But she prized her independence more than anything, and Fiona would soon get over it: she’d find someone else to fill her concession corner, and Sophie would be a lost Risk counter that would soon be forgotten about. 

‘That’s Harry Anderly, isn’t it?’ she asked, pushing her unease away. ‘Harry Anderly of Mistingham Manor.’ Spoken like that it sounded grand, much grander than the reality, which was that Bernie Anderly’s son had moved back to Mistingham from London only in the final months of his father’s life, that the manor was more horror film chic than Jane Austen adaptation, and that Harry was hardly ever seen in the village, and seemed to avoid human interaction at all costs. 

Sophie had got to know May – who was Harry’s housemate and, most people thought, his girlfriend – a little bit during her time in the village, but she had always been tight-lipped about him, saying only that he was in a difficult position, that he was doggedly focused on repairing the manor rather than purposefully unfriendly. But to Sophie he felt like a fairy-tale villain, someone talked about but rarely seen. May could say all the generous things she liked about him, but he was never around to prove them for himself. 

‘The least likely person to ever run a bookshop,’ Dexter said. ‘He’d send customers away with his scowls and monosyllabic answers. It’s bad enough that he’s making us move the Christmas festival, that we have to have the fireworks on the beach instead of the green, all because of that bloody oak tree.’ He shook his head. ‘The modern world is becoming so much more impersonal: Kindles rather than hardbacks; online shopping instead of places like this; watching the fireworks from miles away instead of getting together on the village green. Fiona’s holding onto a dream that has already died.’ 

‘And yet you leave genuine wicker baskets, full of bread and cakes and milk, on your customers’ doorsteps,’ Fiona pointed out, returning with three mismatched mugs full of steaming tea. 

‘Yeah, well.’ Dexter shrugged. ‘That’s how I choose to run my business, and there’s still demand for it in Mistingham, so why should I stop?’ 

‘Why should I give up on my dream that someone will open up that bookshop again?’ Fiona parried. ‘And as for the supposed Oak Fest.’ She tutted, tapping her finger on the counter. ‘That green has been the site of village events for centuries. The moment Harry’s back, he stops everything. I know the land is part of the Mistingham Manor estate, but Bernie encouraged all of it, and that upstart’s vetoing it. He should go back to London – if he’s even wanted there.’ 

‘Come on,’ Dexter said gently. ‘I agree with you that not being able to use the green is frustrating, but we don’t really know Harry, or what he’s been through. At the very least his dad died and – well, losing someone close is never easy.’ 

Sophie gave him a gentle smile: Dexter knew that more than anyone. 

Fiona put her mug down with a heavy thunk. ‘He should talk to us, instead of ripping the heart out of the village.’ 

Sophie hid her grin at her friend’s emotive language. She didn’t add that she would have loved the bookshop to be open, that she would have spent a good chunk of her profits on dark thrillers and sparkling romances that held endless wonder in their pages; historical novels that whisked her away to another time. 

Books and notebooks: one with the pages already full of magic; the other waiting for you to create some of your own. She couldn’t do without either, and she was already looking forward to getting back to Beach Read by Emily Henry that evening. And then, maybe she’d start a Christmas book, to get her in the festive spirit. 

‘Have you got time to show me these scarves, then?’ Dexter asked, when he’d drained his tea. 

‘Of course,’ Fiona said smugly. ‘This way.’ 

Once they were hidden behind a rail of expensive jeans, their voices muffled, Sophie opened her notebook to the middle pages and wrote ‘Cornwall 2025’ at the top. She pushed her ponytail, long and reddish-brown, over her shoulder, and waited for the familiar buzz of energy she usually got when she set out the next chapter in her story, crafted a new life plan. This time, it was distinctly muted. She doodled a flower-shaped bullet point, waited for inspiration to strike, and was distracted by a clatter from outside. 

She saw through the window that their A-board, advertising chunky winter knits and luxury leather journals, had fallen over in the wind. She slipped out from behind her counter, pushed open the door and headed for the sign, which was lying on its side on the pavement. Her shoulder connected with something and she jolted back, just as someone said ‘Jesus! What the …?’ 

