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For Jane and Charlotte and Emily and Anne, whose brilliance never dims.





CHAPTER ONE


‘A lady might travel the Seven Wonders of the World and never see a sight so welcome to her as that of her dearest friend.’

The Mistress of Pendennis, ELIZA NORTON



The great British public could be broadly divided into two sorts of people, Grace Murphy thought as she surveyed the freshly stacked shelves of the supermarket with a faint frown: those who were outraged by the appearance of mince pies for sale in the middle of an August heatwave, and those who welcomed them and everything they represented no matter how many months it was until C-Day.

For years, Grace had been in the latter camp. Her Christmas countdown would begin on the first day of the new school year. She got the box of decorations down from the loft as soon as the leaves started to turn, booked her online grocery slot the moment the notification email landed, spent hours planning the merry mischief her son’s Elf on the Shelf would get up to, and took pleasure in ticking off the items on his Christmas list, which was, of course, written long before December. But as Jack left childhood behind, the list had grown shorter and more practical, easy to source on the internet. The elf’s antics drew smiles rather than delighted giggles, and she found herself putting up the tree with the cast of Love Actually for company, while Jack hid in his room, bellowing cheerfully at his games console. If she was totally honest, decorating the tree on her own hadn’t been so bad, especially with a large glass of Bailey’s at hand, but wild reindeer couldn’t have dragged the admission from her. And this year, there would be no need to hang a stuffed stocking over the fireplace at midnight, nor would her festive food shop contain enough snacks to feed a small army, or one ravenous teenager. This year, for the first time in nineteen years, Grace would be waking up on Christmas Day without Jack. He would be thousands of miles away, enjoying a year on the other side of the world with his father, in Sydney. Three days had passed since she’d held back tears to wave him through the departures gate at the airport and the ache in her chest showed no sign of easing. How bad would it be when the festive period arrived in all its sparkly, full-on glory, and every advert declared the importance of gathering loved ones near? She could hardly bear to think of it.

‘What you need is a change of scene,’ her friend Keeley had prescribed over the phone, when Grace had confessed she was finding it hard to adjust to the Jack-shaped hole. ‘Between an empty nest and the redundancy, it’s no wonder you’re feeling a bit lost. Why don’t you come and stay with me for a few days?’

It was a tempting offer. The Chelmsford library where Grace had worked for the past decade had fallen victim to cost-cutting measures in June, and there hadn’t been a suitable position in the city’s remaining libraries to accommodate her. She’d reluctantly taken the proffered redundancy package, grateful that her long service ensured it was generous enough to give her some breathing space before having to find something new. Quite what that might be, she wasn’t sure. Was there much demand in the current economic climate for highly qualified librarians in their early forties? It seemed doubtful.

‘But you’re busy,’ she reminded Keeley. ‘The last thing you need is a house guest.’

‘I’m never too busy for you,’ her friend responded firmly. ‘And it will be nice to have some company. I’ll even drop my dirty socks in the middle of the floor, if you like. Make you feel more at home.’

Grace had laughed at that. One thing she hadn’t missed in the immediate aftermath of Jack’s departure had been scooping up his discarded clothes, empty wrappers and used crockery. But perhaps Keeley was right. Perhaps a break would do her good, even if it was only for the weekend. And the village of Freezy Tye, where Keeley lived and worked, was certainly a charming spot for a mini-break. Nestled in the heart of the Essex countryside, it was as though someone had gathered together all the ingredients of the quintessential English village and painstakingly arranged them for maximum quaintness. Pastel-painted cottages with pristine thatched roofs overlooked a lush village green and lily-covered duck pond, a sixteenth-century coaching inn welcomed locals and thirsty travellers alike, and a flint-bedecked Norman church had presided over it all for almost nine hundred years. Freezy Tye had also once been home to a well-respected Victorian author, Eliza Norton. A contemporary of the Brontë sisters, her work had yet to reach the same level of universal adoration but she had produced a number of sharply observed romantic novels that had a dedicated fan base around the world. Her cottage was open to the public, and was curated by Keeley herself, along with a team of enthusiastic volunteers. Yes, Grace thought as she considered her friend’s offer, a few days in Freezy Tye might be exactly what she needed.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘How soon can I come?’

They had agreed on Friday evening, when Keeley would have ushered any remaining members of the public out of Juniper Cottage and locked it up for the night. ‘Not that we’ve been overrun with visitors lately,’ she sighed. ‘But at least that makes it easier to close on time.’

‘I’ll pick up something for dinner,’ Grace offered. ‘And maybe some cake.’ Did mince pies count as cake, she wondered now, her hand hovering over the luxurious crimson and gold boxes. Keeley loved Christmas – she had to, living in Freezy Tye, which had been voted Britain’s Most Christmassy Village seven years in a row – but Grace wasn’t sure how she’d feel about breaking out the festive food before summer was even over.

‘Tempting, aren’t they?’ A wistful voice at her shoulder caused Grace to turn and find a woman standing there, staring at the shelves. ‘My husband mutates into Ebenezer Scrooge if I buy them this early. I have to hide them at the back of the cupboard.’

