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         This story is dedicated to three remarkable women:
my godmother Pearl, Elizabeth MacKintosh, and Maria Marten.

      

   


   
      
          

         
            I suppose you are more or less living at the cottage these days. That is an experience I must try just once, I feel – making a new home.

             

            Josephine Tey in a letter to Marda Vanne, December 1934

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1

         

         Josephine looked at her watch and sighed. Outside, the rain continued to pour down into Church Street, forcing the stream of Friday afternoon shoppers into circuitous routes along the pavement to avoid the puddles. Even through the shifting façade of black umbrellas and raised collars, she was alarmed at how many of the passers-by she recognised, and suddenly she craved the anonymity of the city she had just left.

         The walls of the solicitor’s office were lined with photographs. Prize-winning catches from Ness Castle Pool vied with shooting parties and other events that marked the town’s sporting year, more reassuring to most of the firm’s clients than any proudly framed legal qualifications would have been. These faces, too, were familiar to her and, if she looked closely, she could probably have identified most of them from among her father’s circle of friends – but she was far more interested in the papers that lay on the desk in front of her, tantalisingly undisturbed for the last ten minutes. Impatiently, she glanced over to the small outer lobby that functioned as reception and waiting room; still there was no sign of any purposeful life beyond the frosted glass, so she half-stood and pulled the blotter towards her until the top sheet was close enough to read. She had got no further than the initial formalities when the door opened behind her and she was forced to turn her attention unconvincingly towards a nearby paperweight.

         ‘Janet Mackenzie, died peacefully in her sleep, September 1926. The way we’d all like to go.’

         ‘I’m sorry?’

         John MacDonald smiled and nodded at the heavy glass object by Josephine’s hand. ‘She left it to me as a thank you for all the changes to her will. Bloody ugly, I know, but I liked the old girl so I feel obliged to keep it. There’s a drawer full of them at home. Why is it always a paperweight?’ He smiled and gestured for her to sit down again. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting, Josephine. Tea is on its way, I promise.’

         The making of tea at Stewart, Rule & Co. was such a lengthy process that Josephine had often considered leaving a new kettle to the firm as part of her own final instructions, but such a gift would have carried with it a Greek quality and she had never had the heart. ‘From the date on your letter, I’ve kept you waiting,’ she said. ‘I’ve been south for a bit, and I never have my post forwarded when I’m away. It would completely defeat the object of going.’

         ‘England – ah, yes.’ He said it with a wistfulness that most people reserved for Persia, or at least somewhere that required travel by sea. ‘Business or pleasure?’

         Josephine would have found it hard to categorise the events of the last two weeks, even if she had been inclined to. ‘Both,’ she said non-committally. ‘It makes sense to fit as much in as possible when I’m there.’

         ‘Quite, quite. Who knows what your father would get up to if you turned your back for too long? Is he keeping well?’

         ‘Very well, thank you.’ She was saved from further small talk by the arrival of the tea tray. ‘You wanted to see me about my godmother’s will, Mr MacDonald,’ she prompted gently, aware that if anything was to be achieved efficiently this afternoon, the impetus would have to come from her. ‘I was sorry to hear that she had died. My mother always spoke very fondly of her.’

         ‘Indeed she did. They were great friends.’ MacDonald nodded emphatically. He searched among his papers and removed a photograph from the pile. ‘Let’s get down to business, then. This was Hester Larkspur’s home for many years. It’s in a little village in Suffolk and she loved it there. Now it’s yours.’

         His directness was completely out of character and Josephine looked at him in astonishment, convinced she had misheard. Beaming, MacDonald placed the image in front of her with all the flourish of a sideshow conjuror. She imagined that moments like this were few and far between in the life of a small-town solicitor and, because she liked him and because he had always been kind to her family, she tried not to let her sense of anticlimax show. The house was ordinary, a modest thatched cottage on the edge of a wood, and even the soft shades of sepia could not flatter it into being anything other than run-down and badly in need of repair.

         ‘I don’t understand,’ Josephine said. ‘To my knowledge, with the exception of the christening, I never even met my godmother. Mercifully, she seemed to place as little importance on the role as I do, so I can’t imagine what I might have done to deserve this.’

         Her irony was more pronounced than she had intended, and the solicitor smiled. ‘I know what you mean, but it’s an old photograph and I gather it doesn’t do the place justice. And you did meet her again, at least once. She was at your mother’s funeral.’ Josephine thought back over the years but the day was a blur to her, filled entirely with grief and with a selfish fear of how her mother’s early death would change her own life. She had been in no mood to welcome strangers. ‘You were upset,’ MacDonald said gently. ‘Too upset to remember or even to notice who else was there.’

         His kindness made her suddenly vulnerable, and took her back to a moment she had not prepared herself to revisit. ‘My mother often talked about her, though,’ she said, trying to keep the sadness out of her voice. ‘I remember how pleased she always was to get a letter. Etta, she called her. My youngest sister took the nickname from her, but we never actually knew her.’

         ‘She’d moved south by the time you were born, but she and your mother kept in touch, as you say. They’d been friends from childhood – lived next door to each other, went to the same school. When Miss Larkspur’s husband died, your mother became the main beneficiary. Now that responsibility has passed to you.’

         His choice of words was interesting, Josephine thought, and appropriate. ‘Isn’t there anyone else?’

         ‘No family, no, and very few close friends. There are a couple of smaller bequests, but nothing very substantial. Miss Larkspur lived a solitary life on the whole, more so as she got older.’

         ‘A childhood friendship once removed still seems a very distant hand to entrust your life to.’

         ‘Perhaps, but nothing would surprise me after all these years.’ He shrugged, and poured her more tea. ‘And what do you do if you die alone, without a next generation to look to and with no one close who cares about you or really needs your money? There’s charity, of course, but it takes a particular strength of mind not to make at least some concessions to sentimentality. A will really is the last word, you know,’ he added, tapping the papers in front of him. ‘It’s your chance to say what you think without any fear or pretensions or niceties. Some people use it to settle a score or underline a grudge, but it’s more often the reverse. Lots of people force an emotional obligation in death that never existed in life, and it’s only human to lay claim to a love that will still be there when you’re gone – anything else smacks of failure.’ He smiled. ‘But I don’t think that’s the case here.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘Originally, in the event of your mother predeceasing her, whatever Miss Larkspur left was to be divided equally between any surviving children. She changed that relatively recently, because she knew by then that you were making a success of your life in a way that would have made your mother very proud – and, most importantly, doing what you wanted to do. I only knew her as a client, not as a friend, but I knew her for a long time and she would have admired that.’ Touched, Josephine looked again at the photograph, trying not to let her growing excitement blind her to the gift’s problems. There was a word in her head that was strong enough to transform the cottage, removing its flaws and imperfections before her very eyes, and the word was freedom. MacDonald reached for his glasses and glanced through the first couple of pages. ‘Shall we get the formalities over? Then I’ll try to answer any questions you have.’

