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      Budbury, Dorset

      My moving van is blocking the street, and I feel a familiar sense of anxiety creeping over me at the sight. This village consists of one long, winding road that ends in the sea. It is a road that comes complete with a pub, a florist, a pharmacy, and a small scattering of independent shops. It is a pretty road, lined with whitewashed terraced houses that used to be fishermen’s cottages. It is a road that is now completely gridlocked because of me, and my stupidly wide moving van. Day one, and I have wrecked the place.

      I cringe as I park my much smaller car behind it and sink back into my seat for a few moments. I can tell without looking that the normally pale skin of my neck and chest is blotchy and red, because that’s one of the things that happens when I get stressed. That and my face looking like a tomato. I suck in a few deep breaths, letting them out slowly through my mouth. It is okay to feel stressed – I am moving house, and that is right up there with divorce and bereavement on the ‘crap things to deal with in life’ list.

      I close my eyes, squeezing them shut and shaking my head as I get a grip of my emotions. Freaking out will not help – getting this sorted will help. I jump out of the car, and root my keys from my bag. The moving men clamber out of the cab of the lorry, big and burly and apparently completely unconcerned by the fact that they are causing chaos. I suppose they’re used to it. They don’t shrink and shrivel under the spotlight.

      Vehicles are backing up in both directions, as there is barely room for one lane of traffic to get past, never mind two. I brace myself for a barrage of beeping horns, screamed abuse, and physical threats. I have lived in London for over a decade, where this kind of thing could result in a machete attack or a full-on riot. For the time being, though, nobody seems too angry – cars take it in turns to drive on around us, with much polite flashing of lights and waving through windscreens. Huh. Weird. Still, it’s only a matter of time, I’m sure. Some massive farmer type will come down on a tractor and get so frustrated that he whips out his shotgun and yells ‘get off my land!’ before blasting us all to smithereens.

      ‘Shall we get started, love?’ the van man says, gesturing at the door of the house. ‘Quicker you let us in, quicker we’re out of your hair.’

      I nod, glad to have someone telling me what to do. It’s been a weirdly warm day even though it’s October, and I’m overdressed in a big cable-knit jumper. The hair he’s keen to get out of is flying all over the place, escaping its bun and sticking to the sides of my face. I feel a mess, and I’m sure I look it. I hate standing out, hate being the centre of attention, and this is difficult because now I’m the Woman Who Blocked The Road, and we’re attracting significant interest from both drivers and passers-by. This is my first day here in my new home, and it’s not going well.

      I fumble the keys into the lock of the red wooden door, dropping them twice before I find the right one. Even when I do, I just can’t get it to turn. Why are keys so hard? Surely there’s a simpler way? I’m getting increasingly hot and bothered, doing all of this under the watchful eye of the moving men, feeling like a complete idiot. I’ve never even been in this house, never mind unlocked the door.

      ‘Here, let me help,’ says a quiet voice from behind me. ‘There’s a knack to it.’

      I turn around to see a petite blonde woman somewhere in her thirties, with kind blue eyes and a softly spoken manner. ‘I’m Katie,’ she says simply. ‘I used to live here, and this door is evil.’

      An evil door. Possessed by demons. I totally believe that is possible. I puff out a tense breath, and nod gratefully. She takes the key from my shaking hands, and inserts it. ‘It needs a little push to the left before you turn it to the right,’ she explains. ‘It’s just old. You’ll get the hang of it.’

      ‘Or,’ I reply, as the door opens, ‘I could get the lock replaced with one that works.’

      ‘Only if you get it approved by the Historic Buildings and Heritage Keyhole Society first,’ she says seriously. Shit. Is this going to be one of those places?

      Her face breaks out into a smile. ‘That doesn’t exist by the way, don’t worry. Anyway. I work at the pharmacy across the road. Pop in if you need anything.’

      ‘Do you have Valium?’

      ‘We only crack that open on very special occasions. Anyway – do you need any more help?’

      The older moving man is shouldering past us with a huge box in his arms, and he nods. ‘We never say no,’ he says before I can respond, ‘to an extra set of hands.’ I would definitely have said no.

      Katie says she’ll sort it, and disappears across the road. I realise belatedly that I didn’t even tell her my name. The traffic is constant because of the blockage, but someone stops to let her cross, giving her a friendly wave as she goes. It’s so relaxed it’s surreal, and I’m a bit worried I’ve landed in some kind of rural Stepford.

      I wanted this, I remind myself as the men bustle around me. I wanted a fresh start. I wanted to escape my problems, and not feel like a failure every day. The subtle and not-so-subtle fears that were swirling around me in London, the real and the imagined peril. I needed to get away from the big city, and find my little bolthole by the sea. I always loved the sea, and find nothing more soothing than walking by water. It’s even better than Valium for me.

      I’m an author, and I’ve been on a deadline for what feels like years. There is never enough time to do everything I need to do. I love writing my stories, but I don’t enjoy the other demands – the events, the media, the meetings. All of the stuff that my sister Sally would love, I hate. I have always craved solitude, and life in London was too overwhelming for me. I tolerated it for years, for the sake of my marriage, my career, to be near to Sally and her family – but I’m going to be fifty in January, and this is my gift to myself. A landmark move for a landmark birthday. A place to finally feel safe after everything that has happened.

