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            Chapter One

          

          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      Australia, 2014

      

      It was late morning when Emma turned into the street where she used to live and saw the old apartment block unchanged, sun-bright and warm in the late summer heat. From beyond the houses across the road she could hear the murmur of the surf on the beach, mesmerising and full of memories of a happier time: the first flush of excitement of a new life in Sydney, the hope and expectation of new love. She stopped for a moment to listen, hoping to be soothed by the rhythmic shush-hush of the water. She should walk along the sand while she was here, she thought, in a last goodbye to a place she had thought for a while she would never leave. But the impulse slid away almost as soon as it had risen, and she walked on, making her way along the little walkway and up the stairs towards the flat that was no longer her home.

      On the landing outside, she hesitated, the key hanging loosely between her fingers. Jamie had promised he would not be home, but still it seemed wrong not to knock, just in case. He might have forgotten she was coming. He might be inside, with one of the women who had brought about the end of their relationship. Emma suppressed a shiver at the thought of it, despite the warmth of the day. She knocked, knuckles rapping loudly on the wood. Nothing. She knocked again. If he had fallen asleep in the bedroom, he would not hear her. She pressed her ear to the door. No movement. No music. No TV. Letting out a long breath that did nothing to steady her racing heart, she slipped the key into the lock and opened the door.

      The flat was exactly as she remembered it, except she was acutely aware that it was no longer her home. She let her eyes wander across the fraying sofa, the old wooden cupboard, the posters on the walls, the surfboards propped up in the corner, and realised there was nothing in the place of her at all. It was all Jamie: his furniture, his taste, his things. It was hard to believe she had ever lived here at all. Three years of her life, and all she would take from it would fit into the two sports bags in her hand.

      Outside on the balcony, a cockatoo landed with a clatter on the rail and began to squawk. She watched it for a moment through the window, gathering her resolve. Then, finally, with a little lift of her shoulders and a deep breath, she headed through the bedroom to collect up the belongings she had not taken when she’d walked out of Jamie’s life a few short weeks before.

      

      Just before she left, she did a final sweep, casting one last look around the flat she had once adored. It seemed shabby to her now with its discoloured paint and thinning carpet, and there was nothing of her that remained within its walls. The ache she had felt at leaving began to ebb, but still she wanted to be gone, half expecting the familiar wash of loss to sweep through her again. Absently, she ran her fingertips across the kitchen counter and her eyes lit upon a little stack of post, propped against the coffee machine. She rifled through it. A couple of official-looking letters for Jamie that could have been traffic violations, a card for a long-departed previous tenant, and a slim white envelope addressed in neat black handwriting to her.

      Emma frowned and turned it over between her fingers. In spite of the handwritten address, it had a legal air about it that sent a vague ripple of unease across her, an automatic sense of guilt for as yet unknown transgressions. Sliding an instinctive glance towards the open door, as though checking she was still alone, she tapped the letter against her fingers, considering. She wanted to be gone, half afraid of meeting Jamie and eager to put the whole business behind her, but the letter had roused her curiosity.

      The sudden bang of a car door in the street outside startled Emma from her thoughts and, stuffing the envelope into the pocket of her jacket, she picked up her bags and walked out of the flat for the final time without a backward glance.

      

      Later, she dropped the two bags onto the narrow bed in the little room in a down-at-heel shared flat that had been the best she could afford when she had ended it with Jamie. The usual taint of damp permeated the air and she opened the window with a shove, letting in the clamour of the street along with the afternoon breeze, the hubbub of voices from the café downstairs. Weary now from the day’s emotions, she left the bags unpacked and wandered out to the kitchen. Waiting for the kettle to boil, she remembered about the letter and took it from her pocket, sliding a finger under the flap and coaxing it open.

      The letterhead announced Fenchurch, Woolacott and Partners, Solicitors, London, and the same breath of guilty unease passed through her before her eyes skimmed down across the page, searching for the details – money she owed, a fine she had not paid, someone accusing her of something. So it took a moment for her to understand the actual words.

      

      
        
        We are delighted to inform you that you are the sole beneficiary in the stated last will and testament of Isobel Landon, of Cherry Tree Cottage, Cavendish Lane, Little Sutton, Norfolk, United Kingdom.