         Josephine nodded and listened as he began to read, hoping that the formal language of law would not obscure a personality that was beginning to intrigue her. ‘Let’s see, now. Here we are. “I, Hester Larkspur, residing at Red Barn Cottage, Polstead, Suffolk, desire that everything of which I die possessed, whether money, goods, property, personal possessions, or any other belongings whatsoever, shall, except as hereinafter provided, be given to my goddaughter, Josephine Tey, of Crown Cottage, Inverness, as a tribute to my long friendship with her mother and an acknowledgment of her own achievements.

         ‘“The following personal gifts are those provided for in the first paragraph: To Dilys Nichols, of Wren’s View, St Paul’s Churchyard, I leave all my clothes, including theatrical costumes and furs (in storage at Debenham and Freebody’s). If Dilys Nichols does not survive me, the said clothes to be given to any deserving London charity. No clothes of mine are to be disposed of locally. To Moyse’s Hall Museum, Bury St Edmunds, I give outright the collection of artefacts and theatrical memorabilia at present lent to them by me. To Josephine’s sisters, Jane Ellis and Etta (Mary Henrietta), I leave the gold ring of half-pearls and a brooch made of the same pearls, given to me by their mother.

         ‘“I appoint as my executors Messrs. Stewart, Rule & Co., Inverness, who will know as much about my affairs as anyone has a right to. I leave instructions, separately, to Stewart, Rule & Co. about the disposal of my body, and I charge them to see that my instructions are carried out.”’

         MacDonald leaned back in his chair. ‘There you are. All fairly straightforward so far.’

         ‘Was Hester an actress?’ Josephine asked, intrigued by the personal gifts.

         ‘Yes. Didn’t you know?’

         ‘No, I had no idea. I don’t really remember much of what my mother said to us about her, but the things I can recall are all to do with the town and their childhood.’

         ‘Miss Larkspur left here to go on the stage. That’s how she met her husband. They acted together until his death, and then she gave it all up. She once told me that she didn’t have the heart to go on without him.’

         ‘What was his name?’

         ‘Walter Paget.’

         Josephine shook her head. ‘Strange that I’ve never come across either of them in the theatre.’

         ‘Not really. Neither of them were ever top-tier, you understand. It was melodrama mostly, real populist stuff.’

         ‘East End rather than West?’

         ‘If you say so. I’m not sure I’d know the difference. It was the acting that took Miss Larkspur to Suffolk, though, I know that much. There’s a connection between the village and one of the roles she played. I suppose I should remember which one, but I’m afraid I don’t. It’s not really my cup of tea, the stage.’ His embarrassment at the admission amused Josephine. ‘I have dug out a photograph for you, though.’

         Eagerly, she took the black and white portrait shot that he held out to her. Hester Larkspur was in costume, but not even the trappings of the Edwardian stage – hat and parasol and a fringe she would probably regret – could hide the warmth and fun in the actress’s eyes. It was an attractive face – ‘charming’ would probably have been the word used by critics – but there was an intelligence there, too, that spoke instantly to Josephine, and she felt she could easily have been looking at Ethel Barrymore or a young Ellen Terry. In the back of her mind, a half-formed memory began to nag at her, but it would not come forward when summoned and she turned her attention back to the will. ‘What did you mean – “straightforward so far”?’

         ‘Ah – this is where it gets interesting.’ He smiled, mocking his own enthusiasm. ‘I do wish everyone could be so creative with their final wishes. It would make my job much more exciting. Now – there are two codicils. The first goes like this: “It is my wish and I direct that my goddaughter, Josephine Tey, shall immediately on my death be given the keys of Red Barn Cottage and that she shall have the sole right of entry thereto until such time as she has cleared up my personal belongings and papers. She must decide, according to her discretion, what is and what is not valuable, to her or to a wider public – and, if she is her mother’s daughter, she will know that I am not talking in monetary terms. It is a writer’s gift to know what has meaning in a person’s life, to decide what stories are worthy of being told, and I instruct – I ask – her now to do that for me.”’ Josephine opened her mouth to speak, but he held up his hand. ‘“If, for whatever reason, Josephine Tey is unable or unwilling to undertake the above, it is my wish and I direct my Executors to ensure that Red Barn Cottage and its contents are destroyed in their entirety. No sale of the house or contents shall be permitted; nor shall any inspection of the house be allowed.”’

         The room fell silent as Josephine thought about the implications of what she had heard. ‘I see why you called it a responsibility,’ she said eventually. ‘It’s not just a matter of tidying up the garden, is it?’

         ‘No, I’m afraid not. But at least Miss Larkspur’s was an interesting life – well, a life you will find interesting, I think.’

         ‘You said there were two codicils?’

         ‘That’s right. Have a Garibaldi.’ He glanced at the tea tray. ‘Good God, a choice of biscuits. What can Miss Peck be thinking of? Still, I suppose it’s not every day that we have a celebrity in the office.’ Absent-mindedly, Josephine chose a shortbread, keen for him to continue. ‘So, last but not least: “In addition to the arrangements made in my will, I bequeath to Lucy Kyte and free of all encumbrances the right to take whatever she most needs from the house as an acknowledgement of the great kindness to me, and in the hope that it will bring her peace.”’

         ‘Who is Lucy Kyte?’

         MacDonald shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine. I haven’t been able to trace her yet. Dilys Nichols is straightforward enough – she’s a dressmaker whom Miss Larkspur knew from the theatre. Lucy Kyte is a mystery, but that’s my problem, not yours – unless what she needs most turns out to be the kitchen sink, of course. Somehow I don’t think so.’

         ‘No, it sounds more personal than that. What was the great kindness, I wonder? Perhaps Lucy Kyte is someone from the village who looked after Hester?’

         ‘That was my first thought, but apparently not. There was no one looking after her, and that was the way she wanted it. The local vicar told me that in no uncertain terms.’

         Something in his tone made Josephine uneasy. ‘How did Hester die? I haven’t even asked you.’

         ‘Oh, at home in bed.’

         ‘The way we all want to go?’ He smiled, but said nothing. ‘Well, I’m glad of that, at least.’ She looked at the actress again. ‘What was she like?’

         ‘Delightful. Gracious, charming and witty – the sort of person whose company you felt you were lucky to have, even for a short time. She rarely came back to Inverness, of course, and we didn’t see her often, but there were certain things she asked us to look after over the years – investments, mostly, and the purchase of the house – and her appointments were always looked forward to.’ He took the photograph back for a moment and stared at it fondly, and Josephine could imagine him forty years ago, a young man dazzled by a glamorous client, wanting to do his best for her. ‘It would have been easier for her to use a London firm, I suppose, but her family had always been with us and loyalty seemed to be important to Miss Larkspur. She was old-fashioned in that way, and I like to think we served her well. She certainly had Miss Peck eating out of her hand and that is no mean feat, believe me.’