At least that wasn’t a problem Grace or Keeley had to contend with; cantankerous husbands were thankfully a distant memory for them both. ‘His loss,’ Grace said cheerfully. ‘I like them warm, with a bit of brandy butter, but it’s probably too soon for that to be on sale.’

‘Now you’re talking,’ the woman exclaimed, grinning. ‘Although a bit of clotted cream does very nicely too.’

It certainly did, Grace decided, placing a box of mince pies on top of the other treats she had piled into her basket. Evidently emboldened, her new friend took one too, and they exchanged a conspiratorial smile as they parted company. On a whim, Grace passed down the booze aisle on her way to the checkout. August might be too early for brandy butter but Bailey’s was a different matter. Especially in Britain’s most Christmassy village.



The gardens of Juniper Cottage were Keeley Cotterill’s happy place. Even now, as the exuberance of the summer blooms began to fade, the flowerbeds were still a riot of colour and scent. These bright, blue-skied mornings were her favourites, when she could wander the cool, meandering paths before the heat of the day had set in and the first visitors arrived.

Sometimes she imagined turning a corner to happen upon Eliza Norton herself, a trug tucked into the crook of one arm as she trimmed the roses. From extracts of letters the author had sent to her sisters, Keeley knew she had been a keen horticulturalist, but gardens had featured prominently in her novels too. Her most swoon-worthy hero, the noble and dashing Captain Forsythe, had proposed to Sylvie de Villiers among the gloriously described orchards of Pendennis House, in a scene that Keeley had always felt was deserving of the most sumptuous BBC adaptation. But for reasons she’d never truly been able to fathom, no one had ever approached the trustees of Eliza’s estate with a view to adapting any of her work for the screen. Perhaps it was because none of the novels had achieved the kind of enduring success seen by those of Jane Austen, despite sharing a similar talent for writing sparkling dialogue laced with astute social commentary, and creating memorable characters that lived on in the imagination long after the story had concluded. Austen had been published some forty years before Eliza, and by the 1850s literary tastes had taken a turn for the gothic, so perhaps it was simply that she was writing the wrong thing at the wrong time, but it had always puzzled Keeley that her books hadn’t found favour with modern readers. They were well regarded by scholars of nineteenth-century fiction, and had a respectable following among dedicated lovers of historical romance novels, but her name was rarely mentioned alongside those of her more illustrious peers. It was why Juniper Cottage enjoyed a considerably lower footfall than Austen’s house in Hampshire, or the Brontë Parsonage Museum in Haworth, but, despite the best efforts of Keeley and the board of trustees who managed Eliza’s estate, it was proving difficult to attract more visitors, even at the height of the tourist season. At least that meant the gardens were rarely crowded, Keeley thought as she listened to the industrious buzz of bees in the early morning sunshine.

Reluctantly, her thoughts returned to the conversation she’d had with Malcolm Davidson earlier that week. ‘The bottom line is we need more punters,’ the trustee had told her at their quarterly meeting in London, his faded blue eyes sombre as he regarded her across the mahogany table. ‘What with the repairs to the summer house, and the improvements to the toilets, we’re looking at a worrying increase in expenditure this year and visitor numbers are down again.’

It wasn’t anything Keeley hadn’t already known but she’d still felt the need to defend herself and the team of volunteers who kept Juniper Cottage running on a day-to-day basis. ‘The talk by Dr Barnard in June was well attended,’ she pointed out. ‘Almost forty tickets were sold and we shifted quite a few copies of his book, as well as seeing an uptick in gift shop sales. And we’ve organised a children’s treasure hunt over the holidays, to try to encourage more families.’

Malcolm had rubbed his forehead wearily, bushy white eyebrows beetling as he frowned. ‘We appreciate all your hard work, Keeley, but you know the problem – reading isn’t as popular as it once was and there are so many other, flashier attractions making a grab for people’s attention and money. Virtual reality exhibitions and escape rooms and the like.’

Keeley blinked. ‘Surely you’re not suggesting we turn Juniper Cottage into an escape room?’

‘No, of course not. But the fact remains that we need to freshen things up.’ He paused and squared his shoulders. ‘To that end, the trustees have decided to engage the services of a creative director. Someone who can work with you on a part-time basis to raise the profile of Eliza and the house, and hopefully encourage greater footfall.’

‘Okay,’ Keeley said warily, because the title of creative director had the ominous knell of seniority when compared with her own position as curator. ‘Do you want me to help draw up the job description? I can put some feelers out too, see if there’s anyone who might be a good fit.’

Malcolm’s features crinkled into a smile, although Keeley thought she detected a hint of anxiety in his eyes. ‘No need. We’ve, uh, already found someone. Offered him the role and he’s accepted. Just two days a week, but every little helps, eh?’

‘Oh.’ Keeley blinked, taken aback both at the speed with which the trustees appeared to have moved and by the fact that they hadn’t felt the need to consult her first. ‘Who is it?’