      I’ve kept my flat in London too, but I’m hoping that here, in this tiny seaside village, I will be able to concentrate on my work, and live the quiet, self-contained life I’ve always wanted. I bought this house without ever even visiting, which in hindsight seems reckless. I’m not normally reckless, about anything at all, but something about this place called to me. One minute I’m browsing on Rightmove, the next I’m putting in an offer.

      I couldn’t resist it, simple as that. The pictures of the cute little cottage were complemented by pictures of the horseshoe-shaped bay at the bottom of the sloping road, surrounded by red-gold cliffs and views into infinity. It wasn’t a bustling metropolis, but that was one of the things I liked best about it – a bustling metropolis is wasted on me. I needed somewhere with the basics, in a beautiful location, and nothing more.

      Now, as I stand gazing into the hallway, I wonder what kind of madness had infected me. How could I have bought a property without even visiting it? The younger moving man excuses his way past me, and takes another big box up the steps. I’d marked the boxes ‘upstairs’ or ‘downstairs’, and had been pleased with my level of organisation. Now I just feel like a bit of an idiot for doing this at all. Sally was so shocked when I told her, especially when I revealed that I hadn’t even been to visit.

      ‘But why there, and why somewhere so small?’ she’d said, when I showed her the pictures. ‘It’s very nice, but it’s tiny. You could afford somewhere much more spacious.’

      ‘That’s part of the appeal,’ I’d replied. ‘I like small homes; I like cosy more than I like grand. And let’s face it, I’m a weirdo. I couldn’t stand living anywhere too secluded or out in the countryside, because my brain would go into full meltdown. I’d be freaking out every night about killer goblins or ghost sheep.’

      ‘Your brain is a very strange place, you know that, don’t you?’

      ‘I do. It always has been, and I’m okay with that. I’ve spent years of my life trying to be normal, and it’s never going to happen. This is my normal, and I’m content enough in my own way. My happy doesn’t have to look the same as your happy, Sally – we’ve had this conversation so many times! Can’t you just wish me well?’

      Of course, she doesn’t know all of my reasons. She’d overreact, which is probably exactly what I’m doing. She’d sighed, then laughed resignedly, and then done exactly that – wished me well, and made me promise to come back for Lucy and Libby’s eighteenth birthday party. I’m kind of dreading that, and had hoped to skip it – I love my nieces dearly, and I’m especially close to Libby, who is sadly for her very similar to me at that age. I’d planned to take them out somewhere special, just the three of us. A big shindig at a fancy hotel with my parents present isn’t my idea of fun, but I felt obliged to agree.

      After that, she promised to visit me in Dorset as soon as I was settled. Now, as I stand here watching the place fill up around me, I wonder when that might be. I never loved my London flat – I bought it after Will and I got divorced – but it was familiar at least. This is new, and I know it will take me some time to get used to it.

      I wander through into the living room. The front window looks out onto the pretty high street, and the back looks out onto the courtyard garden that was so appealing to me online. It’s October now, so it looks different – but still gorgeous. I see a little wrought-iron table and chair set covered in windblown leaves, deep autumnal red ivy climbing up the whitewashed walls, a small herb garden currently in retreat. A scattering of terracotta plant holders, and a gorgeous potted tree, which is now evergreen but I know is gloriously lilac in summer. Big enough for me to sit out and work, or do a little yoga when the weather is good, but small enough to make me feel safe behind its walls.

      I put my hand to the glass and smile as I look outside. It’s a clear, bright day, and a tiny black and white wagtail is hopping around out there, pecking at the ground. A robin is perched in the branches of the California lilac, and suddenly all feels well with the world. Even in London, we had these familiar feathered friends, and I used to love sitting in my little roof garden watching them come and go. I will buy some feeders and a bath, and there will be some continuity from the new to the old at least.

      ‘Hi! Where do you want the sofa?’ someone asks me from behind. I whirl around, and see two strange men carrying my couch. I blink in confusion – these are definitely not the guys from the moving lorry. Has there been some kind of weird rupture in the space-time continuum?

      I gesture to the space where I think I’d like the sofa to be, and they place it down for me. One of them is tall and blond, with a big smile and floppy hair that gives him a surfer vibe. The other is older, closer to me in age, and more serious-looking. He reminds me of Harrison Ford, which instantly makes me want to start quoting Star Wars scenes. I bite it back. It won’t be amusing for anyone but me.

      ‘I’m Sam,’ the blond says. ‘I live a couple of doors away, with my partner Becca and our daughter, Little Edie.’

      ‘Is there a Big Edie?’ I ask.

      ‘There is, she also lives a few doors away. She’s actually pretty small though. And ninety-nine. We had a huge birthday party for her over the summer. She rode through the village in a horse-drawn carriage waving like the queen! She liked that a bit too much, think it went to her head…’

      The other man smiles at the memory, and nods. ‘I’m Matt,’ is all he says. A man of few words, which I always appreciate.