         ‘I wish I’d known her.’ She smiled at her own cliché. ‘You must hear that a lot.’

         ‘Yes, and not always from people who were strangers to each other. Don’t get me wrong, Josephine – she wasn’t an easy woman. That’s what I meant about knowing her as a client and not as a friend: there was a “thus far and no further” quality to her. She knew how to keep people at arm’s length, and she didn’t give a damn if that offended them. She was a law unto herself and that hardly made her popular here, as I’m sure you can imagine.’ He gave Josephine a knowing look which she chose to ignore. ‘Or, I understand, in Suffolk. The funeral was the last straw.’

         ‘Why? What instructions did she leave?’

         ‘That on no account was she to be buried in Polstead. She wanted a private cremation, and her ashes to be placed with Walter’s at St Paul’s in Covent Garden, with a memorial service for them both. It’s an actors’ church, apparently.’

         ‘Yes, I know it. That’s reasonable enough, surely?’

         ‘Not to her neighbours. If a village is good enough to live in, it’s good enough to die in, and I suppose that’s reasonable, too. It was viewed as something of a snub. No one likes to be denied a good funeral – especially when the war has cheated us out of so many. But, as I said, she didn’t give a damn.’

         ‘An actress who didn’t need to be liked? That is impressive.’ He laughed, and Josephine sensed he was enjoying the opportunity to talk about a woman he wished he had known better. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t get your letter in time to pay my respects,’ she said. ‘I can’t imagine it was much of a memorial if she had isolated herself in the way you say. Did you go?’

         ‘No. I was tied up here, so Miss Peck represented us. There was a reasonable turnout, apparently – fans who remembered Miss Larkspur from her heyday, old colleagues who went out of curiosity after so many years, even a few famous faces.’

         ‘Oh?’

         ‘Sybil Thorndike and her husband were there. And Tod Slaughter. That can’t be his real name, surely?’

         ‘The “Slaughter” part is. I believe his first name is actually Norman, but most people call him Mr Murder. Pick a villain and he’s played it.’

         ‘I see. Well, Miss Peck seemed particularly taken with him – said he was charm itself. Between you and me, I think she rather enjoyed herself. I dare say she’d be only too happy to talk to you about it if you’ve time. She’s quite a fan.’ He hesitated, as if there were something else he wanted to say, and Josephine waited to see what it was. ‘Miss Larkspur telephoned me a few months back,’ he admitted eventually. ‘She told me she was thinking of changing her will. I wondered then if she had another major beneficiary in mind.’

         ‘And did she?’

         ‘I don’t know. She never really explained herself. In fact, she seemed very distracted. All she would say is that she wasn’t sure if you would want the house. I told her to send me her instructions in writing when she’d made up her mind, but I never heard from her. In fact, that was the last time we spoke.’ His voice was full of regret, and Josephine wondered what else he thought he could have done for his client. ‘If she was right about that, and the cottage is more trouble to you than it’s worth, I can get a local firm to clear the place and destroy the contents according to her wishes. The property itself is more problematic. She’s made it impossible for you to sell, but I’m not entirely sure about the legality of wanton destruction. It may be that the house must just be left to die in its own good time if you don’t want to keep it. But I’m rather hoping you will.’

         ‘And you feel burdened by a paperweight? I can’t help wishing my own benefactor had been less creative.’ The word felt strangely Dickensian in her mouth and she looked again at the house, trying to imagine herself there.

         ‘It’s a lot to ask of someone, I know, but you don’t have to decide immediately. Take some time to think about it and let me know what you’d like me to do.’ He passed a heavy iron key across the desk with the photographs and paperwork. ‘And this belongs to you.’

         Josephine took it, already feeling like an intruder. She stood to leave, and MacDonald showed her out. To her relief, his secretary was on the telephone. As keen as she was to know more about Hester Larkspur, she needed time to think about this unexpected turn in her life; Miss Peck’s notes from the wake could wait for another day.

         ‘Give my regards to your father.’

         ‘I will.’ The summer rain showed no sign of relenting, and Josephine took her umbrella from the stand. ‘Did my father know Hester?’ she asked.

         ‘As well as a man ever knows his wife’s best friend, I suppose.’ There was a twinkle in the solicitor’s eye as he bent to kiss her. ‘Or his wife, when she’s with her.’

         He left her with that thought, and Josephine walked out into the street, conscious of the key in her bag. She headed for Crown Circus, intent on getting home, then changed her mind and retraced her footsteps back into town. It was only three o’clock, and the library would be open for at least another hour; there was still time to finish the day with more information about Hester Larkspur than she had at present. Someone with more sense than she would be thinking about the practicalities of owning a cottage four hundred miles away rather than chasing the memory of a woman she would never know – but the actress had gambled on her curiosity, on the heart ruling the head, and she had been right. Josephine was less intrigued by the gift itself than by the woman who had made it, and the prospect of seeing a different side to her mother through their friendship only spurred her on.

         The library was quiet, and Josephine found a table to herself in the reference room. She pulled out Who’s Who in the Theatre and flicked through the pages, feeling the familiar sense of pride when she passed her own entry. Her godmother’s record was lengthy, particularly for someone who had abandoned her career when it was still in full swing, and Josephine wondered again how she could have been oblivious to her achievements until now.

         ‘Larkspur, Hester, actress; b. 15 September, 1871; d. of the late Robert Larkspur and his wife Helen (Milne); e. Inverness Royal Academy; m. Walter Paget (dec.). Made her first professional appearance on the stage in a sketch, “How Others See Us”, at the Playhouse, Whitley Bay; played various parts with the Hull Repertory Company, and, after gaining further experience with a number of companies in the provinces, made her first appearance in London at the Criterion, 8 Apr., 1891, as Lady Blakeney in The Scarlet Pimpernel.’ Josephine skimmed through the long list of revues, comedy parts and tours that followed, before arriving at the role that had slipped John MacDonald’s memory. ‘In 1896, she played the eponymous Maria Marten for the first time at the Pavilion Theatre, Mile End, where she acted opposite Walter Paget in the story of the Red Barn murder. They married the following year and, over the next two decades, toured the country with popular revivals of “blood and thunder” melodramas, including Sweeney Todd, Jack Sheppard and The Crimes of Burke and Hare, as well as Maria Marten, a play that Larkspur has performed more than a thousand times in her career, and for which she remains best-known.