‘A chap called Xander Jones,’ Malcolm said, and hesitated. ‘He’s not traditionally the kind of candidate we’d choose but he has a very impressive track record. One of those behind-the-scenes social media wizards. I think he’ll shake things up quite nicely.’

The words sent a shiver of foreboding through Keeley. ‘Shake things up in what way?’ she asked slowly, picturing the understated elegance of the cottage, its rooms painstakingly arranged the way Eliza’s diaries had described, with simple printed displays that explained her daily routine and gave context to the items on show. The aim of Juniper Cottage had always been to preserve Eliza’s life and work for posterity, much the same as other properties belonging to artistic luminaries did. The idea of shaking things up suggested some of that might get broken.

‘Bad turn of phrase,’ Malcolm said, his weathered pink cheeks turning even more florid. ‘What I meant was, he’ll be a breath of fresh air. He put together a presentation with some suggestions and we all agreed they sound exciting and innovative.’

Keeley fought a sudden urge to fold her arms. ‘Innovative?’

Evidently picking up on the flatness of her tone, he held up a placatory hand. ‘Look, I’m not explaining it very well. The best thing would be for you to meet him, so he can lay out his ideas and you can see for yourself how good they are. He suggested Friday, if that suits you?’

She wanted to reply that it did not suit her; her most dependable volunteer, Hilda, had a funeral to go to, which meant Keeley was short-handed, but she suspected she would only appear churlish if she refused. ‘Fine,’ she said, swallowing a sigh.

‘Wonderful,’ Malcolm said, beaming at her. ‘Here’s his card. I’ll leave you to hammer out the details, shall I?’

His bluffness suggested he was trying to head off any more awkward questions but Keeley was determined not to let him off that easily. ‘I suppose that makes sense. But I’m still not clear how all of this is going to work. How much authority will Xander have? Who will he be reporting to?’

His brows shot up. ‘To the trustees, naturally. Our intention is most certainly not to give you more work, my dear. Quite the opposite.’ He threw her an encouraging look. ‘We see you as equals, working in tandem towards the same goal, which is to introduce more people to Eliza’s work.’

‘But what if we don’t work in tandem?’ she persisted. ‘What if there’s a difference of opinion – who has the final say?’

‘I’m sure it won’t come to that,’ Malcolm soothed. ‘But I want to reassure you again that Xander joining the team is in no way a reflection upon you – we simply thought a fresh perspective might help. Why don’t you meet him and hear what he has to say? You might find you’re pleasantly surprised.’

There wasn’t much Keeley could say to that – not without sounding peevish. She had spent most of the train journey back to Essex scouring the internet for more information about Xander Jones and although she couldn’t find a website, she did come across a social media account bearing his name that was full of appealing, artfully composed pictures of stately homes and museums. As far as she could tell, it was a personal account – there was nothing to suggest he was working with any of them. The profile picture was a stylised arrangement of the letters X and J, which she guessed might be a business logo, but there were no images of anyone she might reasonably assume to be Xander himself. When she’d grudgingly sent a brief email introducing herself, he had replied within an hour to suggest they met at Juniper Cottage around twelve-thirty on Friday, and signed off with a smiley face emoji. She’d looked at the cheery yellow face for several seconds, wondering about the kind of person who added emojis to professional correspondence with a new colleague, then berated herself for being the kind of snob who judged others for their emoji choices. But she awoke on Friday morning weighed down by a leaden reluctance, and not even the thought of her best friend’s arrival that evening could lift her spirits. She’d applied her make-up with more care than usual, treating it as a layer of armour to defend against whatever Xander Jones might throw at her, and smoothed her long blonde bob into glossy perfection. She had dressed up a little too, choosing a crisp white blouse and navy palazzo pants that made her feel a little like Anna Wintour, and completed the look with a splash of red lipstick.

Perhaps she was wrong to view the upcoming meeting as a battle, she considered now, pausing to breathe in the fragrance of the pink and yellow honeysuckle blooms that hung from the frame of the pergola over the path to the gardens. Perhaps Malcolm and the other trustees were right, and the newly appointed creative director would be exactly what Juniper Cottage needed. But at least she was prepared, even if no battle materialised.

The unexpected arrival of a coach full of overseas tourists was a welcome distraction and kept Keeley busy for most of the morning. Her small but dedicated team of volunteers were distributed between the lower and upper floors of the house and the gift shop, ready to handle ticket sales, answer questions and ensure enthusiastic visitors did not attempt to sit at the desk Eliza Norton herself had used when writing her novels. Another volunteer had stepped in to fill the gap left by Hilda’s absence but she was not as knowledgeable about Eliza’s life and work, meaning Keeley had decided to put her in the gift shop, while she took up position in the library.