Sophie looked to her right, where a man was staring down at his grey jacket, the unhelpful angle of his takeaway coffee cup, and a dark stain spreading across the fabric. With his gaze elsewhere, Sophie had time to examine him, and felt a spark of recognition. Thick, mid-brown hair that had been tousled by the wind; square jaw brushed with stubble; long, straight nose; thick brows.

Then he looked up, and she added to her cataloguing: eyes that were neither dark nor pale, but that bore into her with an intensity she wasn’t used to. This, she realized, was Harry Anderly – as if talking about him had conjured him here, perhaps to admonish them all. 

‘I didn’t see you,’ Sophie said. 

‘Clearly.’ His voice was tight. 

‘I’m sorry,’ she went on, ‘but you might have noticed me, too. You were walking towards me: I was right in front of you.’ 

‘I was distracted.’ He glanced away from her, towards the shop window, as if that had been the cause. 

‘Right,’ she said, when he didn’t add anything else. She gestured to his jacket. ‘If it’s black coffee, it won’t leave a mark.’ 

He looked back at her and their gazes held. She saw that his eyes were hazel, greens and browns mingling together. 

‘Good to know,’ he said after a beat, then cleared his throat. 

The silence stretched, and Sophie decided that Dexter’s sympathy for him was misplaced. She reached out towards the A-board, but before she could pick it up Harry grabbed hold of it. He slammed it on the ground with almost enough force to crack the paving stones and then, without even glancing at her, strode off up Perpendicular Street. 

Sophie stared at him. ‘I was right in front of you,’ she said again, this time to nobody. It was a good job the fireworks were being let off from the beach rather than his land. She couldn’t imagine how bad things would get for everyone if he gave into the village’s requests and something went wrong. She tapped the top of the A-board, checking Harry had put it back on even ground, then went inside. 

Fiona and Dexter were still by the accessories, so she returned to her notebook and her plans for next year. There was a part of her that knew it made no sense, that questioned why, when things were going well, she felt the need to start again. But the memories of Bristol were still stubbornly fresh in her mind. She’d been there for three years, let herself get complacent with a job she loved, a man she believed was in it for the long haul, and it had all fallen apart. 

She was happiest when she wasn’t tied down, felt lighter when there was nothing holding her to a place or a person. Everyone was different, and this was how she chose to live her life: there was nothing wrong with it. 

Fiona and Dexter were laughing somewhere behind her, and she could see people in heavy coats and thick hats walking past outside, cheeks pink from a bracing walk along the seafront. Sophie decided that she would throw everything into the next two months, make sure her Christmas was as profitable as possible, so she’d have everything she needed to start afresh at the beginning of next year. The buzz of energy and excitement would come as soon as she had something concrete written down, as soon as she firmed up some of her ideas. She was sure of it. 
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Chapter Two

Mistingham was like a relic from a different time, a village taken straight out of a period drama, if you ignored all the modern cars and people wearing Nikes and Hunter wellies. It was nestled along Norfolk’s northern coastline, with a soft, sandy beach and a wide promenade, the North Sea glittering blue, steel grey or close to black, depending on the weather and its mood, the wind farm like a cluster of white garden windmills on the horizon. 

Seagulls were a constant presence, cawing or swooping or stalking along the tops of walls, surveying unsuspecting tourists emerging from the establishments on Perpendicular Street: the ice-cream shop Two Scoops; Batter Days – which sold incredible fish and chips right below Sophie’s flat; the old-fashioned arcade Penny For Them, and of course, Hartley Country Apparel.

The village pub, the Blossom Bough, had a traditional Norfolk flint exterior and sash windows that emitted a soft, alluring glow on winter nights, the dark wood bar and panelling inside offset by modern lighting, gleaming optics and cream walls. Dexter’s bakery was at the top of Perpendicular Street, its delicious smells settling like snow across the village when the wind was blowing in the right direction, and the Mistingham Hotel – run by sisters Mary and Winnie – sat at the top of the gently sloping hill and overlooked Mistingham Green, with its ancient oak tree – the subject of so much consternation – and the low-slung village hall. 

The post office had been run from the hotel since before Sophie had moved there, the sisters agreeing to take on the role on top of their already busy schedules rather than lose it altogether, to ensure that the residents – a lot of whom were elderly – didn’t have to travel for such a vital service.