      ‘Welcome to Budbury,’ Sam adds. ‘You’ll find out everything about everyone sooner than you could possibly imagine.’

      I feel a flash of alarm at that statement. I mean, I’m absolutely fine with finding out everything about everyone else – I am very curious about people and their lives, given that my job is basically making stuff up – but I’m not quite as keen on reciprocating. I like being an observer, not a participant. I should probably get that printed on a T-shirt, or have it on my gravestone.

      Matt clocks my reaction, and I immediately get that he is a lot more sensitive than he looks. ‘Don’t worry,’ he says quietly. ‘They banned waterboarding last year.’

      I’m not sure who ‘they’ are, and I have a few moments of Wicker Man worry. ‘Are my fingernails safe?’ I ask.

      ‘Totally. They’re sneakier than that. They’ll woo you with cake. As long as you don’t eat the cake, you’ll be fine.’

      Don’t eat the cake, I repeat mentally. Don’t eat the cake. That’s definitely like the start of a good horror story – a quaint little village where the smiling locals ply the innocent new arrival with Victoria sponge, fattening her up for the sacrificial ritual…

      Another man pops his head around the door, tall, brawny, blond, good-looking in an outdoorsy way. What is it with this place? This village is tiny – why are there so many attractive men? This one, I realise as he introduces himself as Cal, is actually Australian. He looks at me with a slight frown, and asks if we’ve met before. When I say definitely not – because frankly I’d remember – he laughs it off, and asks which room I want the double bed in.

      The actual removal men that I have paid to do this job are currently taking a tea break, perched on the back of the open-doored truck, with a huge flask, blowing steam from their cups and watching as the others carry on working. To be fair they have driven from London, and I wouldn’t mind a brew myself.

      As soon as the thought crosses my mind, a woman with wild curly hair walks towards the house carrying a cardboard holder with two cups, and a picnic basket. This is terrifying. Telepathy? Mind control? Or just a happy coincidence? She knocks on the doorframe and walks right in. She’s slightly round, super-pretty, and actually blushes when she sees all three men hefting furniture around.

      ‘Oooh,’ she says, grinning at me, ‘it’s like one of my fantasies come to life!’

      Matt puts down the box he was carrying and comes over to kiss her. ‘Go easy on her,’ he says. ‘She’s new.’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean! Now shoo, get back to work. Maybe take your top off.’

      She looks at me, and her eyes are sparkling. ‘That’s my husband, Matt. He’s a dreamboat. Anyway, I heard you’d arrived – Katie sent a smoke signal from the pharmacy – so I thought I’d bring you some refreshments. I’m Laura, and I work at the Comfort Food Café. It’s just down the hill – follow the road, you can’t miss it. If you walk into the sea or fall off a cliff, you’ve gone too far. Call in any time, we’re all very excited to meet you!’

      Those words strike a new level of fear in my heart. I suppose I hadn’t really thought about the flip side of living somewhere small. In London, nobody gives a damn who you are, and for sure nobody wants to talk to you. It’s clearly going to be different here.

      I keep my face neutral and manage a thank-you smile as I follow her through to the kitchen. She opens up the wicker picnic basket she brought with her, and the smell immediately hits me. Vanilla, sugar, cinnamon… Oh God, it’s the cake! They’ve come for me!

      She gestures towards the drinks, saying: ‘We had no clue if you were a coffee person or a tea person or a tequila-in-the-day kind of person – no judgement if you are – so I brought both. Not the tequila, sadly. There are some basics here for you: milk, butter, some sourdough I baked this morning. Plus a special treat, our brand-new Autumn range!’

      She pulls out a whole smorgasbord of baked goods, and arranges them on pretty lilac plates. As she swipes her hair back behind her ears, I notice that her cheek is smeared with flour. I get the feeling that it might be a permanent state of affairs. Like a birthmark she grew in later life.

      ‘So, there’s pumpkin spice cupcakes,’ she says, pointing to the appropriate plate, ‘and this is plum and ginger pudding – don’t worry, I brought custard!’

      I hadn’t been worried, but she says this very seriously, in a reassuring tone. I smile, slightly overwhelmed by it all. ‘And this is Dorset apple cake. Perfect for the season, and a local speciality. Lots of brown sugar and nutmeg and cinnamon, it’s totally delish. What’s your name?’

      She segues into the question seamlessly, and I start to understand what Matt meant. Cake is the gateway drug to complete assimilation. Still, it would be churlish to be rude when the nice lady has walked all the way up a hill with a basket full of sin for me.

      ‘I’m Sarah,’ I say, adding a ‘nice to meet you’ as I stare at the pudding, my nostrils flaring at the smell.

      ‘Are you talking to me or my cake?’ she asks. ‘Never mind, we’re pretty much the same thing. Anyway. Welcome to Budbury. We’re very friendly, and we don’t bite. I have to get off to collect my girls from school, but please, pop into the café any time, and if there’s anything you need at all, just let one of us know.’

      ‘One of us?’

      ‘Yes. We have a hive mind. Just stand in the street and shout. We’ll all come running.’

