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Chapter One – The House by the Lake

[image: ]




The cottage looked smaller than Emily remembered.

Nestled at the edge of Willow Lake, with ivy creeping over its stone walls and a chimney that leaned just slightly to the left, it had once been her grandmother’s pride. Emily stood at the gate, the iron latch cool beneath her fingers, staring at the house that now belonged to her. It smelled of pine and rain, and for a moment she was eight years old again, running barefoot across the porch with her grandmother calling her back for supper.

Now, the porch creaked under her careful steps. Dust lay thick on the windows, and a silence hung over the cottage as though it had been holding its breath since her grandmother passed.

Inside, the air carried the faint scent of lavender soap and old books. Emily set her suitcase by the door and walked slowly through the rooms. The kitchen table was still draped with a checkered cloth, sun-faded and worn. The mantel held a row of porcelain teacups, each one a little chipped, yet displayed with care.

It felt like stepping into the past.

She spent the afternoon opening shutters, letting light spill into shadowed corners, until her gaze caught on the attic door at the top of the stairs. The string hung loose, waiting to be pulled.

Emily hesitated. She had been in the attic only once before, years ago, when her grandmother shooed her out with a sharpness that felt out of character. At the time, Emily thought it was just a matter of dust and old boxes. Now, the memory stirred a curious ache.

By dusk, she could resist no longer. She pulled the string, and the ladder creaked down.

The attic smelled of cedar and time. Dust motes danced in the fading light as Emily pushed aside trunks of linens, stacks of books, and a rocking horse missing one ear. Then, against the far wall, she noticed a small wooden chest, its brass clasp tarnished but still intact.

She touched it carefully. The chest was heavier than it looked. On the lid, faintly etched into the wood, was a single word: Clara.

Emily’s heart quickened. She had never heard the name before.

The clasp gave way with a soft click, and inside lay a neat bundle of envelopes tied with a faded blue ribbon. The paper was yellowed, fragile at the edges, but the ink still clear.

Emily lifted the first letter.

The date was July 14, 1942.

Her hands trembled as she unfolded the paper. The handwriting was elegant, deliberate, written in ink that had stood the test of time. She began to read aloud, her voice unsteady in the stillness of the attic:

“My dearest Clara,

If these words reach you, know that they carry more than ink on paper—they carry my heart across the miles...”

Emily froze.

These were not just letters. They were love letters.

And Clara—whoever she was—had been loved deeply.
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Chapter Two – The First Letter
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Emily carried the bundle of letters downstairs, careful not to disturb the fragile paper. She set them on the kitchen table and untied the ribbon, the knot stiff with age. The stack fanned open, dozens of envelopes waiting, each one addressed in the same looping hand: To Miss Clara Bennett.

Her pulse quickened. Whoever Clara had been, she had saved every single letter.

Emily chose the top one, the first dated July 14, 1942. She smoothed the paper across the table and began to read.



My dearest Clara,

The days are long here, and yet they blur together until I can hardly count them. But every night, when I close my eyes, I see your face as clear as the morning sun. It is the thought of you that steadies me when the world around me turns to chaos.

I will not pretend this place is anything but harsh. The sounds of war are constant, and at times I feel swallowed by it. But even here, amid the noise and dust, I carry a quiet hope. You are that hope. The promise that when this is over, I will walk down the lane to your house and see you waiting at the gate, your smile brighter than any victory we could win.
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