On Monday morning, Sophie stepped into Mistingham Hotel’s calming foyer. There were no Christmas decorations up yet, but an autumn garland of red and gold leaves trailed along the mantel above the fireplace, a couple of miniature pumpkins left over from Halloween nestled amongst the foliage. 

The post office was at the front of the hotel, next to the kitchen, and she breathed in the aromas of butter and roasting meat, her stomach rumbling even though she’d just had breakfast. She made this trip at least twice a week, sending out orders from her online shop, sometimes collecting parcels of paper, leather or board when she had missed the postman trying to deliver them to her flat. 

The queue was already long, two women in front of her talking about the fireworks that had gone off without a hitch on the beach on Saturday night. 

‘They spent more money on it this year judging by how long it went on,’ one woman said, her arms full of packages. ‘Probably to placate us.’ 

‘We all had sparklers on the prom,’ her friend replied. ‘It was a bit windier, but I didn’t mind.’ 

‘What’s the village green for, if not community events?’ The first woman sounded plaintive. 

‘Ducks?’ her friend suggested. 

‘It doesn’t have a pond.’ 

Sophie hid her smile behind her own parcels, just as Winnie called ‘Next!’ and Indigo, the teenage son of the Blossom Bough’s landlady, Natasha, took his place at the counter, holding a large cardboard box. The women in front of Sophie shuffled forwards, and she did the same. 

Winnie got Indigo to put his box on the scales, and they exchanged a joke Sophie couldn’t hear, Indigo’s chuckle low and soft. She stared out of the window, at three jackdaws tussling over something on the dewy grass, as a shiny black Mercedes pulled into one of the parking spaces in front of the hotel. The sky was a washed-out blue, the sea Sophie had greeted through her kitchen window that morning slate grey and gently rippling. 

Footsteps and voices echoed behind her as more people joined the queue, and she couldn’t help listening in. 

‘There has to be some way of doing it.’ The woman spoke in a low voice, so although Sophie thought it was vaguely familiar, she couldn’t tell who it was without turning around. ‘Some way you can—’

‘There isn’t.’ The man’s reply was sharp, and Sophie knew exactly who this was, because two days before he’d bumped into her outside the shop, then given her gruff, tight-lipped responses when she’d been gracious enough to apologise. ‘It’s hundreds of years old,’ Harry Anderly went on. ‘It’s fragile, already compromised, and there is no possibility—’

‘There is always a possibility,’ the woman said, and Sophie realized it was May. They lived together at the crumbling manor, had apparently been friends since they were children, and were, according to all the rumours – though Sophie had never asked her outright – a couple. ‘At least go to the meeting,’ May continued. ‘That way you could see—’

‘I don’t have your rose-tinted view,’ Harry cut in. ‘The world isn’t full of perfect solutions just waiting to be found. Sometimes things simply aren’t possible, and all you can do is accept that and move on.’ 

‘You’re not trying hard enough,’ May said breezily, and Sophie grinned to herself. In their limited interactions, May had always sounded upbeat, as if she was convinced something good was just around the corner if you only believed in it. But Sophie was with Harry on this one: you couldn’t simply wish something into existence, no matter how passionately you wanted it. Growing up in foster care, where – for her, at least – the wishing had always outweighed the getting, had put optimism quite a long way behind hard work and practicality in terms of go-to responses. 

Harry’s reply was a deep, world-weary sigh, and Sophie risked turning her head so she could look at them. 

May was a good few inches shorter than Harry – a couple of inches shorter than Sophie – and her long dark hair was pulled up into a messy bun, her dark, intelligent eyes taking in the space around her. She was holding three boxes of the Christmas cards Sophie had seen on a display just inside the door. Harry’s hair was still ruffled, his jaw still set tight, and he was wearing the same grey jacket as when she’d last seen him. 

‘I told you.’ She pointed at it. ‘Black coffee doesn’t stain. Hi, May.’ 

‘Sophie!’ May’s smile was warm. ‘Are you sending off Christmas presents already? You’re even earlier than me – I’m only just buying my cards.’ 

Sophie laughed. ‘I’m not, I’m afraid. These are notebooks – online orders from customers. They’re probably Christmas presents, but not mine: I’m nowhere near that organized. You’re ahead of the game thinking about your cards already.’ 