      

        

      
        We are instructed to distribute the financial assets of the estate to you, and to facilitate your travel to England to take possession of the house and effects at your earliest convenience.

      

        

      
        There are a number of documents that require your signature – if you can email us at the above address at your earliest convenience, we will forward these to you forthwith.

      

        

      
        We look forward very much to hearing from you …

      

      

      She read it again. And again, for a third time.

      Bewilderment and disbelief tumbled in her thoughts. Who on earth was Isobel Landon? And why would she leave an inheritance for Emma? She trawled the confusion of her thoughts for a memory but the name rang no bells – there was no half-forgotten presence from her past, no vague sense she might have heard that name before. A long-lost relative, perhaps? She thought of her parents, and her grandparents, but there was no one still living she could ask. She shook her head against the bafflement, hoping to re-order her thoughts into some sort of sense. It made no difference.

      She let the sheet of paper fall onto the kitchen counter and made the tea on automatic pilot, numb with shock. Then she sat at the table with her cup, and picked up the letter to peruse it again. It was a scam, she decided. It had to be. She was not the kind of person this sort of thing ever happened to.

      But still …

      Getting up with a sigh, she took her cup to the sink. An inheritance would be nice, she thought, as she rinsed out the mug. It would be a way out of the doldrums her life had become since she and Jamie had broken up, a chance to start again, instead of this endless round of work and sleep to make ends meet and no money for anything else.

      After she had left him, Emma had realised that Jamie had been her whole life. Her friends were his friends, her social world belonged to him, and everything she did revolved around him. When she had decided to stay in Australia to be with him at the end of her working holiday, she had simply moved into his life, lovestruck and swept away by the romance of the beaches where he spent his days in the surf. And by the time it was over, there was absolutely nothing left in her life of her own. Without him, Emma had abruptly found herself friendless and alone.

      She turned from the sink and rested her hips against it, looking once more at the letter that lay on the table. It looked official, she thought. The English was correct and plausible, and they hadn’t asked for any money, requesting only that she email them. For a moment she hesitated, caught between curiosity and scepticism. What did she have to lose? An email couldn’t hurt, surely?

      Sitting down again at the table, she reached for her laptop and opened it, waiting with the usual slight sense of trepidation as it whirred reluctantly into life. But the little flourish eventually announced the computer’s continuing health, and she opened up her email and started to type.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      England, 2014

      

      It was not a scam, and in what seemed like no time at all Emma had finished up her life in Sydney and was on her way back to England to start afresh. But in all the correspondence with the solicitor she had found out nothing more about the mysterious Isobel Landon, and the not knowing kept her awake at night, turning over the endless possibilities in her mind, all of them unlikely, impossible, and in the sleepless early hours she half expected to wake to the news that it was all a mistake – she was the wrong person after all, and the inheritance belonged to someone else.

      But each morning she woke up a little more used to the idea, a little more accepting of the fact that she was the owner of a cottage in Norfolk, that her bank account was full enough to make her very comfortably off. Slowly, shock gave way to delight. Perhaps she would find out more when she got to Little Sutton, she thought. Perhaps people in the village would be able to help. Smiling to herself, she looked out of the little aircraft window at the spectacular dwindling view of Sydney harbour, and settled in for the flight.

      

      When Emma finally stepped off the bus in Little Sutton at the end of her journey it was late in the afternoon, and the shadows were growing long across the high street. She stood on the kerb and watched the bus pull away with a lurch, breathing deeply to calm the sudden rush of nerves as a new and unexpected life opened up in front of her. Australia already felt like another world, a different time and place. Had she ever really lived there? It seemed impossible now. It had been surprisingly easy to leave and, in the shock and excitement of it all, the last weeks had slipped past her barely noticed. There had been a hurried farewell for her at work, and they had given her an enormous bunch of flowers she had been sorry to leave behind in the hotel. Then the seemingly endless journey, her life suspended 30,000 feet above the earth, sleepless and still surprised to find herself there. She felt as though she were balanced on a narrow bridge between her past and her future, the present hazy and unreal, a blur of moving and travel, everything fleeting and transient.