      She winks to show that she’s joking, and disappears off with her wicker basket. She pauses outside, watching the men appreciatively as they work. Matt gives her a hug and she melts into him a little. I don’t miss the fact that she gives his bottom a little slap as they part, and can’t help but smile. That kind of togetherness has never been for me, but it’s very pleasant to see anyway.

      The removal men, along with their newfound helpers, make short work of the rest of the unpacking. I didn’t bring everything I own because I wanted to leave the London flat habitable, and because my new home is on the petite side. After an hour or so, the lorry finally moves on – without a single beeped horn or angry motorist objecting to their visit at all. Unreal.

      Matt, Cal and Sam stay for a few minutes more, asking if I need anything else. ‘You’ll probably decide you want the furniture moved around,’ says Sam, raising his eyebrows. ‘Women always do that.’

      I raise my eyebrows right back – it’s impossible to take offence at his playful tone, but I feel obliged to try. ‘Right. Well, it’s good that you’ve got us all figured out.’

      ‘Lord no,’ he replies, looking horrified. ‘I grew up with a million sisters and I live with two women, but you all remain a mystery to me. Anyway. Hope you settle in okay. We’ll see you around, in the pub or the café or whatever.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I say firmly, ‘all of you. You’ve made it so much easier. I owe you all a pint.’

      I have no plans whatsoever to spend a night in the pub with the villagers, but I’m sure there’s a way I can leave some money behind the bar as a gesture of my appreciation.

      By the time I am finally blissfully alone again, it is approaching evening. Thanks to Laura, I don’t even need to go to the shops, and the night is my own. I stand in the middle of the kitchen, gazing out at my little patio garden, and enjoy a flush of contentment. It feels peaceful here, but there is a pharmacy nearby for emergency antibiotics in case I develop a flesh-eating bug, and enough people that we could rebuild society if a solar flare takes out civilisation.

      My mind is a strange place, like Sally is constantly pointing out. I’d love to say that ‘hope for the best, plan for the worst’ is my motto, but it’s actually just the second half. At least a few of those unloaded boxes contain emergency supplies that I will tuck away under my bed, just in case; I feel less anxious if I’m prepared. It might be crazy, but having a stash of multi-vitamins, first-aid stocks and water purifying tablets makes me feel secure. And Sally didn’t think it was quite so crazy during the early days of the pandemic, when I was the only person in London with spare loo rolls and hand sanitiser.

      I make up my bed and unpack essential toiletries, and then decide that it’s time to go and explore. I have work to do, but it will wait for me until tomorrow. My bike is here with me for longer trips, but for now I’d like to walk. The drive from London was long and stressful, and I need to decompress. I love walking, especially at this time of day – that perfect moment between light and dark. I have unravelled so many tricky plot points during a walk, come up with so many twists and turns, conjured up the scariest of villains, fixed so many problems. In my fiction, obviously. I’m not quite so good at fixing problems in real life.

      It’s half six, and the little shops have all closed up. None of them have metal shutters over the windows, which is a nice surprise, and I enjoy browsing as I work my way down the street. There is a magnificent Halloween display in the storefront of the pharmacy, with models of vampires and werewolves all taking multi-vitamins and iron tablets, and a big felt black cat surrounded by antihistamines. A child – or a very bad artist – has drawn posters to go with them, in bright colours and rainbow-shaded block capitals. It’s all very imaginative.

      I glance into any homes where the curtains are open, catching glimpses of life unfolding – domestic routines that are both mundane and fascinating to me. I stroll past the pub, the Horse and Rider, and hear laughter as I pass. I speed up a little, just in case I get sucked in. I’ve had more than enough social interaction today.

      I notice a small community centre, and a glass-screened notice board promises me all kinds of excitement: a Knitting and Crochet Club, a choir, gardening sessions, and an upcoming talk on fossils by ‘our very own Sam’. There’s a pumpkin-carving masterclass, and the chance to sign up for a coach trip to Bristol to see the pantomime in December.

      I can’t imagine myself at any of these events, but they make me smile anyway. There is also a small wooden sign directing me to a pet cemetery, but I decide against it. I love graveyards of all kinds, and enjoy piecing together the stories of people’s lives from the few words that summarise their time on earth. When I was a teenager, I preferred hanging around in the local cemetery on my own to hanging out in the local park with Sally, drinking cider and lounging on the roundabouts. Neither of us especially wanted to be at home, because it wasn’t an easy place to be – we just had very different avoidance techniques.

      A pet cemetery might be a bit much for me tonight, though. I will inevitably cry about the loss of the beloved dogs and cats, because I’m a big softie when it comes to animals. And then my mushed-up mind will process it while I sleep, and I’ll have terrible nightmares about zombie Labradors and armies of undead Poodles. Then I’ll have to write it all down in the notepad I keep by my bed, because my 3am brain will tell me the nightmares might make good stories. Then I’ll wake up in the morning and decipher my scrawl and realise it’s all nonsense. This is a tried and tested series of events – I have a box of notepads full of such delirious scribbles.