         ‘After the war, the couple settled at the Elephant and Castle Theatre, South London, where Paget became actor-manager, attracting West End audiences for their productions and for a popular Christmas pantomime. In 1921, she surprised critics by joining the Little Theatre’s “Grand Guignol” company at the invitation of Sybil Thorndike and Lewis Casson, appearing for more than a hundred performances in The Old Women. She retired from the stage in 1922 after the death of her husband. More than ten years later, she was persuaded to return to the Maria Marten story in a film of the same name, starring alongside Tod Slaughter, this time as the heroine’s mother, but she withdrew from the production before filming started. She was replaced by Clare Greet. Recreations: books; gardening; the countryside; Address: Red Barn Cottage, Polstead, Suffolk.’

         Josephine recalled the film – one of those cheap and cheerful crowd-pleasers left over from a different age, memorable for the shamelessly excessive performance of its male star and quite magnificent in its own dreadful way. The details of the story eluded her, but she was fascinated to learn that Hester’s cottage – she could not yet think of it as her own – had a place in the real history of the crime.

         ‘The wanderer returns,’ said a voice behind her. ‘Is it my imagination, or are you away in the south more often these days?’

         Josephine glanced at Margaret MacDougall, the local librarian, and smiled. ‘Twice in two months is hardly a defection.’ The words were as indignant as she could make them, and she hoped that a firm denial would outweigh the truth of the observation. She resented feeling obliged to justify the time she spent away from the town, even to someone she liked, but it was a habit of which she had never managed to break herself.

         ‘No, I suppose not.’ Margaret peered over Josephine’s shoulder. ‘Ah – the errant Miss Larkspur. Now there was a woman with spirit. It’s a shame we’ve lost her.’

         The librarian was roughly Josephine’s age, so the comment could only be based on reputation; even so, she had an exhaustive knowledge of local history, including anyone who had been born within a fifteen-mile radius of the town, and there was no one better to ask. ‘What can you tell me about her?’

         ‘That you’re wasting your time with a respectable volume like that when you could be benefiting from the insights of our local rag.’ She grinned and disappeared for a moment to rummage through a pile of newspapers. ‘Here you are.’ She handed Josephine a copy of the Inverness Courier, opened at the page that would interest her.

         ‘Hester Larkspur, actress and former resident of Shore Street, has died at her home in Essex.’ It wasn’t a promising start, Josephine thought: once you left Scotland, you obviously relinquished your right to accuracy. ‘Daughter of popular Inverness baker, Bob Larkspur, Hester attended the Inverness Royal Academy and was destined for a teaching career but failed to achieve the necessary qualifications. It is not known where her interest in the theatre began, but in 1890 she left her home town, intent on turning her hobby into a profession. A number of walk-on parts and minor roles in northern England followed, then a brief spell on some of the stages of outer London, where she met her husband, Walter Paget – a fellow actor, ten years her senior. When the capital refused to embrace their particular style of melodrama, the couple settled for a life of touring barnstorming productions to provincial stages, returning sporadically to Inverness with productions of Maria Marten, Sweeney Todd and even the occasional Shakespeare.

         ‘After the war, they returned to London and took over a small venue. It was to prove an ill-fated move: in 1922, Paget died on stage while playing William Corder to his wife’s Maria Marten, and there were ugly scenes in the auditorium when crowds objected to the production being cancelled short of the murderer’s execution! By this time, melodrama had gone out of fashion on the serious stage and Miss Larkspur took the opportunity afforded by her husband’s death to retire. In a typically theatrical gesture, she chose to live out the rest of her life in the village where the inspiration for her most famous role met her death. During her later years, Hester Larkspur was rumoured to be working on a memoir but this could not be confirmed at the time of writing. She had few friends in the town she turned her back on, and leaves behind no children.’

         Josephine threw the paper down in disgust. ‘We certainly know how to celebrate the achievements of our own, don’t we?’ she said acidly.

         ‘Read and learn, my dear, read and learn.’ She looked curiously at Josephine. ‘Why the interest in Hester Larkspur?’

         ‘She was my godmother,’ Josephine said, enjoying the flicker of admiration that crossed Margaret’s face. ‘I just wanted to know more about her.’ She considered confiding the rest of the story, but then thought better of it. ‘It’s a shame I didn’t own her with such pride when she was alive, isn’t it? I never dreamt we had so much in common.’ She glanced again at Who’s Who, and wondered about the role that had meant so much to Hester. ‘Do you know anything about Maria Marten?’ she asked.

         Her friend shrugged. ‘Innocent village maiden seduced by wicked squire in eighteen-something and killed in a barn.’

         ‘That’s it? Surely there must be more to it if Hester played her a thousand times? Something that made her different from all the other village maidens seduced by wicked squires?’

         ‘Well, there’s the killed in a barn bit,’ Margaret said wryly. ‘I don’t think they were all bumped off. And there was something odd about how she was found. Her mother had a dream or something and told her father where to look.’

         ‘How very convenient.’

         ‘Yes, I suppose it was. But why are you getting carried away with Maria Marten? Isn’t there another life you should be reading about? How is Bonnie Dundee, if you don’t mind my asking?’

         Josephine could have cried. She had recently accepted a commission from Collins to write a biography of John Graham of Claverhouse, nobleman and Jacobite hero, and it was proving to be the worst decision she had ever made. All she had to show so far was a neatly stacked pile of research books and some random notes, but professional pride would never allow her to admit as much, especially not to a woman who was the soldier’s most passionate advocate – so much so that Josephine was tempted to tell her to write the bloody book herself. ‘He’s fine,’ she lied. ‘Coming along nicely.’

         ‘Good. I’m looking forward to reading it.’ So was Josephine, but that day was a long way off. She thanked Margaret and left the library before a more penetrating question could expose the biography’s true lack of progress.

         Outside, the rain had cleared and the soft blue sky promised an evening whose beauty would make up for the day. She walked home to the Crown, deep in thought, looking up only when the polite ring of a bicycle bell told her that she had strayed from the path. As she opened the front door and walked into the hall, she was more sensitive than usual to the peace inside. Her father would not be back for another hour, and everything was just as she had left it when – late to see John MacDonald – she had rushed from the house without a thought for tidying up. She went from room to room, seeing her home through the eyes of a stranger: the morning’s bills thrown hurriedly onto her desk, next to a photograph of Archie and a half-written note to her agent; flowers from Marta with a card propped up against the vase, its message beautifully discreet but open to a dozen interpretations; drawers full of postcards from friends, and books hiding letters that no longer held the urgency of love, but still stirred an affection too precious to be casually thrown away.

