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Introduction

The news arrives on the kind of gray morning that has become all too familiar to
Emma Calloway. Rain streaks the window of her shoebox flat in South London, turning
the city into a blur of muted sounds and dulled possibilities. A blank canvas sits
untouched in the corner, half-finished sketches stacked beside it—reminders of
deadlines missed and inspiration that has long since dried up. Emma has grown
accustomed to drifting, tracing the edges of her dreams with little to show for her
efforts, always one step away from making something of herself and perpetually
haunted by the question of where she truly belongs.

Her phone call with her mother is brief and brittle. There are words left unsaid,
grievances deeply etched by years of confusion, jealousy, and unspoken betrayal. The
Calloway women, her mother insists, are survivors, but Emma has never quite
believed it—certainly not when she recalls the silences that often filled their cramped
home, or the occasional glance her mother would cast at an unopened box in the back
of the closet. That box, Emma knows instinctively, is where pain has been packed
away, stitched shut with regret and sealed with secrets.

So when a letter from a solicitor arrives, its thick cream envelope bearing the
unfamiliar ink of formality and finality, Emma expects nothing more than another
routine disappointment. Instead, she discovers news that is equal parts shocking and
surreal: she has inherited Hawthorn Grange, the sprawling, crumbling estate
belonging to her grandmother, Lillian Calloway—a woman she barely knew, but whose
name has always cast a long shadow over the family’s tangled past. It is an
inheritance bound up with strict conditions and heavy history, dredging up memories
of whispered conversations, long drives through the countryside, and the persistent
sense that she was always being watched.

The day she leaves London behind, Emma can’t help but feel as if she’s stepping into
someone else’s story—a narrative written long before she was born, its characters
unpredictable and its ending uncertain. The village of Hazelridge is nothing like
London: here, the streets twist in on themselves, cottages cluster beneath mossy
trees, and everyone seems to know not just her name, but every sordid detail of the
Calloway lineage. There is curiosity, of course, but also suspicion—resentful glances
from neighbors who remember Lillian’s icy resolve, and distant relatives whose smiles
are laced with calculation.

Standing before the sagging facade of Hawthorn Grange, amidst tangled roses and

fractured flagstones, Emma senses both an ending and a beginning. It is here, among
dust-laden rooms and mysterious keys, that she will confront not only her
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grandmother’s legacy, but the very foundations of her own identity. Unravelling the
truth will demand that she face the secrets that have poisoned her family for
generations and test the fragile bonds that might—just might—redeem them.

Emma’s inheritance is more than brick and mortar. It is a story waiting to be
decoded—woven through photographs, cryptic diaries, and the finely tuned lies that
have kept the truth hidden for decades. With every step she takes towards unlocking
the past, Emma moves closer to understanding the meaning of family, the high price
of forgiveness, and the limits of her own courage.
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CHAPTER ONE: Unclaimed Letters

The letter, when it arrived, felt less like an official document and more like a carefully
crafted joke. Emma had stared at the embossed letterhead, the dignified cursive of
‘Solicitor’s Chambers, London,” and then at the name typed neatly below it: Lillian
Calloway. Her grandmother. A woman who, in Emma’s memory, existed primarily as a
series of hushed warnings and the occasional, almost imperceptible flinch from her
mother whenever the name was uttered. Lillian had been a phantom, a grand,
mysterious figure whose absence was more profound than any presence could have
been.

Emma’s flat, barely larger than a postage stamp, felt suddenly suffocating. Piles of
overdue bills shared space with tubes of paint that had long since congealed. The
smell of turpentine mingled with the faint aroma of instant coffee, a testament to her
persistent attempts at artistic productivity, usually thwarted by a blank canvas and a
crippling sense of inadequacy. She was an artist, or so she told herself, but the truth
was closer to ‘aspiring dreamer with a growing collection of half-abandoned projects.’

The inheritance. Hawthorn Grange. The words felt alien, lifted from the pages of a
gothic novel, not addressed to Emma Calloway, struggling artist and connoisseur of
cheap noodles. Her mother, Sarah, had always maintained a stony silence about
Lillian, a wall of unspoken resentment that Emma had learned not to challenge. Lillian,
it seemed, had been the architect of some ancient family wound, a breach that had
never truly healed.

Emma had called Sarah, the solicitor's letter clutched in her trembling hand. The
conversation had been typical: clipped, evasive, punctuated by Sarah’s sighs that
spoke volumes. “Hawthorn Grange?” Sarah had repeated, a brittle edge to her voice.
“That old place? What on earth does she want you to do with it?” There was no joy, no
surprise, only a familiar bitterness that seeped through the phone lines.

“l don’t know, Mum,” Emma had said, trying to keep her voice steady. “The letter says
‘inheritance.” There are conditions. | have to go there, apparently.”