      Now, standing in the high street of Little Sutton with the two suitcases that were all she had brought from Sydney, her whole past life packed inside them, she cast her gaze across the village. Pretty stone cottages lined either side of a wide street that boasted a pub, a village shop and a hairdresser. In the distance she could see the tower of a church that was set off the road a little way, the stone walls lit with a golden hue in the afternoon sun. There was no one about – it was the lull between the afternoon and evening when people were at home, preparing dinner, and the shop sign was already turned to CLOSED. She thought of the supermarkets in Sydney, open all hours, and gave herself a wry smile. She would need to be a little more organised with her shopping now.

      Reaching into the pocket of her jacket, she drew out the folded sheet of paper with the address – even though the address was firmly lodged in her mind, the note was worn thin with handling, her need for tangible proof of it.

      Cherry Tree Cottage, Cavendish Lane, Little Sutton, Norfolk.

      The road was easy to find – a turning off the high street just before the church – and at the corner she stopped to square her shoulders, uncertain what she might find. But when she turned into the lane she let out the breath she hadn’t realised she was holding with a great sigh of pleasure. A little row of neat stone cottages was half hidden by pretty gardens that were bright with a profusion of hyacinths and irises, tulips and narcissi. Fruit trees stretched their branches atop the hedges, pink with blossom, and all the uncertainty about what she would find at the end of her journey gave way to sudden excitement as she hurried along the lane, the wheels on the suitcases catching on the uneven ground. She checked off each house in turn as she passed them.

      Apple Tree Cottage, Plum Tree Cottage, and, at the far end of the row her own house, complete with a cherry tree in front, the verge beneath it dotted pink with fallen petals.

      Emma halted at the low wooden gate and looked it over.

      Her house. Her very own house. She still struggled to believe it and she could feel her heart as it pattered in her chest, her mouth was dry with anticipation, still half expecting someone to come along and tell her it was all a mistake, that the cottage wasn’t hers after all. Quickly now, eager, she shoved open the gate, dragged the cases up the path and, after fumbling in her bag for a moment of panic before her fingers closed on the key, she opened the door and stepped inside.

      The door opened into a cosy living room with a kitchen beyond it. An open fireplace took up most of one wall – she would have to learn how to set a fire, she thought. In front of her, a narrow staircase led up to the first floor. Putting down the cases she hesitated, still caught in the disbelief that the place was really hers, assailed by a sense that she was trespassing. She cast her gaze across the room, Isobel Landon’s presence still lingering in the furnishings and paintings on the walls, the ornaments along the mantelpiece, a stack of unopened letters on the kitchen counter. It would take time, Emma guessed, to make the place properly her own and feel at home there.

      Still uncertain, she took a step forward and ran her fingertips along the back of the sofa. It was a good piece of furniture, covered in soft green velvet with cushions of russet-red propped against the arms: old-fashioned but tasteful. Inviting. Emma kicked off her shoes and went to the fireplace, toes curling into the softness of an Afghan rug as she ran her eyes across the cluttered mantelpiece above it. In among the trinkets – a lapis lazuli Buddha, a tiny Eiffel Tower, figurines of jade and porcelain – two small photographs were nestled in pretty silver frames. They were both black-and-white, tinted with sepia, and they looked to Emma as though they might be from the 1940s.

      She picked up first one then the other. The first was of a young woman with intense bright eyes and a sweep of blonde hair that gave her a look of a young Lauren Bacall. Her lips were upturned just slightly at the corners, as though she were suppressing a smile. Emma smiled in return then turned the picture over, hoping for some information on the back. But there was nothing written and she was reluctant to take the photograph out of its frame just yet. It looked so right there, so comfortable.

      ‘Are you Isobel?’ Emma murmured. Perhaps, she thought, and hoped so. It was good to have a face to put to the name – it gave her benefactor a more tangible presence.

      The other picture was of a young man in what she assumed was an American uniform, although she couldn’t be certain. He was handsome, with sad dark eyes and black hair that was just beginning to curl on the ends in spite of the shortness of his haircut. There was no smile on his lips, which gave him a serious air, and she touched her fingertips to the glass, tracing the lines of his face.

      ‘Who are you?’ she asked the picture. ‘And where do you fit into the story?’

      Tucking the photograph carefully back in its place, she turned and went through to the kitchen. It was clean and bright and surprisingly modern, with marble worktops and a terracotta tile floor. A small table stood against the wall, and the refrigerator hummed with life. The solicitor had assured her that all the services were still connected, and she need only transfer them to her own name.