         Then her bedroom – the jewellery given to her by her parents, clothes that carried her scent, notes left in pockets that seemed private and safe. She imagined her neighbours viewing the house after she was gone, knowing where she had worked and lived and slept, destroying the privacy she had so jealously guarded. In death, she would have no defence except a trust in someone to do as she had asked, and the peculiar terms of the will suddenly presented themselves in a new light: what had seemed both a mystery and a challenge could just as easily be a plea for decency, and Josephine knew then that whatever she eventually decided to do about the house, she could not allow Hester Larkspur’s life to be disposed of by a stranger. Holding the key in her hand for luck, she picked up the telephone and hoped that Miss Peck would be diligent enough to stay late on a Friday afternoon.
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         The bus pulled out of the pretty Suffolk town, leaving behind the ancient half-timbered houses and present-day bustle of a Wednesday market. It was a beautiful day, clear and seasonably warm, but Josephine suspected that her own mood would have transformed even the dullest of mornings into something worth celebrating. After the early train from London, the bus seemed interminably slow, but she was glad of the opportunity to savour an adventure that would only come once. In the few days that had passed since the meeting with her solicitor, the mystery of Hester Larkspur’s will had only intrigued her more and – although she had made no plans other than this fleeting, exploratory visit – she wanted desperately to like what she found.

         Her father’s reaction to her unexpected inheritance had been characteristically sanguine; if he had harboured any selfish concerns about what it might mean to his own life, he had not shown them. They had had ten years to settle into their respective roles and, in hindsight, Josephine realised that her original decision to return home was driven more by a personal sense of duty than by any great expectations on his part: he was an independent man with a life of his own, and he afforded her the same courtesy. By that time, both her sisters were married and living in England, scarcely more than visitors to the town they were raised in, and that life could have been hers if she had wanted it. But she had not, and her own journeys south – though frequent – had never held that quality of permanence. This one should have been no different – and yet it was, because she had changed: success was addictive, and the popularity of her books and plays had created other opportunities that she wanted to explore; and her love for Marta, still so new, had brought joy to her life whilst completely destroying its former contentment. As she booked her ticket and packed her case, Josephine had vowed to keep Hester’s gift in perspective; but the solidity of bricks and mortar, so far away from all that was familiar to her, had subtly transformed idle thoughts into real possibilities. The sunlight sparkled on the road ahead, and she could not decide if fate was blessing her with different choices, or daring her to make something of them.

         The weather must have been fine for some time. Some of the corn had been gathered in already, and where it remained, the countryside was a rich, deep yellow, pure and unspoilt. Away from the town, the landscape seemed increasingly at peace with itself, Josephine thought, happy to amble through the years and caring little if it kept pace with the rest of England. From the window of the bus, her impressions grew section by section, rather like a jigsaw puzzle. She longed for a hill or any sort of vantage point that would allow her to take in more of the area at a single glance, but Suffolk refused to make itself known in that way. ‘Wait,’ it seemed to say: ‘I’ll show you when I’m ready.’ It was not a county for the lazy, it seemed, and she suspected that it hid its finest secrets away from the main road, down tiny lanes and myriad footpaths. What she could see hinted at an attractive independence: irregular-shaped fields; random, solitary oak trees that dared her to question their position by their very magnificence; hedges of blackthorn and hazel, wild and unruly and growing entirely as they pleased. As they rode, she wondered if she would find the landscape’s strength of will reflected in its people, and if she would ever truly come to know either.

         Eventually, the names she had studied on a map began to appear on signposts – Bower House Tye, Whitestreet Green, Polstead. The bus descended a slope, then slowed as it entered the village and turned left by a large pond. The road climbed again, past the water pump, and Josephine looked in delight at the well-kept houses on either side. For a village scarred by murder, Polstead certainly knew how to show itself off: a more perfect picture of rural tranquillity was hard to imagine. Its green was a triangle, fronted by an old inn, and a couple of the other passengers got off with Josephine when the bus pulled up. They looked curiously at her, but said nothing as they parted and went their separate ways. It was lunchtime, and somewhere nearby she could hear the sound of a children’s playground. The inn was open and seemed the obvious place to ask for directions, but she wasn’t yet ready to announce herself in such a public way; instead, she made her way to the opposite corner, where a small garage – the forge in its past life – stood under the shade of a splendid chestnut tree. A man was working under the bonnet of a car, and he glanced up as he heard her approach. ‘Can I help?’ he asked.

         His tone seemed to suggest that it was unlikely, but she had already committed herself. ‘I’m looking for Red Barn Cottage. Do you know it?’

         It was a ridiculous question in a village this size, but the mechanic didn’t hold it against her; if anything, he warmed a little. ‘Miss Larkspur’s old place?’

         ‘That’s right.’

         ‘Yes, I know it. Are you her goddaughter?’ Josephine’s surprise must have been obvious because he added quickly: ‘I don’t mean to speak out of turn, but she mentioned a goddaughter and you’ve got her accent. If I’ve got it wrong . . .’

         ‘You haven’t got it wrong and you’re not speaking out of turn.’ Josephine interrupted the apology, although she found his knowledge disconcerting. ‘I just didn’t expect people here to know much about Hester, let alone about me. Someone told me that she didn’t have anything to do with the village. He was obviously wrong.’

         ‘No, it’s true enough. Miss Larkspur liked her own company, but I suppose I knew her better than most round here. A car that doesn’t start very often has a knack of bringing people together.’ He wiped his hand on his overalls, but the grease was too stubborn to be shifted and he made do with a smile instead. ‘Albert Willis,’ he said. ‘Everyone calls me Bert.’ He didn’t wait for her to introduce herself, and Josephine wondered if that was because he already knew her name. She listened carefully to the directions he gave her but they were impossible to follow, as directions always are when none of the landmarks are familiar. ‘It’s not as difficult as it sounds,’ he added, ‘but I’ve got to drop this car back at Shelly when I’m done. If you can wait ten minutes, I’ll run you over there.’

         Josephine hesitated, reluctant to be in debt for a favour so soon after her arrival. ‘I don’t want to put you to any trouble.’

         ‘It’s no trouble. I’m going that way.’

         ‘Then a lift would be lovely. Thank you.’ There was no such thing as too long a wait on a balmy August day. She sat patiently on the green while Bert finished his work, happy just to look around and enjoy the peace. The children’s voices drifted away as they were herded back to their classroom, and the soundtrack of the afternoon reverted to birdsong and the occasional stifled curse from the garage. A couple of men glanced in her direction as the pub closed its doors on them; otherwise, she was beautifully undisturbed. After about twenty minutes, Bert closed the bonnet of the Ford and coaxed the engine gently into life, then gave her the thumbs-up and lifted her cases onto the back seat. As they drove off, a woman watched them from the house next door and Josephine guessed that her chauffeur would have some questions to answer before he packed up for the day.

         They went back down the hill and turned left at the bottom, a continuation of the route she had come in on. The main road wound to the right, but Bert chose a tiny lane in the opposite direction, barely more than a farm track, and Josephine realised that – in spite of its tidy green – the village wriggled and straggled away from its centre. ‘Is that the cottage?’ she asked, looking ahead to a gable end that resembled the photograph she had been given.

         ‘No. That’s Maria Marten’s old house. They’re similar, but Red Barn Cottage is further up here.’