‘She’s the annoying, efficient angel on everyone’s shoulder,’ Harry said. ‘Far too organized and positive. She makes the rest of us look bad.’ There was affection there, along with gruffness, and Sophie decided they were the ultimate case of opposites attract. 

‘Harry won’t send anyone a Christmas card,’ May said. 

‘It’s a waste of time,’ he replied. ‘You look at them for two seconds, try to decipher the handwriting, then chuck them in the bin.’ 

‘That’s what you do,’ May corrected. ‘Most people aren’t like you.’ 

‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’ 

‘Don’t,’ May said brightly. 

Harry caught Sophie’s eye, and she felt a spark of electricity. He had such a stern, penetrating gaze, it was as if she’d done something wrong just by meeting it. ‘You have an online shop as well as your stand in Fiona’s?’ he asked. 

‘That’s right.’ She was surprised he knew even that much about her. ‘I couldn’t survive solely on what I sell in Hartley’s.’ Though she couldn’t deny that the momentum of the last few months had started to change things, given her business more solid foundations than it had ever had before. 

‘And you’re in the flat above Batter Days?’ Harry asked stiffly. ‘It’s good fish and chips.’

‘The curry sauce is to die for!’ May added, glancing from Harry to Sophie.

Sophie imagined the two of them standing at the Batter Days counter, bundled up in their winter coats, ordering wrapped cod and chips and taking them back to Mistingham Manor, sitting at a polished table in a huge, gleaming kitchen with floor-to-ceiling windows and an Aga. Harry, wide-shouldered and stoically silent, eating his dinner methodically, one chip at a time; May, dainty and dark-haired, covering everything with vinegar, peas slipping off the edge of her plate. 

She felt a stab of envy. Whatever shape their relationship took, it was clear they were close, able to be bitingly, teasingly honest with each other, living together in the grand house on the edge of the village. The one-bed flat above Batter Days that she shared with her scruffy dog Clifton couldn’t be more different. 

‘I bet the manor will look so pretty once you’ve decorated it for Christmas,’ she said, then immediately wished she could take it back. At least she hadn’t also voiced her fantasy of their cosy fish and chip dinner.

May’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh, when we do—’

‘Decorations won’t cover up the cracks,’ Harry said, folding his arms tightly. ‘It’d be like putting glitter on a grave, so I doubt we’ll bother this year. Not when there are so many more important things to get done.’ Dismissiveness radiated off him like a glacial chill. 

May offered Sophie an apologetic glance, but she was undeterred. ‘On the other hand, it would bring some brightness to your home, give you a reason to smile when things feel particularly bleak. A few glitzy baubles, some paper chains.’

He didn’t respond immediately, and she resisted the urge to say sorry. It wasn’t her fault that she liked daydreaming about families at Christmas, houses decked out in festive finery. She hadn’t meant to press on a sore spot. 

‘Sophie,’ Harry said eventually, his voice rough.

‘Yes?’ She hated sounding hopeful, but she was glad he was going to apologize for being sharp with her. 

Instead, he pointed past her. ‘It’s your turn.’ 

‘Oh!’ She spun round, and saw that the two women who had been in front of her had been served. Winnie was waiting for her with a smile, her grey hair a mane of curls. ‘Hi, Winnie.’ She hurried up to the counter with her parcels, her cheeks warming.

‘How are you, Sophie, love?’ Winnie asked. ‘Got more packages to send out to eager customers?’

‘Just a few.’ Sophie imagined she could feel Harry’s impatience as an oppressive force behind her, and rushed through her interaction with Winnie, wanting to get out of there and back into the cold, fresh air. It was no wonder that even Fiona, with all her powers of persuasion, hadn’t been able to change Harry’s mind about the business with Mistingham Green and the oak tree. If she was in charge, she would probably have moved the events to another village altogether, simply to avoid his wrath. 

But then, running away was her modus operandi, so it wasn’t a huge surprise Harry Anderly inspired that reaction in her. She took her receipt and thanked Winnie, then set her sights firmly on the doorway. 

‘Bye, Sophie,’ May said. 

