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Praise for the international bestsellers The Letter and The Secret …


‘A wonderful, uplifting story’ Lesley Pearse


‘Autumnal Sunday afternoons were invented solely to read heart-tugging novels like this’ Red


‘This moving love story had everyone talking . . . Get set to be hooked’ Look


‘A beautiful story . . . I didn’t want to put it down’ Reviewed by Fran


‘A moving story of love, loss and hope’ Bella


‘You will find it hard to put down. I cried buckets of tears reading it’ Books With Wine And Chocolate


‘Beautifully written and incredibly poignant. You cannot fail to fall for this story . . . I am delighted to highly recommend’ The Last Word Book Reviews


‘The story kept me gripped . . . A breath of fresh air, and just what I needed after a long day in the office’ Here.You.Me


‘An emotional and intriguing read . . . Keeps you guessing right to the end’ People’s Friend, 5* 


‘Gripping’ Good Housekeeping


‘Heart-warming and optimistic’ Jen Med’s Book Reviews 


‘A gripping and moving family drama that will tug at the reader’s heart’ Writing magazine


‘Pulled me in right from the first page . . . I really enjoyed this book’ Rea’s Book Reviews


‘I so thoroughly enjoyed this book, it was filled with all kinds of mystery, family secrets, [and] characters that really stood out’ Read Along With Sue


‘One that you just HAVE to finish’ Hollie in Wanderlust


‘A wonderful and memorable read that will stay with me for a long time’ By The Letter Book Reviews




By Kathryn Hughes


The Letter


The Secret


The Key




About the Book


An exclusive chapter sampler of The Key, an unforgettable story of a heartbreaking secret that will stay with you for ever, by the Number One bestselling author of The Letter.


1956. It is Ellen Crosby’s first day as a student nurse at Ambergate County Lunatic Asylum. When she meets a young woman committed by her father, and a doctor dedicated to trying out various ‘cures’ for mental illness, little does Ellen know that a choice she will make is to change all their lives for ever.


2006. Sarah is drawn to the abandoned Ambergate Asylum. Whilst exploring the old corridors she discovers a suitcase belonging to a female patient who was admitted fifty years earlier. The shocking contents lead Sarah to unravel a forgotten story of tragedy, lost love and an old wrong that only she may have the power to put right . . .








This book is dedicated to the memory of James and Mary Thomas.




Prologue


November 1956


I’ve been half walking, half running since I crept out of the house; my chest heaves and my breath escapes in ragged gasps. The streets are deserted and I’m grateful for that small mercy. I won’t be forced to explain myself to our inquisitive neighbours. Behind closed doors, someone is frying onions, and the sweet smell wafts in front of me, the tantalising aroma reminding me that I’ve not eaten. Ahead of me a ginger tom strolls out from behind a hedge and sits down on the pavement, the glow from the gas lamp illuminating his orange fur. As I draw closer, he stands up and moves towards me, his tail erect except for the tip, which curls over. He tilts his chin upwards and mews a greeting to me. Normally I might have bent down and given him a little tickle, but not tonight. There’s nothing normal about tonight.


I round the corner, and as the park gates come into view, I’m momentarily surprised by how quickly I’ve arrived here. With a glance behind me, I push open the rusty iron gate, the ancient hinges squeaking in protest. The sound cuts through the still night air, sabotaging what was supposed to be a stealthy entrance, but I do feel safer now that I’m in the sanctuary of the park and begin to slow my pace a little. Not too much, though; it’s important to keep moving. There’s no room for complacency. The pungent smell of the stagnant, weed-filled water tells me the lake is just around the corner, and I lengthen my stride until it comes into view. The water laps on the shingle beach and a couple of swans doze beside an upturned rowing boat.


The cold almost chokes me as I take my first tentative step into the icy water. The stones beneath my bare feet are sharp, and a piece of slimy pondweed wraps itself around my ankles. I turn around and look at the shoes I kicked off only moments before. They are lying on the shingle about a foot apart, and one is upside down. I inwardly chastise myself for my uncharacteristic sloppiness. They should be placed neatly side by side just as my mother always taught me. She will be disappointed, for in a few moments, those shoes will be all that’s left of me. It’s the only reason I took them off.


My feet ache with the cold, but I take another couple of steps. Now the water is up to my knees. My skirt billows around my legs, the only movement in the dark, tranquil lake. I’ve been here many times before, but never at this time, never like this. The sky is clear and black; very black. There’s only a crescent moon, and the lack of light allows the stars to pepper the night sky. From somewhere in the trees an owl takes flight, screeching as it glides just above the surface of the lake. It startles me, and I stumble backwards but manage to remain upright. I take a few calming breaths. I can still see my feet through the murky water; tiny feet, size three and bone-white.
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A life stolen. A heart broken.
A wrong to be made right.