      I do as Laura instructed and follow the road down towards the sea. I can hear it calling me, and not just in my imagination – the village is quiet, and the sound of the waves is clear as I approach. I feel a little thrill, a sense that maybe I haven’t made a mistake after all. I reach a small car park, the only vehicle still here is a white van emblazoned with the words Comfort Food Café. The name is entwined with a pretty design of trailing red roses, and beneath is what I presume to be their company logo: ‘Making the world a better place, one cake at a time.’ It makes me laugh, and then it makes my stomach rumble when I remember the treats that are waiting for me back home. Matt’s instruction to not eat the cake is going to be completely impossible.

      I glance up at the cliffs and see what I presume to be the café in question perched on top of them. A couple of paths lead up towards it, and although the inside of the café itself is dim, strings of multi-coloured lights dance around the building. It looks so inviting, like a little beacon of hope and hot chocolate gazing down at me. Maybe I’ll go at some point, even if I am a little reluctant. I didn’t come here to make friends, or to immerse myself in the community. Everyone so far seems delightful, and kind, and keen to welcome me, and while most people might want that, I don’t. To me, it feels like the emotional version of nails scraping down a chalkboard. It’s not that I hate people – I really don’t – I’ve just learned that life is simpler if I don’t get too close to any of them. Or let any of them slide too close to me.

      I walk down from the car park, along a rough sandy path that takes me to the beach. I stand there for a few moments, watching the sun slowly sink into the sea, the darkening sky a swathe of deep blue, streaks of purple, the glimmer of stars beginning to twinkle above me. I stare, and I breathe, and I almost cry – it is so very beautiful it makes my heart swell. It’s like I’m standing at the edge of the world, and anything could happen.

      I sit on one of the big boulders that fringe the base of the cliffs, and I listen to the hiss and suck of the water on the sand. I sit there for a while, watching the day turn into night before my very eyes, and I allow myself a moment of complete and perfect peace. I do not get many of those, and I appreciate the ones that come my way.

      I give it another ten minutes, letting my mind wander freely and feeling my body finally unwind after a challenging day. I stand and stretch my arms upwards, and close my eyes. The universe flows around me, and I welcome it. This is my fresh start. This is my new home.

      This is where I will begin again.
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      I’m just about to head back up to the village when I hear a voice shout: ‘Ahoy there!’

      I jump and curse myself for not having my keys gripped between my fingers like I would if I was walking in London. Then again, I decide, a vicious killer probably wouldn’t shout first to get my attention – plus the voice sounded female. Not that women can’t be vicious killers, but let’s face it, history tells us it’s a lot less likely.

      I glance behind me, wondering if someone, or even something, has emerged from the sea – maybe a water goddess, or a mermaid! Nope, predictably enough. I look left and right, in case there is someone else on the beach I didn’t notice. Also nope. There is only one option left – I am hearing voices.

      ‘Up here!’ it shouts again. ‘At the café!’

      I turn in that direction and see that there is a balcony facing out over the sea. I can only imagine how spectacular the view is from up there. On a clear day you can probably see to infinity and beyond. I see the rosy red glow of the tip of a cigarette, and it waves around like a little ghost spark. I have to assume that the ghost spark is in the hands of a human, one who is waving to me. She seems to realise that I can’t really see her, and a sudden glow of light surrounds her face – the torch from her phone.

      I’m not sure that’s much better, because now there’s a whole Blair Witch Project vibe going on instead. And I’m still too far away to make the face out properly.

      ‘Are you Sarah?’ she yells. ‘And would you like a cuppa and a bite to eat?’

      Damn. What is it with this place? How does she know who I am, and how does she know I’m hungry? Or maybe she always assumes people are hungry. Maybe everybody here shows their kindness through the medium of food. I freeze momentarily, not at all sure what to do next. My instincts tell me to flee, to run back into the night, to go and hide in my little safe haven. Except she obviously knows who I am, which means she knows where I live, and I don’t really want to start my time here by being so very rude. I might not want to be deeply involved in the lives of my new neighbours, but I also don’t want them to hate me. Then where would I be after the solar flares?

      I wave back, no idea if she can see me properly or not – in the last few minutes it’s become much darker, the moon kicking the sun out of its spot. ‘Come on up!’ she calls.

      I’m still in two minds when I hear a little yapping sound accompanying her. ‘My dog wants to say hello!’

      That pushes me over the edge. I always trust people with dogs, which I know is a weak spot of mine. All a serial killer or twisted kidnapper would have to do to get me in his car would be show me a dog. I’m almost fifty, and still the kind of little girl who would fall for the ‘Would you like to see my puppies?’ trick.

      I decide that I will hedge my bets. I will go and say hello, to be polite, but I will not go inside and make this interaction last any longer than it needs to. I head towards the paths, glancing up at the café as I go. From this angle it actually looks like it’s hanging over the cliff. It would definitely topple off if there was an earthquake.

      There are two paths, one with steps and one that is paved and winds around the slope, presumably for people with buggies and wheelchairs, or just people who hate steps. Right now, I am one of those people, because the slower ascent will give me more time to prepare myself for meeting yet another Budbury resident.