‘Bye.’ She gave the other woman a warm smile, then risked a last glance at Harry. He was rubbing his forehead, a pained expression crumpling his features. As she escaped into the November chill, she realized she knew exactly how he felt.
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Chapter Three

Sophie was buttoning her coat at the end of the working day when Ermin, Fiona’s husband, came in with Sophie’s pride and joy on his harness. 

‘He’s been a delight, as always.’ Ermin ran a hand through his thick hair, blond with a liberal seasoning of salt and pepper, and handed Sophie the lead. 

‘That’s a relief,’ Sophie said with a laugh, though her dog was mostly well behaved. ‘Thank you, Ermin.’ 

‘Not a problem,’ Ermin assured her. ‘I’m always happy to have him.’

She had no idea what mix of breeds Clifton was, but he was the size of a Cairn terrier, with black, curly fur and a fringe that fell into his eyes no matter how often Sophie got it trimmed. He was good-natured, and friendly with other dogs and people. Small children were his favourites, and cats were his enemies.

Sometimes he accompanied Sophie to work, curling up in a basket behind her counter, an added benefit for customers who loved to fuss him, and sometimes – especially if Ermin was visiting wholesalers in his van, or working in his and Fiona’s sprawling garden – Clifton spent the day with him. It had been her biggest relief when they offered her the shop space, because she refused to leave him alone for long stretches. 

‘Have a good evening,’ she said now, pushing open the door. 

‘See you tomorrow!’ Fiona called after her as she swapped the warm fug for the cold November afternoon, the daylight already starting to fade, the wind biting. The shortest day of the year wasn’t far away now, and Mistingham was, understandably, significantly quieter now than during the summer. The village had its fair share of second homes, as did many places in north Norfolk, but Sophie had never thought of it as bleak or desolate – even when she’d arrived in January. The independent shops, the picturesque green, the hotel with its flint exterior and large, lit windows gave it a friendly atmosphere that was cemented by the people, the majority of whom would say hello when you passed them in the street. 

With Clifton at her side and her collar turned up, Sophie walked down Perpendicular Street towards the sea. If she kept her pace up, they could get a good way along the cliff path before they had to turn around. 

The North Sea spread out ahead of her, silvery and boisterous, and when she was almost at the promenade she turned left, cutting through an alley that led onto a narrow road flanked by several town houses, then squat holiday homes, a few with pots of hardy grasses beneath their windowsills. They had no room for gardens, but there was no need either, when this was your view. 

Sophie passed old Mr Carsdale’s house, a flickering gas fire visible through the living-room window. She waved, unsure whether he’d noticed her and then, bunching her scarf more tightly against her neck, powered on, with Clifton padding happily alongside her. 

At the end of the narrow street the buildings fell away and the land opened up, a wooden signpost pointing behind her for the village centre, right for the seafront, and straight ahead for the coastal path. In front and to the left of the path, there was an expanse of parkland surrounded by a sturdy-looking, waist-high fence. The public pathway was uneven, edged by unkempt grass that stretched for several feet to the right, before the drop down to the promenade and then the beach. Here it was only a low, gentle slope, but further on the land rose, and so the cliff got steeper and more perilous. 

Sophie couldn’t help glancing at the parkland as she walked. Harry Anderly owned some of the land in the middle of the village, including Mistingham Green and a couple of the shops on Perpendicular Street, but this was the edge of the Mistingham Manor estate; the grass running down to the sea, clusters of mature trees further inland that mostly shielded the house from view. But she could see glimpses of it through the foliage, grey stone and the flash of the evening sun reflecting off the windows. 

‘If it was me,’ she said to her dog, ‘I would have cut some of those trees down.’ Clifton looked up at her, inquisitive. ‘What’s the point of having your grand house so close to the sea, then obscuring the view of it behind a mini forest?’ 

She didn’t expect a reply, so when a loud bleat cut through the background rush of wind and waves, Sophie jumped. ‘Shitting shit!’ She pressed a hand to her chest as Clifton barked excitedly. 

Her dog loved goats, and Felix the pygmy goat was a Mistingham celebrity: much better tempered than his owner, and with more advanced social skills. 

‘Felix,’ Sophie cooed. She stopped so Clifton could put his front paws on a fence rung, then stick his nose through the gap. The goat trotted over to say hello. Today, Felix – who was white with black patches – was wearing a pastel paisley jumper, teal teardrops against a yellow and pink background. 