A sharp intake of breath on the other end. “Conditions? Trust Lillian to tie everything
up in knots, even from the grave. Be careful, Emma. That place... it’'s not what it
seems.” And then, as always, the abrupt end to the call, leaving Emma with a knot of
unanswered questions.

The village of Hazelridge, nestled deep in the English countryside, was a world away
from the chaotic rhythm of London. Emma had consulted a map, noted the winding
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lanes, the cluster of ancient churches. It looked idyllic, almost impossibly so, like a
postcard scene. She imagined quaint tea rooms and locals with ruddy cheeks, entirely
unaware of the dramatic turn her life was about to take.

Her grandmother had died a month prior, the solicitor’s letter explained, quietly in her
sleep. Emma felt a pang of something akin to guilt. She hadn't seen Lillian since she
was a small child, a fleeting memory of a formidable woman with sharp eyes and a
scent of lavender and old paper. Her mother had ensured their paths rarely crossed,
citing Lillian’s ‘eccentricities’ and ‘unpleasant disposition.’

The solicitor, a Mr. Finch, had requested her presence in Hazelridge in a week’s time. A
formal reading of the will, a handover of keys, and presumably, the revelation of these
mysterious ‘conditions.” Emma looked around her cramped flat, the unfinished
paintings mocking her. This was her chance, perhaps, to finally shake off the inertia, to
step out of the shadow of her artistic failures and her mother’s silent disapproval.

The thought of an escape, even to a crumbling, possibly haunted, ancestral home, was
surprisingly appealing. She needed a new canvas, a new story, something to reignite
the spark that had dimmed so noticeably over the past few years. And besides, there
was the tantalizing whisper of a family secret, a hidden fortune perhaps, that stirred a
sense of adventure she hadn’t realized she possessed.

Packing was a simple affair. A few changes of clothes, her sketching pad, a worn copy
of ‘Wuthering Heights’ - her comfort read for times of uncertainty. She left a note for
her landlord, promising a quick return, though a part of her wondered if she’'d ever
truly come back to this cramped existence.

The train journey was a blur of green fields and ancient villages, each one seeming to
melt into the next. As the landscape flattened and then gently rolled into hills, Emma
felt a growing sense of anticipation, a nervous flutter in her stomach. She was entering
a story she knew nothing about, a drama whose characters were already in motion,
their roles assigned, their motives yet to be revealed.

She tried to recall more about Lillian, but the memories were vague, fragmented. A
distant relative, her mother had always said, but there was a weight to the words that
suggested a deeper, more complicated connection. Perhaps, Emma mused, Lillian was
not just a grandmother but a puzzle, a code waiting to be deciphered.

Her arrival at the small, sleepy Hazelridge station was anticlimactic. No welcoming
committee, no fanfare, just a solitary taxi driver leaning against his car, chewing gum,

and looking bored. He eyed her single suitcase with disinterest.

“Hawthorn Grange, then?” he grunted, the question more a statement.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

Emma nodded. “That’s right.”

He gave a noncommittal shrug, opened the boot, and tossed her case in. “Don’t get
many visitors to the Grange these days. Not since... well, not since Lillian passed.” He
looked at her in the rearview mirror, a flicker of something unreadable in his eyes.
Curiosity? Suspicion? Emma couldn’t tell.

The drive was short, winding through narrow lanes lined with ancient oaks and
hedgerows bursting with wildflowers. The air smelled of damp earth and something
sweet, like honeysuckle. Emma pressed her face to the window, feeling the shift in
atmosphere. The oppressive anonymity of London was replaced by a sense of being
observed, even here, in the isolated countryside.

And then, it appeared. Hawthorn Grange. It wasn't the crumbling ruin she’d half-
expected, nor the grand, imposing manor of her Gothic novel fantasies. It was
something in between. A large, stone house, certainly, with a faded grandeur, but also
a distinct air of neglect. Vines clawed at the walls, windows were smudged with grime,
and the once-manicured gardens had clearly succumbed to nature’s wild embrace.

The taxi pulled up to the heavy oak door, chipped and weathered. Emma stepped out,
feeling the cool, damp air on her face. The silence was profound, broken only by the
chirping of unseen birds and the distant bleating of sheep. It felt less like a home and
more like a sleeping giant, waiting to be roused.

“Right then, miss,” the taxi driver said, handing her her suitcase. “Good luck with that.
You'll need it.” He didn’t wait for a reply, simply got back in his car and drove off,
leaving Emma standing alone on the gravel driveway, the heavy oak door looming
before her.

She took a deep breath, the scent of damp earth and neglected roses filling her lungs.
This was it. Her inheritance. Her new beginning. Or perhaps, she thought, her new
mystery. The key, a heavy, ornate brass one, felt surprisingly warm in her hand. She
put it into the lock, twisted, and pushed the door open, stepping into the dust-laden
silence of Hawthorn Grange. The story, she realized, had only just begun.
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