         Intrigued, Josephine peered through the hedge and saw a pretty garden, filled with apple trees and roses. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know much about your murder,’ she admitted, ‘and I suppose I should, considering that’s what brought Hester here.’

         ‘You’re probably the only person who doesn’t know about it. Whenever a stranger turns up in the village, that’s usually what they’re after. Sometimes I think the rest of us might as well not exist.’ The comment was amused rather than bitter, but Josephine would not have blamed him for resenting an obsession with Polstead’s past when its present seemed so lovely. ‘If I were any sort of guide at all, I’d have shown you Corder’s house. It’s the big timbered place on the hill.’

         ‘And the barn?’ she asked, falling into the trap herself. ‘I assume from the name that it’s near Hester’s cottage?’

         ‘It was, but it burnt down a few years after the murder. There’s nothing left of it now.’

         ‘Oh, I see.’ Josephine was ashamed of her disappointment: there was nothing very laudable in glorifying murder sites, even if you could claim a professional interest in crime, but Bert seemed used to her reaction.

         ‘Someone could make a fortune by rebuilding it,’ he joked, then added more seriously: ‘Miss Larkspur once told me that she’d dreamed of putting a theatre there, but that was when her husband was alive. She was quite taken with Maria, you know. She fought her corner, and not many people do that.’

         Hester Larkspur wasn’t the only actress to develop a passionate attachment to the character she played, Josephine thought. Her own friend Lydia Beaumont had embraced Mary Stuart with far more righteous zeal on stage than Josephine had ever felt when writing the play, and it was just as well that she had: impartiality was anathema to a good performance. ‘What was she like?’ she asked, keen to find out as much as possible while she had the chance.

         ‘Oh, not the innocent she’s painted. She’d had three illegitimate kids by the time she died.’

         ‘What?’ Josephine stared at him in astonishment.

         ‘Maria Marten. Three children by three different men. One of them was William Corder’s older brother.’

         Josephine burst out laughing, then was quick to explain when he looked offended. ‘I’m sorry, Bert. I meant what was Hester like? I never knew her, and it’s special for me to meet someone who did.’

         He smiled too, embarrassed at his mistake. ‘She was lovely, Miss. Someone like her – well, you wouldn’t think she’d give the time of day to a garage man, but she was so kind. The twins loved her, too. She told the best stories, they always said. Thanks to her, my Lizzie won’t talk about anything but going on the stage, and she’s only ten.’ He tried to sound exasperated, but there was a pride in his voice as he spoke. ‘We didn’t see much of her, even less these last few months. Still, they miss her. I miss her.’

         His sadness was the same in its way as John MacDonald’s and, once again, Josephine found herself mourning a woman she had never known. It was a disconcerting emotion, a mixture of sadness, frustration and – although the fault was not hers – of failure. More than ever, she was glad at the decision she had made: clearing the cottage was the only thing she could do now for her godmother, and getting to know her in that way might, in part, make up for a relationship of which she was now beginning to feel cheated.

         Bert stopped at a junction and put the handbrake on. ‘There it is,’ he said, pointing down to his left.

         Red Barn Cottage lay at the bottom of a long, sloping field, nestled into the edge of a wood and facing back towards the village. There were some outbuildings to the rear and a small pond on the left, its surface glittering in the sun. The sheep grazing nearby were the final touch to a pastoral scene so perfect that she could easily have been looking at a canvas, but Josephine’s overwhelming impression was one of isolation and loneliness. ‘It’s not exactly central, is it?’ she said after a moment or two. ‘Which county are we in now?’

         He laughed. ‘I’ve given you the wrong impression coming round by the road. There’s a direct route over the fields, only half a mile or so, and a lovely walk on a day like this.’ Not quite so lovely in the driving rain, Josephine thought, or at night. The setting was far more remote than she had expected, and she was suddenly glad of the list of guest houses that Miss Peck had insisted on looking out for her in case she wanted to spend her days at the cottage and her nights in comfort. Bert lifted her cases out onto the verge. ‘That cart-track’s a bit rough for the car, but I’ll carry these down for you if you like?’

         She shook her head. ‘No, I’ll be fine. They’re not heavy.’ Despite her reservations, Josephine wanted to be alone when she first walked into the cottage. It was the closest she could ever be to Hester Larkspur, and she didn’t want it spoilt by conversation and distractions. Bert seemed to understand that, and Josephine liked him all the more for it.

         ‘If you need anything while you’re here, let me know,’ he said. ‘We live just behind the workshop and I’m usually about.’

         ‘Thank you, Bert. You’ve been very kind.’

         ‘Will you keep the old place on?’ he asked, shrugging away her gratitude. ‘There’s a lot of history there and it’d be nice to see it come to life again.’

         ‘I don’t know,’ she said, looking doubtfully across the field. ‘I’ve come down for a few days to get the feel of it and to sort some things out, but I haven’t thought any further ahead.’ She tried to imagine herself making the cottage her own and wondered if she could ever truly be comfortable with such a solitary existence. Like many things that were the opposite of all she had known, a country life – away from the gossip of a small town and the celebrity of London – had seemed idyllic; faced with its reality, she was less sure, and she wondered how Hester had adapted to growing old alone in the house she had bought with someone she loved. ‘When did you last see her?’ she asked.

         Bert hesitated, distracted by a kestrel that hovered twenty or thirty feet above the earth, poised in the air with quivering wings; she watched it dive headlong towards an unsuspecting victim, then rise again, unsatisfied, to hover over a more distant patch of ground. When her companion still didn’t answer, she asked the question again. ‘Some time in May,’ Bert said vaguely, getting back into the car. ‘I used to find an excuse to drop in on her now and again. There always had to be a reason for it – she didn’t welcome social calls and she was a difficult woman to help, but I could get away with bringing the odd bit of shopping or dropping off her post if I didn’t make a fuss about it.’ He started the engine, bringing their conversation to an end before Josephine could ask any more questions, then thought better of it. ‘Listen, Miss,’ he said, ‘your godmother gave me her car a few months back. She said she didn’t have any more use for it, and I might as well keep it because it spent more time with me anyway.’ He smiled to himself, remembering. ‘She wasn’t far wrong there, either. If you like, I could give it the once-over and have it ready for when you come back. If you come back. It might make you feel a bit less isolated, and it’s probably yours by rights anyway.’

         Josephine was touched, but she shook her head. ‘You don’t need to do that, Bert. She wanted you to have it or she wouldn’t have given it to you.’

         He grinned. ‘It was kind of her, but it’s a bit of a ladies’ car, if you know what I mean. I’ll fix it anyway, then it’s there if you want it. If not, the wife can use it so I won’t be wasting my time.’ She thanked him and said goodbye, wanting now to be on her own, but he called her back. ‘You will ask if you need anything, won’t you? Anything at all.’ Josephine nodded, trying not to let his kindness irritate her. It was ungrateful of her, but the sooner Bert realised that she was no more sociable than her godmother, the better they were likely to get on.