‘Maybe I should get Birdie to knit you some jumpers too,’ she said to Clifton. 

Birdie was Mistingham’s well-loved grandmother figure. She grew vegetables and flowers in her cottage garden, and gave them out liberally to residents, sometimes in the form of suspicious concoctions that intrigued and alarmed Sophie in equal measure. She also knitted jumpers for Felix. 

‘If Harry’s such a cold fish,’ Sophie said to Felix, ‘how come he dresses you in these adorable pullovers? Fiona would give her right hand to have a range of these in the shop; Birdie could be making a fortune.’ 

Felix accepted a vigorous stroke behind the ears, his bleats gentle and constant, then Sophie stepped away, taking her dog with her. ‘Sorry, guys. The light’s already fading, and we don’t want to be out here in the dark.’ 

She decided they would go as far as the lookout point, where a bench was precariously positioned on top of the cliff, alongside a fixed telescope, then turn around. The sea was no longer reflecting the sun in silver fragments, and the temperature was dropping sharply. 

She was feet away from her turning point, her eyes on the uneven ground, when a loud thump made her jump for a second time. ‘Bloody hell!’ she shrieked, then tried not to full-on scream when a low voice said, ‘Sorry, I didn’t see you there.’ 

She spun towards the parkland and saw a shadowy figure, a glowing spotlight trained on one of the fence posts. ‘I didn’t see you either,’ she said, peering through the gloom. For a moment, she thought it was a gardener or workman, but she’d seen him twice recently and she recognized his broad shoulders and his voice. They’d had a very similar interaction outside the shop. 

‘Obviously you didn’t see me.’ His reply was slightly breathless. ‘Recent experience has taught me that bloody hell isn’t your standard greeting. Though who am I to judge? Greet people however you like.’ He whacked the fence post again, arms raised high above his head before he swung the hammer down with power. Sophie felt the vibration through her boots. 

‘Is that a good idea, particularly?’ she asked. ‘Considering it’s nearly dark.’ 

‘About as good an idea as walking along an unfenced clifftop in the same conditions.’ 

Sophie bristled. 

‘Also, if I don’t fix this now, then Felix will get out, and probably Ter … my dogs, too. Does your walk have such an urgent purpose?’ 

Sophie shook her head, though she doubted he’d seen it. ‘Clifton needed his evening walk, and it’s got dark a lot more quickly than I expected.’ 

‘Winter does that,’ Harry said, still not looking up. He brought the hammer down on the post with another decisive thwack, and Sophie was surprised the wood didn’t splinter in two. He stared at his fence post. ‘That should stop any escape artists.’ 

‘You said you had dogs?’ 

‘Two retrievers. They’re around here somewhere.’ 

Sophie lifted her own dog into her arms and said, ‘This is Clifton.’ 

Harry stood up straight and, to Sophie’s surprise, ruffled the dog’s fur. It was the first time she’d seen him anything other than irritated. Clifton, of course, decided Harry was his new best friend, and pushed his wet nose, then his tongue, into Harry’s palm. Sophie wished she could see his face properly, see if her pet had made him lose that chink of ice in his eyes. 

‘Why Clifton?’ Harry asked. 

‘Because I found him, bedraggled and abandoned, under the Clifton Suspension Bridge when I was living in Bristol.’ 

‘You rescued him.’ 

Sophie nodded. They were two strays; two lost souls finding each other. ‘What about your dogs?’ 

‘What about them?’ Harry turned his head, as if something had caught his attention behind her. Was it a sea monster? Something horrendous coming up out of the waves? It was disconcerting, the gathering gloom, and Sophie realized she had been foolish to attempt this walk so late in the afternoon. 

‘What are they called, to start with?’ she asked. This man was patently incapable of making small talk. 

Harry dropped his hand from Clifton’s head and glanced behind him, as if hoping someone would step out of the shadows and save him from this line of questioning. 

‘Harry?’ Sophie prompted. ‘That is … can I call you – would you prefer Mr Anderly?’ 

‘Definitely not,’ Harry said sharply. He picked up his torch. ‘My dogs are called Darkness and Terror.’ 