      Idly, she opened the fridge. It was empty of course, and she smiled at herself, realising she had been hoping to find milk for tea. Checking all the other cupboards, she found them well stocked with unopened packets of rice and tea and pasta, jars of jam and local honey, cans of tomatoes and beans. There were pots and pans aplenty and a pretty set of crockery with some kind of willow design – everything she could possibly need in a kitchen was there.

      She went upstairs. There were two small bedrooms – one with a double bed that had been stripped of its linen, and the other with a sofa bed and desk beneath a window that looked out over the garden behind the house and the churchyard beyond. It was a lovely view, the perfect place for a desk. She found some linen, neatly folded in a closet on the tiny landing, sweetly scented with lavender. Taking it through to the bedroom, she made up the bed, then stood back with a smile.

      She was home.

      

      In the evening she went to the pub in the high street for dinner, stepping warily into the lane in the country dark, nervous about her reception in the village. Would the villagers know who she was? Were they expecting her? Little Sutton was a tiny place – she was certain everyone knew everyone’s business, and she was not quite sure how she felt about that. She was used to the anonymity of living in a city.

      The Golden Lion was only a few minutes’ walk away, and the warm scent of beer and pub food drifted out to the street before she even opened the door, welcoming. Outside on the footpath she paused a moment, gathering her courage – it had been a long time since she had gone into a pub alone, a long time since she had even socialised. In the months since she and Jamie had parted, she had barely done anything other than work and sleep. Now, her breathing was quick and shallow with nerves, and her mouth was dry as she straightened her shoulders and forced herself to take a couple of long deep breaths, her courage faltering. What if they hated her? What if they refused to accept her? She shook her head against the possibility – this was her home now, and she could not hide away. With another deep breath and a ripple of resolve, she pushed open the door and went inside.

      From the doorway she cast a quick look around. It was a cosy, old-fashioned place with a large hearth that she imagined would be welcome on winter nights, and plain wooden tables, old-fashioned hunting prints on tobacco-stained walls. It was empty except for two elderly men with half-pints and a sheepdog at their feet. They paid her no attention but the barman looked up from the glass he was polishing, and nodded a greeting. She nodded back and went to the bar.

      ‘Evening,’ the barman said. ‘What can I get you?’

      ‘A half of best, please.’ She had planned to have a glass of wine, but old habits kicked in when she saw the gleaming brass beer pumps. It had been far too long since she had drunk English beer. ‘And do you do food?’

      ‘We do,’ he replied. ‘There’s a menu on the chalkboard. Nothing fancy, but good enough.’

      ‘I don’t need fancy,’ she answered, flicking a glance towards the chalkboard. ‘I’m just hungry. What do you recommend?’

      He smiled. ‘Personally, I like the steak and stout pie.’

      ‘Perfect. I’ll have one of those please.’

      He passed her beer across the bar and ducked out of sight towards the kitchen to see about her food. She settled herself on a bar stool and took a sip of her beer. It was cool and bitter and reminded her of student days, before she set off on her travels.

      ‘Passing through, are you?’ the barman asked when he returned. He was a middle-aged man with a tired smile and kind eyes.

      ‘I’ve come here to live,’ she replied, with a hopeful smile. ‘I’ve inherited Isobel Landon’s cottage in Cavendish Lane, though I don’t know why. So it’s a new start for me.’ She looked up from her beer. ‘Did you know her?’

      ‘Everyone knows everyone here.’ He lifted his eyebrows and Emma smiled. ‘But Isobel was a very private soul. She wasn’t standoffish or anything – she was very friendly – but she didn’t talk about herself much. I don’t think anyone really knew much about her.’

      ‘Oh.’ Emma let out a sigh of disappointment. She had been hoping for a different answer.

      ‘You can ask around, of course. She might have shared a bit more with other people.’

      ‘I’ll do that. Thank you. My name is Emma, by the way.’

      ‘Clive. Good to meet you. Welcome to Little Sutton.’

      She smiled and took another mouthful of beer, her nerves beginning to ebb with his friendliness. It boded well.