She didn’t pay much attention to the man with the blond hair at first. Long experience had taught her there was no such thing as a typical visitor to Juniper Cottage, but on weekdays the demographic skewed towards the older generations. They came in couples or small groups, or in larger numbers as part of a coach party, trooping through the house with varying degrees of interest. Very occasionally, there were school trips, when the rooms were filled with chattering children and the peace of the cottage was vanquished. The volunteers were instructed never to shush them; Eliza had no children of her own but she’d been aunt to a legion of nieces and nephews and her correspondence showed she had adored their visits to the cottage, delighting in their exuberance and noise. But the type of visitor Keeley saw less often were square-jawed, floppy-fringed men in their late twenties, wearing rock band T-shirts and looking like they might be more at home on the beach than exploring the home of an underappreciated literary treasure. Narrowing her eyes, she watched him drift towards the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, his gaze intent on the leather-bound spines Eliza had lovingly collected throughout her life. She checked the time – just after eleven o’clock. If this was Xander Jones, he was more than an hour early. She tried not to feel nettled. She had planned to give him a guided tour as part of the visit but it seemed he’d decided to show himself around and now she had a quandary. Should she introduce herself, or pretend she hadn’t noticed him when he presented himself formally at the agreed time of their meeting? What if she was wrong, and he wasn’t Xander Jones at all?

‘Excuse me.’ An elderly woman materialised before Keeley, her sharp gaze magnified by the thick glasses she wore. ‘Could you settle an argument between me and my husband? Is this where Eliza Norton wrote Where the Wind Blows? I’m certain it was here in Freezy Tye but he insists it was Cromer.’

At her shoulder was a tall, grey-haired man peering over a pair of gold wire-framed spectacles. He was shaking his head in what appeared to be wry amusement, as though confident his wife was about to be corrected. At the bookshelves, the blond man moved nearer. Was it Keeley’s imagination or had he tilted his head to listen? She pushed the thought away and focused her attention on the couple in front of her. ‘The answer is both,’ she replied, smiling. ‘According to her diaries, Eliza first had the idea for Where the Wind Blows while visiting her sister on the Norfolk coast one winter. She was inspired by the wildness of the sea and the spell it cast over those who lived nearby. In fact, Gardner Crookshanks was based on a fisherman she met at the harbour once.’

The bespectacled man looked pleased. ‘There. Didn’t I tell you?’

‘But she only began the novel while in Cromer,’ Keeley went on. ‘Her sister was taken ill and was advised to travel to the Continent for her health, which meant Eliza returned to Juniper Cottage sooner than she planned. She wrote the remainder of the book here, and didn’t return to Cromer until after it was published.’

Now it was the woman’s turn to look triumphant. ‘She finished it here,’ she said, turning to prod her husband in the chest. ‘That means I win.’

‘Hardly,’ he sniffed, before turning a suspicious gaze upon Keeley. ‘You’re a volunteer, I suppose. An enthusiast rather than an expert.’

Instinctively, Keeley’s hand moved to the lanyard that hung around her neck, identifying her as Curator. A quick glance downwards told her it was back to front, presenting only a black and white image of the cottage. ‘Actually—’

But the woman cut her off. ‘Don’t even dignify that with an answer,’ she barked, then rounded on her husband again. ‘There’s no need to be rude to this young lady, just because she’s shown you up.’

He glowered at her. ‘The only person showing me up is you.’

Keeley decided it was time to nip the brewing disagreement in the bud, despite a certain amount of wry enjoyment in the notion that she might be considered young. ‘Why don’t we agree that you’re both right?’

They stared at her, as though she had suggested they each slice off an arm. ‘Utter nonsense,’ the woman said briskly. ‘I’m right and he’s wrong. You’d think he’d be used to it after fifty years of marriage.’

‘Fifty-one,’ he corrected and gave a hollow laugh. ‘Believe me, I’ve counted them.’

Keeley gave up her efforts at mediation. ‘There’s an original, handwritten copy of Where the Wind Blows on display in the smoking room, along with extracts from Eliza’s diary, which you might find interesting.’ She waved a hand at the door to their right. ‘Just through there.’

Continuing to bicker, the pair left the room, leaving Keeley with the distinct impression she had survived a small and very localised tornado.

‘I think you may have just facilitated a divorce,’ the blond man said, as their voices faded.

‘Possibly,’ Keeley agreed, noting a distinct Australian twang behind the words that went hand in hand with his light golden tan. ‘Although my parents are exactly the same. If Dad says the sky is blue, my mother will insist it is cerulean and an argument will follow. They’ve been married for over forty years.’

He tipped his head. ‘Love wears many disguises, I suppose.’ Stepping nearer, he extended a hand. ‘It’s good to meet you, Dr Cotterill. I’m Xander Jones.’

So her intuition had been correct. Of course it had. ‘Hello,’ she said, only moderately gratified that he had addressed her using her professional title. ‘It’s good to meet you too.’

Something of her thoughts must have coloured her tone, because his mouth quirked. ‘I know, I’m disgustingly early. I wanted to get a feel for the house before we spoke. I didn’t realise you’d be on sentry duty.’

Was that how she’d looked, Keeley wondered. Stiff and guarded? ‘We’re a little short-staffed today,’ she explained. ‘But I enjoy talking to visitors. They’re always so enthusiastic about Eliza’s writing.’

Xander smiled and a distant part of Keeley’s brain observed that it caused dimples to appear in each cheek. ‘Apart from when they think they know more than you.’