      The climb up is actually pleasant, the path sided by handrails that are lit by pretty golden fairy lights, making the whole place feel like Christmas has come early. I pause and look out at the sea, smiling at the way the moon reflects on the shimmering water. It really is gorgeous. An owl hoots from somewhere more distant, and I take a deep breath as I continue on. Owls are fantastic creatures, I’ve always thought – they look really weird and nowhere near as cool as some of the other birds, but somehow retain an air of mystery. Life goals right there.

      I reach the top of the path and walk through an iron archway into a garden. The top of the archway is curved with the words Comfort Food Café, metallic roses trailing in and out of the individual letters. Green and red and black, the effect incredibly pretty.

      The string lights cast a merry glow over the sloping garden, highlighting the higgledy-piggledy picnic tables and the tubs and troughs of plants and flowers. The café itself is a sprawling one-storey affair, and there is a little annexe that has books in the window. I’m automatically drawn towards it, as ever unable to resist a bookshop, and admire the Halloween display. A little bookcase has been placed there, draped with spooky cobwebs, surrounded by miniature pumpkins. I spot the works of Stephen King, Anne Rice, Charlaine Harris, alongside some darker crime novels and some psychological thrillers.

      I pull a face when I spot one of my own books on the shelf, because no matter how many copies I sell and how many languages I’m translated into, I will always feel like an imposter. I’m just a slightly crazy girl from Essex who managed to turn her morbid imagination into a job, and it still feels strange to see myself next to ‘real’ authors. My actual name is Sarah Jane Wallis, but I write under SJ Andrews. When I first got an agent, many years ago now, he suggested that having a surname higher up the alphabet helped because when people are browsing bookshelves, they get bored by the time they hit ‘W’. No idea if there is any truth to it, but as I value my privacy, I’m glad we made that choice anyway. Hopefully Sarah Jane Wallis is much harder to track down than SJ Andrews.

      I’m interrupted by the sudden opening of the café door, and a light being switched on. A little dog comes yapping towards me, definitely letting me know that this is her territory. The routine is spoiled a bit by the fact she is tiny and fluffy and white, a shaggy little bundle of fur and fury. Also by the fact that as she approaches me, she stops barking, drops to the ground, and rolls onto her back for a belly rub.

      ‘She’s a killer and no mistake,’ her owner says, emerging from the café door. The dog leaps up again, runs around my ankles several times at breakneck speed, then dashes off to find a bush to pee on. ‘Come on in.’

      The woman turns back inside and leaves me there, obviously expecting me to follow. I am momentarily rooted to the spot. I had no intention of going in, and had planned on simply saying hello and then making my excuses to leave. Huh. My plans have failed. The dog yaps at me and runs back towards the door. She stops on the threshold, her fluffy little tail wagging, her brown eyes gazing up at me from behind a neatly trimmed white fringe. Damn. Who could resist?

      I walk into the café, and it smells like heaven. Like everyone’s favourite foods ever, mixed in with the lingering scent of coffee beans and cocoa. I close my eyes and inhale, my senses overriding my thoughts for once. When I open my eyes again, I’m confronted with a vision of female power. Seriously, this woman looks like she could have given birth to the Avengers, raised Wonder Woman, and colonised Mars in her spare time.

      I’m five foot eight, but she is slightly taller than me, and while I’m on the slender side, she is wide and big and frankly magnificent. Her hair is loose, a long shimmer of wavy silver, kinked in that way that suggests it was recently in a plait, and her eyes are sparkling with a youthful energy that is at odds with the lines on her face. If I had to guess, I’d say she was at the least in her seventies, but she is one of the least ‘old lady’ people I have ever encountered: she exudes cheery confidence and gives me the kind of smile that makes me feel like everything in the whole world will be okay. I fall immediately and uncontrollably in love, and most definitely want to be her when I grow up.

      ‘I’m Cherie Moon,’ she says, ‘It’s dark outside, so gin and tonic?’

      I gape a little at that logic, then manage to reply: ‘Uh, I’m Sarah. But you’d already guessed that. How did you guess that, by the way?’

      ‘Well, I watched you walk down the hill via my spy satellite, obviously.’

      My eyes widen, and she laughs at my expression. ‘Oooh, your face! No, love, I just heard you’d arrived, and spoke to Laura after she’d popped in. Then I was out on the balcony having one of my herbal cigarettes, and saw you down there. She told me you were a tall, gorgeous strawberry blonde.’

      ‘And you still recognised me despite that terrible and deeply inaccurate description?’

      ‘I did. Now, drink, cake, chat?’

      No, I tell myself. Do not get drunk. Do not eat the cake. Do not get sucked in. I was warned about this…

      ‘Yes, please,’ I find myself saying, unable to tear myself away. She tells me to sit tight for a minute, and disappears off into the kitchens at the back. I look around, and realise that the interior of the café is as interesting as its owner. Apart from the usual and entirely expected stuff like tables, chairs and a serving counter, there is a complete feast for the eyes. Mobiles made from old seven-inch vinyl singles dangle from the ceiling, nets are filled with shells, and a vintage gold and black Singer sewing machine battles with a huge fossil for pride of place. I literally don’t know where to look next, there is so much to take in – bookshelves, board games, squishy leather sofas, photos, posters, lobster pots.