Sophie leaned forward, almost upending herself over the fence. ‘I’m sorry?’ She could feel laughter bubbling up in her chest, the ridiculousness of the names combined with shock that he’d admitted it to her. 

Harry huffed out a breath. ‘Darkness and Terror,’ he said again. ‘Darkness is a black retriever, Terror is golden. May suggested the names when I got them – as a joke, obviously. She said I should give them names that were appropriate for the Dark Demon Lord of Mistingham that I was clearly trying to become, so – out of spite – I did. At first I refused to back down, and then, by the time I was ready to give them proper names, the dogs had got used to Darkness and Terror, so …’ He raised the torch in a one-armed shrug. ‘Serves me right.’ 

Sophie had held in her laughter, and now she felt a twist of unexpected empathy for him, because she knew what it was like to feel like an outcast. But it was a story that deserved a comeback, so she said, ‘The Dark Demon Lord of Mistingham? I’m going to slip that name into conversation with Fiona, see how long it takes for it to get round the village.’ 

‘Please don’t,’ Harry said in a pained voice. ‘Look, it’s basically dark now, and you’ve ended up on the cliffs with no light source whatsoever. Didn’t you bring a torch?’ 

‘I’ve got my phone.’ Sophie squared her shoulders. She didn’t like the insinuation that she couldn’t look after herself. 

‘That’s no good,’ Harry said. ‘Have my torch.’ 

‘No thanks. How will you get back to your country house?’ 

‘A damn sight more easily than you will along that path. How could you let this happen?’ 

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Sophie said, ‘maybe because somebody engaged me in conversation? I would have been home by now if it wasn’t for you.’ 

‘Then take my torch.’ He waggled it at her. ‘Take it.’ 

Sophie should take it. She had decided to leave Mistingham, but she was aiming for Cornwall, not plunging to her death off the north Norfolk cliffs. She put Clifton down, and was about to take his torch when Harry pulled his arm back. 

‘Fine,’ he said. 

‘What? I was going to take it!’ 

‘You’ve missed your chance, and I’m not confident a torch is good enough anyway.’ 

‘Oh you’re not confident. So I have to do what you say?’ 

‘Do you and Clifton want to make it home safely, or not?’ He held his free hand out. 

‘What’s that? Your other, invisible torch?’ 

‘Take my hand, and I’ll help you over the fence.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because then I can drive you home. In a car. With headlights.’ 

‘This is just …’ Sophie shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Got a better plan?’ Harry’s frustration was thinly veiled. 

Sophie turned away from him, towards the sea, and suddenly felt dizzy. It wasn’t quite dark yet, the sky the colour of a smudged bruise, but all the sharp edges had gone. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and put the torch on. The light it cast was brighter than she’d expected, and she felt a sudden surge of confidence, of relief, that she wouldn’t have to rely on this abrasive man for help. 

‘I’ll be fine,’ she told him. 

‘You’re being ridiculous,’ he said sternly. ‘You can’t possibly—’

‘Stop telling me what to do!’ She took a deep breath. ‘My life, my safety, has nothing to do with you. You’ve held me up for long enough, so now I need to hurry so I can get home before it’s completely dark.’ 

He put his hand on her arm, wrapping his fingers round her wrist. ‘It’s not safe.’ 

‘I’ll be fine,’ Sophie said. ‘Let me go.’ 

She watched Harry’s brows lower, could just make out the clench of his jaw in the light from her torch. ‘It will take five minutes to get back to the manor,’ he said. ‘We can do it in silence if you’d prefer.’ 

‘I walked out here by myself, and I’m perfectly capable of getting home again.’ 

He was quiet for a long moment, then he let go of her arm. ‘Be careful.’

Sophie barked a laugh. ‘Believe me, I have no intention of ending up in the sea. I’m leaving now.’ 

Harry took a step back, and Sophie waited for him to say something else – a parting shot – but instead he nodded once, then turned around and strode away. He whistled once, loudly, and then there was Felix, a ghostly goat in a paisley jumper, trotting at his side. 

‘Right,’ Sophie said. ‘That’s that, then. Come on, Clifton.’ 

She took a first, tentative step, and then, with her phone torch guiding her, she made her way carefully back along the cliff path, trying to ignore the dark void to her left, the crashing, thrumming beat of the waves. Her pulse refused to settle until she was safely back under the signpost, with concrete beneath her feet and the row of neat holiday homes ahead of her. She let out a long, slow breath, into a night that was, now, completely dark, and decided that she’d never been so pleased to see streetlights in her life. 