‘Even then,’ Keeley said. ‘If I was a writer, I’d be in heaven. We see all sorts of characters here.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Do you have ambitions to write?’

She shook her head. ‘No. But Eliza’s novels are filled with big characters. Those two reminded me a little of Mr and Mrs Frogmore, in Manningtree Lodge.’

He nodded, but Keeley couldn’t tell whether he agreed or even if he knew the novel. Checking her watch, she saw it was just after eleven-fifteen. The flow of visitors from the coach seemed to have dried up; could she ask Jenny to keep an eye on both rooms while she met with Xander? The quicker she heard what he had to say, the sooner she could get on with the rest of her day. She really hoped it wasn’t going to involve a PowerPoint.

Once again, he seemed to divine what she was thinking. ‘Don’t let me disturb you,’ he said. ‘I’ll have a wander round and we can meet at twelve-thirty, as planned.’

‘No, that’s okay.’ She craned her head, trying to catch a glimpse of Jenny in the neighbouring room. ‘I’m sure one of the volunteers can take over here and I can give you a quick tour.’

‘That’s kind of you but I’d rather find my own way. I like to get a feel for a place, form my own impressions of what’s working and what could be improved.’ He offered her a crooked smile that caused a burst of fine lines to radiate from the corners of his sea-blue eyes. ‘Would you hate me if I turned you down?’

Keeley couldn’t prevent a flicker of irritation. The cottage was laid out in exactly the way it had been when Eliza lived there – nothing about it needed to be improved. And his choice of phrasing grated too; she’d offered to give him a tour, not buy him a drink. ‘Fine,’ she replied, determined to appear outwardly unruffled. ‘Shall I meet you in the gift shop at twelve-thirty, as previously agreed?’

‘See you then,’ he said, with a carefree wave that somehow only irritated her more. She watched him go, observing the frayed hem of his too-long faded jeans, dangling over the battered Converse he wore, and she found herself wondering exactly how old he was. Her initial guess had been late twenties but the laughter lines suggested he might be older, in spite of the way he was dressed. Younger than her forty-two years, that much was certain, and perhaps that was another reason for the prickle of annoyance that lingered between Keeley’s shoulder blades, for all Malcolm’s reassurance that his role was in no way senior to hers. But she’d never been one to judge a book by its cover, no matter how tempting it might be. Xander Jones had convinced the trustees that he could bring more visitors to Juniper Cottage, which meant Keeley was obliged to hear him out, in spite of a suspicion he had never so much as opened one of Eliza’s novels.

Her resolve to take refuge in professional courtesy was tested slightly when Jenny appeared in the doorway of the adjoining room to mouth ‘WOW!’ at Xander’s departing back. Thankfully, Keeley was saved from having to respond by the arrival of a fresh wave of tourists from the hallway behind her. When Keeley entered the gift shop shortly before twelve-thirty, it was to find Xander leaning against the ticket desk, nodding at something volunteer Elspeth was saying. Elspeth herself looked every bit as starstruck as Jenny had been; her eyes were wide and one hand fluttered at the string of pearls around her neck as she listened to his reply. Keeley kept her expression neutral as the volunteer let out a peal of girlish laughter that caused several shoppers to glance towards her. Another hour – less, if she kept questions to a minimum – and everything could settle back into normality.

‘Hello again,’ she said, sending a cool nod Xander’s way as she approached. ‘How do you like Juniper Cottage?’

‘It’s wonderful,’ he replied, and the warmth of his tone suggested he meant it. ‘I got a real sense of Eliza’s presence. If I closed my eyes, I could almost hear the scratch of her quill.’

Keeley gave him a sharp look because there had been moments, at the end of a long day when the house was empty and silent, that she’d also imagined she could hear the faint scratch of a quill on paper. Once or twice, upon entering a room to check everything was as it should be before closing up for the night, it had seemed to her that the still air had gently swirled, as though someone had departed a split second before she arrived. These were observations she had always kept to herself, however, mostly because it was difficult enough to find reliable volunteers and the last thing she needed were rumours that the cottage was haunted, but also because she had long suspected those almost otherworldly moments were born of wishful thinking on her part. She had read and reread Eliza’s novels and diaries so often that the writer felt like a friend, one she longed to meet in real life. The fact that their lives were separated by more than a century was neither here nor there. But she had no intention of admitting that to Xander, in spite of his unsettling echo of her own experience. ‘The rooms are arranged as closely as possible to the way they were in Eliza’s day,’ she said, determined to head off any thoughts he might have about rearranging the furniture. ‘Our visitors enjoy seeing how she lived and worked.’

He nodded. ‘Of course. That’s why they come. But I think there’s potential to offer them more than superficial engagement.’

There was a loaded silence, during which Keeley fought to smother a burst of indignation. From the guileless expression on Xander’s face, he had no idea he’d just insulted both her and her team of dedicated volunteers. ‘Well,’ she replied, managing to compose herself, ‘I look forward to hearing your ideas. Would you like a coffee? I thought we might find a quiet table outside the cafe, since it’s a lovely day.’ She glanced at the rucksack slung over his shoulder and wondered again if he was going to subject her to a slide show. ‘Unless you need power.’