      I wander the room, touching the random items, feeling like I’ve just discovered Tutankhamun’s tomb and all its treasures. My personal tastes lean more towards the ‘less is more’ approach, but this is amazing. It’s all spotlessly clean, but also incredibly cluttered, and somehow it works perfectly. The windows are huge, and the views are stunning. Maybe sitting outside on the little balcony and smoking a ‘herbal cigarette’ is Cherie’s happy place – it could definitely be mine. Without the cigarette.

      Only half the lights are on so it’s quite dim, adding to the air of wonder as I explore. I come across a framed picture of a middle-aged lady leading a yoga class, and laugh at the assortment of people she is guiding in downward dog. Yoga classes are often filled with a certain type of person, but this one bucks the trend. I’m still smiling when Cherie appears at my side and hands me a glass. One sip tells me there is as much G as there is T.

      ‘That’s Lynnie,’ she says, ‘we lost her a few years ago. She was quite the force of nature. She had a few issues with memory in her later years, and she used to turn up here and do impromptu yoga sessions. We all went along with it.’

      ‘Ah. That explains a lot. You don’t often see a crowd like this getting their Namaste on.’

      Cherie smiles and points out a silver-haired man wearing a plaid shirt and green cords. He’s looking up at the camera with impossibly blue eyes. ‘That’s my hubby, Frank. We lost him as well. We’ve really been very careless recently… Anyway, cake!’

      I see the glaze of tears in her eyes, and give her the space to retreat into the kitchen. She emerges with two big slabs of chocolate fudge cake, and sets them on a table along with a jug of pouring cream. Clearly I am going to end up the size of the Michelin man if I stay here for long. I sit down, and the little dog immediately jumps onto my lap.

      ‘That’s Luna,’ she says, smiling indulgently. ‘I adopted her a few months ago. Be careful or she’ll snaffle your chocolate cake, and it’s not good for her.’

      I nod as she passes me a spoon, the dog’s eyes following it. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I say, ‘about Frank. He looks like a lot of fun.’

      ‘Oh yes, he was! We got together later in life – in our eighties, which is kind of the new sixties isn’t it? What we lost out on in time we made up for in memories. I suppose it was quality, not quantity. I… I miss him every single day. I mean, I have great friends and I love this place, and I stay active. It’s hard to be lonely in Budbury, but there are moments when I still manage it. Moments when everyone has left, and I’m upstairs in my little flat, surrounded by remnants of my life and the people I’ve lost. That, my dear, is when I start kidnapping poor innocent women who are minding their own business and having a nice quiet walk on the beach!’

      I take the first bite of my fudge cake and almost have a When Harry Met Sally moment. I shudder with pleasure – this is heaven in a spoon – and Luna gazes at me with disgust.

      ‘I don’t mind being kidnapped if this is how you’re going to feed me. Did you live here with Frank?’

      This is one of the big contradictions about my personality. I am by nature solitary and introverted, but I am also extremely nosy and curious about other people’s lives. It’s confusing for me and anyone I meet.

      ‘Long story, but no. I moved here after my first husband, Wally, passed away. It was a fresh start for me – Budbury is the perfect place for a fresh start, you’ll see that for yourself. Frank and I were a slow burn, but when we finally did get hitched, I moved in with him at his farmhouse. He died suddenly, still working out in the fields, which is exactly what he would have wanted, the old goat. He’d have hated some long lingering illness that kept him indoors. He was one of those fellas who could have lost an arm in the combine harvester and called it “just a scratch”, you know? I was happy enough there with him, but after he went, well … it felt wrong. It was too hard. So I came back here, to my happy place. And my sad place.’

      ‘Just your place place?’

      ‘Exactly! Anyway. Enough of me moaning. I won’t need to dress up for Halloween; I can just haunt the café with my whinging! I think perhaps you’ve sparked it off in me, Sarah.’

      ‘Yes,’ I reply, licking cream off my spoon, ‘I have that effect on people. They can be perfectly happy beforehand, then after a few minutes in my company, they’re crying and wondering what the point of life is. It’s a skill.’

      She shoves my shoulder playfully, but she’s a big lady and I almost fall off my chair. ‘Get away with you!’ she says, grinning. ‘It’s nice to have a new face around. Though actually, you’re the second this month.’

      ‘Oh. Now I don’t feel special.’

      She laughs, and stares off into the distance for a moment. ‘We don’t know much about the other new one though. He’s very mysterious. Keeps himself to himself.’

      She says this as though she cannot possibly understand such a ridiculous urge. ‘Is that so bad?’ I ask. ‘Some people are more private than others. It doesn’t make them evil.’

      ‘I know that, darling. And don’t think for a minute that I haven’t noticed the way I’ve spilled my guts to you, and you’ve told me not one single thing about yourself! But … well, maybe it’s the time of year. I get a Halloween-y vibe from him.’

      ‘What does that mean?’ I ask, frowning. ‘How does a person have a Halloween-y vibe?’