      When her pie arrived she went to sit at one of the tables by the empty fireplace. The elderly men with the sheepdog left, and for a while she was the only customer. She had just finished her meal and was thinking she should probably go home when the door opened again with a ring of its bell. Instinctively, she looked up at the sound and saw a man in his early thirties, about her own age, with dark hair and light lively eyes that lit on her immediately. He gave her an automatic smile which she returned before he turned his head away and crossed to the bar. With nothing else to occupy her, Emma watched as the newcomer chatted to Clive and, though she could not quite hear their words, it was clear they knew each other well. Then, with his freshly poured pint in his hand, he turned abruptly towards her and she dropped her eyes away, embarrassed to be caught watching him.

      He approached her table. ‘Do you mind if I join you?’ he asked. ‘Only there’s nowhere else to sit.’ He gave a little shrug, casting a look around the empty pub, and she laughed.

      ‘Well, in that case, it would be unkind of me to say no.’

      He slid onto the stool across from her and held out his hand. ‘Andrew Norton. Andy. I live at Apple Tree Cottage, two doors along from you. Clive said you’ve moved into Isobel’s place? That makes us neighbours.’

      She took his hand and shook it. A warm, firm grip briefly encircled her own small hand. ‘Emma Moss. It’s nice to meet you.’ She smiled. ‘Yes. It’s all rather strange about the cottage. I didn’t know her. I didn’t even know she existed. To be honest, I’m still in a bit of a state of shock. Did you know her well?’

      He took a mouthful of beer then licked the foam from his upper lip with the tip of his tongue. He was rather nice, she thought, and the total opposite of Jamie. Clean-cut, eager, no attitude, no effort to be cool. Already, she liked him.

      ‘I knew her a bit,’ he said. ‘I’m the local community nurse around here and so I spent quite a bit of time with her, especially towards the end.’ He had a faint lilt to his tone, the remnants of an Irish accent. It gave his voice a pleasant softness.

      ‘Was she very ill?’

      ‘She got quite weak so she needed help to mobilise and with her medications … dying is never pretty but she was quite sanguine about it, said she’d lived a good life and it was her time to go.’

      ‘Did she mention me at all? Why she would leave everything to me?’

      He shook his head. ‘She talked a little bit about her past in the last few weeks. She was a photographer. Travelled all over the world – went to some dangerous places, worked for different newspapers, magazines.’ He gave a little shrug. ‘I don’t know much more than that, I’m afraid.’

      ‘No family?’

      ‘Not that she ever mentioned to me.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Emma sat back. ‘It’s a mystery.’

      ‘Indeed. Although you might find something at the house, I suppose. Old letters, diaries. I don’t suppose you’ve had a chance to look yet, but I’d wager there’s a stash of old stuff lying around somewhere. You don’t get to be eighty-eight without collecting some memorabilia.’

      ‘There are a couple of photographs on the mantelpiece.’ She raised her eyebrows in question.

      ‘Ah yes,’ he remembered. ‘She did tell me about those. One of them is her, during the war before she joined up with the Women’s Air Force. Absolute stunner, wasn’t she? And the other was an airman who was her “fancy-man” for a while, she said. I asked what happened to him but that’s all she would tell me. Sorry. I’m not being very helpful, am I?’

      ‘Yes, you are,’ she contradicted him. ‘You’ve told me loads.’

      He finished his pint and pointed to her own empty glass. ‘Another?’

      Emma hesitated. She had planned to have an early night, exhausted from the travelling and the stress of moving continents. But Andy was very good company and it was her first night in her new home, so she found herself nodding instead. ‘Half of best, please.’

      When he sat down again with the drinks she forced her mind away from her own concerns. ‘Have you lived here long?’ she asked.

      ‘A couple of years. I used to live in London. I worked in a big hospital but I got tired of the stress, fancied a change. The job came up so I thought, why not? So here I am.’

      ‘Do you like it here?’

      ‘I do,’ he smiled. ‘The pace takes a bit of getting used to and you’ll need a car to get around but it’s a good life. Where were you living before?’

      ‘Sydney.’

      He lifted his eyebrows, impressed. ‘Did you like it there? I’ve always wanted to go.’

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And no.’

      He laughed.

      ‘It’s a beautiful city and the weather is gorgeous, but my life took a bit of a wrong turn while I was there, so it was actually good to leave. Fresh start and all that.’

      ‘I can drink to that,’ he answered, and lifted his glass. She raised hers and they clinked.

      ‘Fresh starts,’ they said, in unison, and laughed.
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