         The track led only to Red Barn Cottage and, as Bert had said, was rough and little used. She walked slowly down the slope, picking her way carefully through the grass and nettles that had been quick to cover the traces of Hester’s driving days. As she drew closer, the house had no choice but to be honest about its imperfections: the thatch was thin and brittle where the sun had scorched its ridges, or held together by moss at the more sheltered end; very little of the whitewashed stone lived up to its name; and the garden – which had looked so lush and picturesque from a distance – was actually a wilderness, a daunting battle of wills between flower and weed. The curtains were drawn across at all the windows and yet, in Josephine’s imagination, the cottage seemed watchful and wary of her approach, as though the appraising glances she gave it were mutual. When she put her hand on the gate to open it, she half-expected it to resist, but the only objection was a faint creak from a badly oiled hinge.

         There was a tiny porch over the front door, added, she guessed, during Hester’s tenure, and she set her cases down inside, admiring the herringbone pattern of the floor tiles. Just above her head, a rusted horseshoe hung on a nail and she wondered if the gesture had its roots in the traditions of the countryside or in Hester’s chosen profession; Josephine had never known an actress who did not bow to superstition when she wanted something, and she brushed the iron with her fingertips, hoping that it had brought Hester the luck she had asked for and happy to absorb some of it herself. Still doubting her right to be there, she decided to make a full circuit of the house before going inside. The plot was bigger than she had expected: the cottage itself sprawled long and low, and the land around it was generous. Even in its overgrown state, it was easy to see that Hester had loved her garden and had known how to get the best from it. The borders at the front of the cottage were carefully planted to provide colour all year round: Michaelmas daisies, Chinese lanterns and heavily scented phlox had taken over from the early summer flowers, ensuring that the view from inside would be a mass of mauves, pinks and reds well into the autumn. If she ever had time, she would love to restore the garden to its former glory, but she tried not to promise herself the joy of seeing it in each new season. Instead, she made a mental list of the repairs that needed doing – the wooden name plate that was hanging off the wall, a missing pane of glass from one of the downstairs windows; then, as the repairs grew bigger and the list grew longer, she stopped that as well and was content just to look.

         A wide gate at the end of the hedge led out to the pond and a footpath, presumably the direct route to the village that Bert had told her about. This shadier area, partially covered by trees at the edge of the wood, was taken up by a large timber workshop and Josephine guessed that it was where Hester’s car had been stored. She pulled the door open and walked inside, and the rustle of dead leaves underfoot sounded unnaturally loud in the cool, quiet interior. Sunshine filtered through the ivied windows to create a pleasant half-light, and one or two oil patches on the floor testified to Bert’s assessment of the troublesome vehicle. A set of dining room chairs was stacked just inside the door with some other bits and pieces of furniture and an old bicycle, but she was more intrigued by what lined the walls – rows of tall, flat objects, covered mostly with dustsheets but revealing just enough of themselves for her to recognise stage scenery. The backdrop she could see most clearly was an old-fashioned fairground, beautifully painted onto wood, and she made her way round the rest, apologising to the spiders whose homes she disturbed as she lifted the sheets. The series of settings – village green, cottage hearth, forest, drawing room, barn and prison cell – gave her a good idea of the play’s story, even without a script. There was a trunk at her feet and she bent down to open it, startled at first by what she saw until she realised that she was looking at a pair of stage pistols, piled on top of other props – a spade, violin, and baby doll. The whole production was stored here, ready to take to the road again at any minute, and for the first time Josephine truly understood what a labour of love Hester’s style of theatre was. It had been her life, hers and Walter’s; no wonder she had not wanted to continue with it after his death.

         She closed the trunk before it could absorb her attention completely and went back outside. This functional end of the garden had suffered most from being left to nature: the vegetable patch had gone to seed, although the herbs – lavender, rosemary, thyme – still beckoned her with their scent; the old beehive had rotted away; and the trees in the small orchard seemed burdened rather than blessed by their fruit, their branches bowed low with no one to appreciate the effort they had gone to. She reached up to pick an apple, realising suddenly how hungry she was, and ate it in the sun. The rear gardens looked out across open farmland, separated only half-heartedly from the fields by a crumbling red-brick wall, and were a larger version of the colourful maze that had greeted her at the front. Nothing had been tended for months, and Josephine wondered if Hester had been ill for a long time before her death or if the land had simply become too much for her; even so, everywhere she looked there were small touches that spoke strongly of her godmother’s bond with her home, and she realised then that the sense of desolation she felt came not from neglect but from love. In revealing its secrets one by one, the house seemed to be mocking Josephine, questioning her right to be sad when its own loss was so much greater.

         The gable end of the cottage was flanked by cherry trees, and she sat down on a wrought-iron bench, uneven and twisted with age but still warm from the heat of the day. There was a little more order here, she thought: an old variety of climbing rose had been given its head for years, covering the cottage wall and obscuring a good deal of both windows, but its roots were not choked with weeds like every other plant in the garden and she wondered if it had been a favourite or if its proximity to the back door made it easier to care for. She sat there for a long time, unsure of what she was waiting for but in no hurry to move. The isolation she had felt when first looking at the cottage was less extreme now, perhaps because she felt Hester’s presence here so strongly, and she thought about the peace that had replaced it and what that might bring to her life.

         Apart from spending some time with Marta and Lydia at their cottage in Essex, her only real experience of the countryside was as a child, when her family had taken their summer holidays in Daviot, a small village not far from Inverness. They had stayed in the same house every year, taken the same walks, shared the same memories, and the predictability of the holiday had been part of its joy, an affirmation of their importance to each other. Years later, when she had left home and was living in England, her mother wanted the whole family to go again, but Josephine was busy with her own life and had refused, claiming work as an excuse, promising next year. She had not understood that it was her last chance, that her mother would be too ill by the following summer to ask again – and she had never entirely forgiven herself for not going, or her mother for not telling her why it mattered so much. The family had made the trip without her, and a small part of Josephine would always resent her sisters for having memories rather than imagined pictures of those few precious days. It kept her awake at night sometimes, the thought that her absence might have made her mother doubt her love. So much of what she remembered about their relationship was marred by guilt, and that in itself was a betrayal: it was the last thing her mother would have wanted, but she could not help it and guilt invited itself. It was here with her now, more than ever, because this should have been her mother’s cottage, her mother’s journey. The strength of her own anger took Josephine by surprise, and it was all she could do not to walk away from a vulnerability that she rarely felt at home. The place might be strange and new to her, but how quickly her ghosts had found her there.

