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Chapter One: The Wishing Well
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Every town has its particular piece of superstition, the local ritual that outsiders find charming and residents find quietly necessary. In Fenwick, a small river town in the western hills where the streets were cobblestone and the trees were older than the oldest family, it was the wishing well on Larkspur Lane.

Not a decorative well — not the kind installed in town squares for aesthetic effect, with a plaque and a little roof and a bucket that didn't work. The Fenwick well was stone and deep and entirely functional, drawing from an underground spring that had never gone dry in two hundred years. Nobody knew exactly when the wishing began. The oldest residents said it had always been this way: you came to the well, you wrote your wish on a slip of paper, and you dropped it in. The water kept the secret. The wish, if it was honest, had a way of working itself out.

Ellie Marsh had been making wishes at the well since she was six years old.

She was thirty-one now, which meant twenty-five years of slips of paper: wishes for a bicycle, wishes for a good exam result, wishes for her mother's health, wishes for the bookshop she had taken over from her father to keep its head above water through another difficult year. Most of them had been granted, in one form or another, which she understood was probably coincidence and which she chose to believe was something more than that, because believing in something more was the kind of person she was and she had stopped apologizing for it.

On the first of October, she came to the well as she always did on the first of the month — a habit she had never quite examined — and stood for a moment in the early morning before the town woke up. The air smelled of fallen leaves and the cold coming down from the hills, and the cobblestones were damp, and Larkspur Lane had the particular stillness of a place that has not yet been interrupted by the day.

She reached into her coat pocket for the slip of paper she had written at the kitchen table that morning, before coffee, while the wish was still forming and unself-conscious. She had learned that the wishes written in that liminal space between sleep and full wakefulness were the truest ones — before the sensible part of her brain arrived to recommend more realistic ambitions.

The slip of paper said: I wish to be loved by someone who sees me. Not the version of me I offer the world. The actual me. I wish for the love I have been too careful to want out loud.

She read it once more. She folded it twice. She dropped it in the well and listened to the faint sound of it hitting the water far below.

"That's quite a wish."

She spun around.

A man was standing at the entrance to Larkspur Lane — tall, dark-coated, with a leather bag slung over one shoulder and the slightly disoriented expression of someone new to a place who has not quite gotten his bearings. He was perhaps thirty-three or thirty-four, with dark hair that was slightly too long and the kind of face that was interesting rather than conventionally handsome: strong lines, eyes that were a particular shade of brown that she later learned she would think of as warm amber, carrying an expression of genuine surprise at having stumbled onto whatever he had stumbled onto.

"I didn't—" Ellie's face was hot. "You weren't supposed to read that."

"I didn't mean to." He held up both hands, the leather bag swinging slightly. "I was looking for the high street. The paper was — it was already open when I walked up. I only saw the last line."

"Which line?"

"The wish for the love you've been too careful to want out loud."

She stared at him. He was watching her with a quality of attention that was neither intrusive nor polite — something more direct than polite, something that looked, despite the complete absence of any context, like genuine interest.

"The high street is left out of the lane and straight down the hill," she said.

"Thank you." He paused. "I hope it comes true. The wish."

He turned and walked back down Larkspur Lane, and Ellie stood at the well and watched him go and felt, for the first time in a long time, the particular atmospheric shift that precedes something significant — the way the light changes before a storm, when the sky is still entirely clear.

She walked to the bookshop and opened up and did not think about him.

She thought about him quite continuously.
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Chapter Two: The New Neighbor
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His name was Oliver Crane, and he had taken the flat above the hardware shop on Finch Street, which was directly across the narrow lane from the back garden of the building that contained, on its ground floor, the bookshop.

Ellie learned this from Mrs. Doyle at the post office, which was where all reliable information in Fenwick originated. Mrs. Doyle had the comprehensive benevolent knowledge of a person who processed every piece of correspondence that entered the town and considered this a public service.

"Writer," Mrs. Doyle said, with the tone of someone reporting a confirmed diagnosis. "Novelist. He's taken a year's lease. Apparently needs the quiet."

"Does he know about Fenwick in January?" said old Mr. Hartley from behind the postal counter, without looking up from his sorting. January in Fenwick was legendary in a specific way. The hills funneled the wind directly into the town square in a manner that the meteorologically inclined residents described as bracing and that everyone else described as punishing.
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