For a second, she let herself imagine what would have happened if she’d taken Harry’s hand; if she’d let him lift her over the fence and drive her home. But the way he had extended the offer – he hadn’t even attempted to be polite, so if he was feeling guilty, and maybe a little bit worried about her; well, that was good. She’d survived by herself long enough: she didn’t need to start relying on a man – and a rude one at that – to keep her safe. 
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Chapter Four

Sophie was woken on Thursday morning by Clifton snuffling on the pillow next to her head. She had long given up trying to keep him out of the bedroom, but he was an intelligent dog, and she knew he’d sensed her unease at their precarious walk home along the clifftop path the night before. 

‘OK, buddy?’ 

He crawled towards her and pressed his damp nose against her cheek, then followed it with a lick. 

It was still early, and while Fiona let her keep her own hours at the shop, she liked to be there from opening until close whenever possible, to maximize her selling opportunities. But instead of pulling the duvet off, Sophie stared at the ceiling. There was hardly any light filtering under her soft blue curtains, suggesting another grey November day where the sea, clouds and sky merged into one. 

Once she’d got safely home last night, she had cooked stir fry veg and chicken for dinner, ignoring the tantalizing smells from Batter Days. She’d found Pretty Woman on the TV, a film she loved, but she’d been distracted; she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her strange encounter with Harry Anderly. He was a puzzle, mostly cold and disinterested, but desperate to drive her home. He’d admitted naming his dogs Darkness and Terror, and told her about being labelled the Dark Demon Lord of Mistingham, so he was aware of his reputation in the village, but he didn’t seem bothered by it, certainly not to the extent of trying to change it. And yet he dressed his pet goat in knitted jumpers, and he’d been almost aggressively concerned for her safety. It was confusing, to say the least. 

He shunned the village and its inhabitants, wasn’t even trying to meet them halfway when it came to using Mistingham Green for their traditional events. He didn’t seem particularly close to anyone except for May, and from what she’d heard he was working single-handedly to make repairs on his estate. Why had he come back to the village when everything about it seemed like such hard work: the state of the manor, interacting with the locals? He could sell up and move anywhere he wanted to. 

These thoughts were still pinging around in her head as she got up and made breakfast for herself and Clifton, as she stood at her kitchen window, eating toast and Marmite and gazing at the sea. It was a flat grey tableau, the only spark of interest a tanker moving slowly across the horizon. 

Fiona greeted them warmly when they arrived at Hartley Country Apparel, Clifton bustling over to his padded bed at the base of Sophie’s display shelves. ‘Did you have a nice evening?’ she asked. 

‘It was fine, thanks.’ Sophie logged into her till and gave her display a critical once-over. She liked having the brightest notebooks at eye level, the cloth- or leatherbound ones just below, so customers could take them down and feel how smooth and soft they were. Once they were holding them, they didn’t usually want to give them back. 

She realized Fiona was watching her, and wondered if news of her encounter with Harry had somehow made its way round the village, even though there had been nobody else there. The current of gossip in Mistingham was strong and constant, and she wouldn’t have been entirely surprised if someone had found out somehow. 

‘Is everything OK?’ she asked. 

Fiona held her gaze for another moment, then said, ‘Fancy a coffee?’ 

‘I’d love one.’ She breathed a sigh of relief when Fiona went to the back of the shop and the kettle burbled to life. 

‘I was thinking,’ she said, returning minutes later with Sophie’s milky coffee, ‘we could put up the Christmas lights sooner rather than later.’ 

‘Inside the shop?’ Sophie thanked her and sipped her drink, the caffeine perking her up instantly. 

‘Our twinkly gold lights aren’t too over the top, and if the days are going to carry on like this, with no hint of sunshine, we need to add our own sparkle.’ 

‘Sounds good to me.’ Sophie loved that the huge cherry tree outside the Blossom Bough was wound through with lights that Natasha kept on all year round, their silver-white bulbs spotlighting the delicate flowers in spring, brightening bare branches in winter, but she wasn’t sure they’d have such a romantic
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