      Even as I ask, my imagination is filling in the blanks. Is he accompanied everywhere he goes by a black cat? Does he only come out at night? Does he have no shadow? Is he a time-slip soldier from the First World War? Does he do a horror-movie laugh like Vincent Price every time he leaves the room?

      ‘I can’t quite explain it. Why don’t you come in tomorrow and meet everyone else? We can fill you in on our theories!’

      Everyone else? How many more people am I expected to meet? This village is tiny! Already today I’ve met Sam, Matt and Cal, Katie and Laura, and now Cherie… Frankly, that’s my ‘meeting new people’ quota for a whole year under normal circumstances. It’s ironic that I moved here to get away from the crush of humanity and I seem to be more surrounded than ever.

      ‘Um, I’ll see how I get on,’ I reply, finishing up my G&T with an icy clink. ‘I’ve got all my unpacking to do, and a lot of work to catch up, and⁠—’

      ‘And you’re freaking out?’

      ‘I can neither confirm nor deny. But for now, I do need to get back. I genuinely have stuff to get on with. Thank you for the cake. And the whole bottle of gin. And … take care of yourself, okay?’

      I put little Luna back down, but she sneakily licks my face first. Either she’s a very affectionate dog, or I had a stray smear of chocolate on my skin. I scrape the chair legs back and stand up. Before I can protest or make my escape, Cherie wraps me in her arms and gives me a world-class hug. It is impossible to resist, and I melt a little bit, my head clasped to her substantial shoulder. Her hair smells of joss sticks and sugar and a wisp of herbal cigarette. Like a doughnut stand at a music festival.

      ‘See you tomorrow, Sarah!’ she says, as I finally break free.

      Not if I see you first, I think. The old ones are the best.
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      I keep busy until the early hours, first setting up my little workstation in the spare bedroom. It’s nothing glamorous, a desk, a laptop, endless stacks of notepads and Post-it squares, and a giant board. The corkboard looks like one of those evidence walls that obsessed detectives set up in Hollywood movies – scrawled cards, maps, pinned photos, names and dates, arrows and lines connecting them all. I’m not an obsessed detective myself, but DI Carina Shaw, my current lead character, is. She’s currently hunting a serial killer who covered his tracks for decades, and only she could see the trail of bloody breadcrumbs.

      Like most of my books, its content is dark, its characters tormented, and there is death, violence and a subterranean torture dungeon. What can I say? That’s my happy place. I often throw in a hint of the supernatural too, like DS Shaw getting clues from beyond the grave from her murdered partner, or a villain who may or may not be possessed by a demon. They’re not for everyone, my stories, and part of me wishes I could write something more cheerful and positive. Something with romance and rainbows and happy endings. Sadly, that’s just not me, and anyway, the few sessions I had with a therapist years ago showed me that my writing is good for my brain. Apparently it allows me to purge trauma, perceived and real.

      I have not experienced the kinds of trauma that my poor characters experience – I really drag them through hell and back – but my childhood was messy, my marriage was painful, and my relationship with my father is still difficult. I have struggled in lots of ways, and have always seen the worst in every possible scenario, which has unfortunately often turned out to be true. It’s one of the reasons I left London.

      Sally always fought her way out of every situation we faced when we were young; that’s how she dealt with it all. She scrapped and sassed her way through my dad’s drinking, the yelling and screaming that were the soundtrack to life at home. I internalised it and found my own coping mechanism by escaping into my imagination. I suppose it made us both stronger in our own ways – she became a doctor, and found the stresses and strains of life in a busy hospital a breeze in comparison. I turned my fantasies into a successful career. Maybe we should actually be writing our father thank you cards.

      Dear Dad – thanks for being such a prick when we were kids – lots of love, Sally and Sarah xxx

      I smile at the idea. He’d actually think it was genuine, and my mum would go along with it for an easy life. They’ve been married for over fifty years, despite showing every outward sign of despising each other. But hey, who am I to judge? Relationships are not my specialist subject.

      The little back bedroom is actually the perfect size for an office, and from the pale blue paint on the walls and the little smiley face symbols that have been drawn on the inside of the cupboard door I’d say it used to belong to a child. Maybe one of Katie’s. I like the smiley faces, and will definitely keep them. They feel like a good omen.

      I sit and work for a few hours, and as ever it feels good to lose myself in a world that I can control. The real world remains stubbornly difficult in that respect, despite my best efforts. No matter how hard I try to be prepared, to protect myself, to stay safe, something always seems to sneak through. Maybe it will be different here. I really hope so, at least. Though a quick glance at my laptop, with its insanely long password and the black tape over the camera, warns me it won’t be that easy.

      I get a message from my niece Libby at about 3am, the ping of my phone disturbing me from a blaze of typing as Carina Shaw starts to put the puzzle pieces together and come up with a horrific whole.

      
        
          
            
              
        Go to bed!
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        I will if you will [image: face blowing a kiss][image: face blowing a kiss]

      

      

      

      

      

      I hesitate before adding the kisses. I’ve never quite got on with emojis. I never recovered from my nieces showing me a series of innocent looking items – banana, aubergine, pineapple, doughnut – and then explaining
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