‘Outside is great,’ he assured her easily. ‘And so is coffee.’

It wasn’t until they reached the cafe that Keeley began to wonder whether Xander might be expecting something more substantial than coffee. The tables were filled with visitors tucking into sandwiches and snacks they had bought, and the air was rich with the aroma of toasted bread. There was also a lengthy queue snaking along the counter towards the tills, but that was less of a problem since they didn’t actually need to join it. She turned to Xander. ‘How do you take your coffee? I can recommend the cherry Bakewell slice to go with it, or there are sandwiches and toasties if you’d like something more filling.’

He shook his head. ‘Just a flat white, thanks. I’ve got somewhere else to be at three o’clock and it’s a bit of a drive.’

Throwing up a silent prayer of thanks to the patron saint of harassed museum curators, Keeley deposited him at an empty table in the shade of a large oak tree and went to make the drinks. As she stepped outside again, the sun slid from behind a cloud, causing golden light to dapple through the leaves of the oak tree, bathing Xander in a gently rippling amber glow in a scene that might have caused Leonardo da Vinci to reach for his paintbrushes. She slowed, momentarily transfixed, until she saw he was tapping at a laptop, and the beguilement vanished. It looked as though her worst fears were correct. There was going to be a presentation.

‘So,’ she said, sliding the tray of drinks onto the table and taking the seat opposite him. ‘I hope you won’t mind my bluntness but I’m not sure I understand why you’re here.’ He started to speak but she held up a hand. ‘Obviously, the trustees want to increase visitor numbers and raise Eliza’s profile as one of our great literary treasures, and I assume you have some expertise in that area, since they appointed you as creative director. But what are you actually going to do? Other than suggest the current Juniper Cottage visitor experience is superficial.’

She hadn’t meant her final sentence to sound so snippy but the irritation she’d felt in the gift shop bubbled to the surface and escaped before she could prevent it. A faint blush warmed her cheeks, even as she forced herself to hold his gaze. But he didn’t look discomfited by her questions. Instead, he closed the computer and eyed her steadily. ‘First things first, I’m not here to step on your toes. You’re the foremost expert in the life and work of Eliza Norton – you know more about her than anyone and I’d be a fool not to respect that. I certainly didn’t mean to suggest that anything about the brilliant way you’ve preserved Eliza’s legacy isn’t up to scratch. But the way people interact with the past is changing, which means the way we engage them has to change too.’ He leaned back in the seat, his expression almost apologetic. ‘It means we have to offer more than a walk around an old house.’

‘We do offer more than that,’ Keeley replied, stung all over again. ‘We run a programme of events throughout the year, including a wealth of talks from notable speakers, and we encourage families with child-friendly activities.’

‘And all those things are great,’ he said, nodding. ‘The sensory trail in the garden is particularly good – I bet toddlers and younger children really get into it, and the way you’ve tied it into scenes from Eliza’s books is clever. But lectures by dusty academics won’t increase your visitor numbers by much. Not because they’re not interesting, but because the people who come to hear those speakers already know Eliza’s work.’

Keeley took a sip of tea, fighting the urge to glare at him. ‘We encourage everyone who visits Juniper Cottage to sign up to our mailing list, to help spread the word.’

Xander smiled. ‘Again, that’s great. Do you have a regular newsletter? Who monitors the engagement rate? Do you prune subscribers who delete without reading?’

She stared at him. ‘They’re people, not roses. Why would anyone prune them?’

‘To avoid contact fatigue, for a start,’ he said, shrugging. ‘You want subscribers who are happy to hear from you, not ones who automatically hit the delete button because they’re not interested in what you have to say.’

The trouble was, Keeley could see his point but she was damned if she was going to give him the satisfaction of saying so. Nor was she about to admit that she had never thought to check just how many newsletter subscribers read the emails she carefully composed every month. She folded her hands in her lap. ‘Of course.’

Apparently picking up on her ruffled feathers, Xander puffed out a long breath. ‘Look, I’m not handling this very well.’ He tapped thoughtfully on the closed lid of his laptop. ‘I prepared a whole presentation on visitor engagement and social media metrics but I’ve just had a better idea. What are you doing this weekend? Could you manage a trip into London?’

‘London?’ Keeley threw him a startled look. ‘Why?’

He reached for his coffee. ‘Have you ever heard of Delores Semple?’

She frowned, wondering if he was being deliberately obtuse in an effort to make her feel even more stupid. ‘No.’

‘She was a costume historian and visual artist who lived in London in the 1980s,’ he said. ‘Her family was descended from wealthy Huguenot weavers who had settled in Spitalfields in the 1700s, and Delores eventually inherited the family home on Folgate Street from a distant aunt. When she began to clear the house in preparation to sell it, she discovered much of the furniture dated back to the eighteenth century. In the attic, she found box after box of carefully preserved clothing. It inspired her to restore the house to the way it would have been when her ancestors first arrived and she spent the rest of her life doing exactly that. When she died, she left the house in trust as a museum.’

Keeley thinned her lips. ‘And you want me to visit, to see how it should be done.’

‘Yes,’ Xander said, then paused. ‘But that’s not the only reason I want you to see it. Apart from anything else, I think you’d love it.’

Keeley could picture it now: a rosy-cheeked young woman at the door, bobbing and curtseying as she played the role of parlour maid to the household. Perhaps the lady of the house in an upstairs room, dressed in silks and powdered to within an inch of her life. Her mood darkened a little more. It wasn’t that she had anything against actors bringing history to life in museums and stately homes, more that she didn’t feel it was something that would work at Juniper Cottage. If that was what Xander had planned, then he was going to have a fight on his hands. ‘Unfortunately, I have a friend coming to stay this weekend so I’m not free.’

If her lack of enthusiasm bothered him, he didn’t show it. ‘One day next week, then. I can arrange an early visit, before the doors open to the public, so you can have a good look round.’

She was tempted to decline again, but knew it would seem uncooperative. Perhaps it was better to agree and get it out of the way. That way she’d have a better idea of how much of a battle lay ahead. ‘I’m free on Tuesday,’ she said. ‘Where in London do you want to meet?’

He grinned, subjecting her to another flash of dimples. ‘Liverpool Street station – the house is only a few minutes’ walk from there. Shall we say nine o’clock?’

She nodded before she could change her mind. ‘Okay.’

‘Amazing,’ he said. ‘Oh, and one other thing. Would you mind very much not looking up Delores or the house? I want you to come to the experience fresh, without any preconceptions.’

Keeley frowned, because researching Delores Semple was the first thing she’d intended to do once Xander had gone. ‘Okay, if that’s what you want.’ She sat back, wondering what he’d been planning to say before he changed his approach. ‘Is there anything you want to share about Juniper Cottage?’

‘Not at this stage,’ he said, and drained his coffee. ‘It wouldn’t achieve anything.’

She was tempted to point out that his visit had not achieved much either but held her tongue. The last thing she wanted was to goad him into delivering the threatened presentation. ‘Well, I’m glad you enjoyed the gardens, at least.’

Xander raised his eyebrows, and once again, Keeley was left with the impression he knew exactly what she was thinking. ‘I’m sure you have a million things to do so I’ll let you get back to your day,’ he said, rising to his feet and holding out his hand. ‘Thanks for your time, Dr Cotterill.’

‘You’re welcome,’ she said, grasping his outstretched fingers with her own. ‘See you next week.’

Slotting his laptop into his rucksack once more, he smiled. ‘I’m looking forward to it already.’





CHAPTER TWO


‘There is nothing at all like Christmas to gladden the heart.’

Broadstairs House, ELIZA NORTON



The journey from Upper Benbridge to Freezy Tye should have taken Grace just under forty minutes but she had reckoned without the Friday evening traffic. An accident on the A12 had caused chaos around Chelmsford and every back road Grace took to avoid the gridlock seemed to be full of other drivers who’d had the same idea. It didn’t help that a sudden thunderstorm had broken almost as soon as she’d got free of the jam. The torrential downpour had made the narrow country roads even more tricky to navigate than usual, with the windscreen wipers doing little to clear her view, and she’d encountered a flash flood that had forced her to find a different route. Throughout, the rumbling thunder had been close enough to rattle the windows of the car, making her wince. By the time she eventually eased through the gates leading to Keeley’s charmingly tumbledown, peppermint-green-walled cottage, more than three hours after setting off, she felt as though she’d crawled over the finish line of an assault course. She really hoped Keeley had wine.

‘Come in,’ her friend cried, flinging open the front door to greet Grace as she splashed across the sodden gravel with her overnight bag. ‘Has it been a total bugger of a journey?’

‘You could say that,’ Grace said, shaking her head in disbelief. ‘I was meant to be here by six o’clock and now it’s almost nine. Sorry I’m so late.’

Keeley took the supermarket carrier bag from her and ushered her across the doorstep. ‘It’s hardly your fault. And you’re here now, that’s all that matters. I’ve got a lasagne in the oven and a decent Chablis on ice.’

‘You’re a lifesaver,’ Grace said gratefully, dropping her overnight bag to the flagstones. With a weary sigh, she reached out to embrace her friend. ‘It’s so good to see you.’

In seconds, she was wrapped in the warmth of Keeley’s arms, closing her eyes to breathe in her familiar perfume even as strands of her blonde bob tickled her nose. The stress of the journey fell away and she felt somewhat restored as they broke apart to smile at one another. ‘Tea first?’ Keeley asked, raising a quizzical eyebrow. ‘Or shall we go straight to the good stuff?’

Grace thought wistfully of the carrier bag she’d lugged in from the car, which Keeley had placed on the floor in the hallway, stuffed full of goodies that ranged from Twiglets and Greek olives to mince pies and Bailey’s. But the humidity that the storm had done nothing to dispel meant that her T-shirt was clinging to her back and her fringe was stuck to her forehead; what she craved now was a chilled glass of something crisp and classy. ‘Wine, please.’

Keeley nodded. ‘I thought you’d say that. Why don’t you go upstairs and freshen up, and I’ll get pouring?’

The guest bedroom at the top of the crooked wooden staircase was every bit as comforting as Grace remembered. Dark polished floorboards gave way to a thick woven rug just inside the door, and pristine whitewashed walls rose up to meet the uneven oak-beamed ceiling. Sage green curtains pooled around the lead-paned window, which had been left open to encourage a whisper of cool air to circulate. A walnut sleigh bed had pride of place, spread with a faded patchwork quilt that she knew had been made by Keeley’s grandmother, and was dotted with an assortment of mismatched scatter cushions. An antique tall boy nestled into the alcove beside the chimney breast, its many drawers inviting Grace to deposit her clothes, secrets and dreams within, and the opposite alcove held a bookshelf, lined with cloth-covered hardbacks and dog-eared paperbacks that included a full collection of second-hand Agatha Christie novels as well as the entire, special edition Bridgerton series by Julia Quinn, complete with gloriously floral sprayed edges. Grace allowed her fingers to trail along their pristine spines before turning back to the bed. Two fluffy white towels lay folded at its foot; she was half tempted to seize one and head straight to the bathroom at the end of the landing for a much-needed, restorative shower, but she was conscious her late arrival had kept Keeley waiting long enough and her own stomach was grumbling, reminding her it had been a long time since lunch. She would shower before bed, she decided, and slip into the blissfully soft cotton sheets weary but freshly scrubbed.

Leaving her bag at the foot of the bed, Grace settled for a splash of cold water on her overheated cheeks and smoothed her limp brown curls into a scrunchie before making her way back downstairs. She’d learned long ago not to try to compete with Keeley in the chicness stakes; even when tumbling out of bed five minutes before the start of a lecture, she had always been effortlessly cool. Back then, her hair had been platinum blonde and her lips scarlet, and Grace might have remained every bit as much in awe of her as the first time they met, if Keeley hadn’t also turned out to be lovely and funny and completely unaware of just how striking she was. They had bonded over a shared love of Jane Eyre and Persuasion, debating the merits of their preferred book boyfriends long into the night – Keeley had been Team Rochester, defiant in the face of Grace’s insistence that Captain Wentworth’s earnest dependability was infinitely sexier – and nursed each other’s broken hearts when real-life boyfriends spectacularly failed to measure up to their literary counterparts. Now, more than twenty years on, their friendship had outlasted their marriages and was stronger than ever, even if they were often too busy to do more than grab the occasional lunch.

‘So,’ Keeley said, handing her a brimming glass as she entered the kitchen. ‘How’s the flown chick? Have you heard from him?’

‘He’s okay, as far as I can tell,’ Grace replied. ‘He’s not the best at communicating but I did get a text to say he’d landed safely, and Kevin called to reassure me he’d met him at the airport.’

Keeley’s grey eyes were steady over the top of her wine glass, and Grace was uncomfortably aware her friend saw everything she was trying to hide. ‘Give him time. It’s a big adjustment, arriving in a new country. He’ll start missing you once the novelty wears off and then you’ll hear from him more.’

Grace sighed. ‘I know. It’s just hard. I don’t want him to miss me – I want him to have an amazing time and reconnect with his dad and get to know his new family. But…’

‘You want to still feel part of his life,’ Keeley finished gently, as Grace trailed off and tears prickled her eyelids. ‘That’s perfectly understandable. I’d be the same, in your shoes.’

Except that Keeley wouldn’t be caught dead in the scuffed and battered trainers Grace had worn to drive over, she thought a little wildly, and a small sniff of self-pity escaped her. She took a gulp of wine. ‘I need to get a grip. Find a job, something to take my mind off how quiet the house is.’

Turning away, Keeley reached for an oven glove. ‘Any idea what you want to do?’

‘Not a clue.’ Grace sighed again, watching as her friend withdrew a golden bubbling lasagne and lowered it onto a trivet. ‘I’m pathetic, aren’t I? A living, breathing midlife cliché.’

‘You’re neither of those things,’ Keeley replied sternly. ‘You’re at a crossroads, that’s all. Now, if you can grab the basket of garlic bread, we’re ready to eat. Shall we sit down?’

Grace did as she asked and carried it over to the small table in the corner. ‘Sorry,’ she said, sinking into a wooden chair. ‘I know every parent goes through something like this when their kids grow up.’

Immediately, Keeley’s hand was on hers. ‘Hey, don’t apologise. I understand. You’ve spent years putting Jack first, and pouring everything else into your work. Now both of those responsibilities have gone, it’s only natural you’re feeling a bit lost.’ She dug into the lasagne, releasing a cloud of rich, tomato-scented steam. ‘You could always volunteer at Juniper Cottage for a month or two, while you figure out what comes next.’

It wasn’t a bad suggestion, Grace thought, picturing the sunflower yellow walls and dark thatched roof of Eliza Norton’s home, nestled on one side of Freezy Tye’s village green. It wasn’t as though she needed to worry about money, not with the cushion of her redundancy payment
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