         She stood up, eager to be distracted by more practical considerations. The first decision she had to make was where she was going to spend the night, and she couldn’t do that until she knew the state of the cottage. She found the key in her bag and used it with as little ceremony as possible, trying to calm her nerves by acting as if this were normal. The door opened straight into a kitchen-parlour, cast in shadow now that the sun had moved round, and she went to the windows to pull the curtains back. There was a range at one end with an armchair either side, and it wasn’t hard to see which Hester had favoured: the cushions on the left were flattened and misshapen from years of use and a small rosewood table stood next to the chair, piled with day-to-day necessities – a magnifying glass and some indigestion powders, knitting shoved unfinished into a bag and a cup and saucer. Were it not for the dust and the flies and the sickly, cloying smell of a cottage so unnaturally sealed over the summer, Josephine could easily have believed that Hester would return at any minute. The intimacy of these redundant, commonplace items moved her, and she felt again the lack of privacy in death that had so horrified her in her own home.

         The rest of the room was well furnished, but sparse: a dresser and Wedgwood dinner service; a central table, missing the chairs she had seen earlier; and a heavy oak sideboard with an oil lamp and wireless set, the latter placed within easy reach of Hester’s chair. A clock on the wall above it must have met with an accident at some point because the glass from its face was missing; Josephine set the hands to half past three, then wound it and was pleased to find it working. The clock had a light, amiable tick, not one of those ponderous sounds that seem to drain the life from a room, and only when it filled the air did she realise how silent the house had been. Her foot caught something under the sideboard and she bent down to look at an old wicker dog basket, covered with a blanket; there was a ball inside, chewed and squashed out of shape, and Josephine wondered what had happened to the dog. She looked round the room and the self-contained life it bore witness to: an animal’s love, the voice of a stranger on the radio – all the company that Hester had wanted.

         In the far corner of the parlour, an open doorway led through to a scullery and a brown velvet curtain covered the entrance to the staircase. There was another downstairs room, but Josephine went over to the windows first: the air in the cottage was stale and oppressive, and she wanted to let the outside world in again, to fill the house with the contentment she had felt in the garden. She opened each casement as far as fragile hinges would allow, much to the relief of the flies that tapped pointlessly against the glass; many had not been so lucky, and she brushed them off the window ledge with the edge of the curtain. A rich fragrance rose up from the flower beds below, and she was glad of the time of year: the bleakness of winter would have made a sad task unbearable.

         When she walked into the room next door, she found the first real traces of the person she had read about: the parlour could have belonged to any elderly woman, but this was unmistakably the home of an actress. Production photographs and framed playbills covered the walls, and Josephine’s attention was drawn to the poster in the centre, an advertisement for a week-long run of Maria Marten in Lincoln starring Hester and her husband. She was interested to see that the 1910 cast had included a young Tod Slaughter, and that Walter Paget had also arranged the music; the upright piano at the end of the room was probably his, she thought, and she wondered if Hester had played, too. A modest bookcase along one wall had exceeded its limits long ago, and the books spilled out onto the floor – play texts, mostly, interspersed with well-thumbed memoirs by Hester’s contemporaries and a few novels, read less avidly if their spines were anything to go by. There were several editions of the Red Barn melodrama, some with acting notes scribbled in the margins, and Josephine was touched when she recognised her own play Richard of Bordeaux among the volumes. She walked over to Hester’s desk and picked up the address book that lay open on a blotter; the desk stood under the window with the missing pane and rain had stained some of the pages, but enough was still visible to show the circle of people that Hester and Walter had numbered among their friends. Josephine was struck by the contrast between her godmother’s married and widowed lives, and she wondered which had come more naturally to her – conviviality, or solitude? The handwriting, bold and flamboyant, suggested the former.

         The drawers were full of letters and bills, stashed away without any apparent order; only one of them was locked, and Josephine hoped that she might find the rumoured memoir there when she eventually located the key. In the mean time, she contented herself with a closer look at what Hester had surely regarded as the most precious thing her desk had to offer – a photograph of her husband. He was pictured many times on the wall, but this image – with only his wife for an audience – was relaxed and spontaneous. He was sitting on the bench where Josephine had sat earlier, dressed in old gardening clothes, and, from the immaturity of the flower beds, she guessed it had been taken when the cottage was still new to them. In the background, she could see a figure tending the climbing rose – perhaps a daily woman, hired to look after the cottage while they were away on tour – but nothing could detract from the true focus of the picture: the love and happiness on Walter’s face. A vase of dead roses stood next to the frame and, as Josephine leaned forward to open the window, she caught a faint whiff of foul-smelling water; she picked up the vase and emptied it into the bushes, then put it back in place, ready to be refilled.

         There was a cupboard in the corner of the room, but the clutter of the desk had made a coward of her and she decided it could wait; she wasn’t ready yet to see the full extent of what Hester had asked her to do, and there was still another level to go. She lifted the latch on the staircase door and found that the unevenness of the floor prevented it from opening any wider than a few inches; no doubt there would be other quirks to get used to, changes in the cottage as it had shifted and settled over the years, and she squeezed through the gap and climbed the stairs, careful not to catch her head on a low beam as she came out into what must have been Hester’s bedroom, the room where she had died. Someone had made a cursory attempt to tidy the sheets and restore some dignity to the bed, but the rest of the room was in chaos: clothes and books under the bedstead, shoes all over the floor, and piles of unopened post spilling out of a box in the corner. A section of the room had been partitioned off, probably to form a children’s bedroom in the days when the cottage had housed a large family, and Josephine could see through the open doorway that there was still a bed inside, piled high with clothes, knick-knacks and a miscellany of boxes. Her heart sank, not just for herself and what she had agreed to do, but for the lack of care with which Hester had obviously lived; her professional life – the life she had shared – was preserved and valued, but everyday pleasures seemed to have brought her little comfort. How anyone could have slept in a room like this was beyond Josephine; it held no peace, no sense of stillness or retreat. She flung open the windows, caring little now for their fragility. There was an unpleasant smell in the room that came partly from its staleness and partly from her own imagination, fed by the awareness of death, and she wanted it gone. It occurred to her for the first time that she had no idea who had found Hester’s body, or – with her solitary way of life – how long she had lain here undiscovered.

         The layout upstairs followed the one below and Josephine hesitated at the door to the final room, suddenly uneasy about what she might find on the other side. The sadnesses of her godmother’s life and death had been cumulative, filling her with a growing melancholy as she moved through the house, and she was reluctant to look at anything else that would damage her sense of Hester’s spirit and vitality. She took a deep breath and lifted the latch. The room was empty except for a neatly made single bed and small dressing table, and its tidiness was as disconcerting to Josephine as the confusion next door: she had never thought of Hester as the type to keep a room ready for guests. It was cleaner than the rest of the house, perhaps because there was less to trap the dust: a silver hand-held mirror and a rose bowl on the dressing table were the only signs of use, and Josephine had the odd sensation of standing in a room that had been prepared for someone who had never arrived. The roses here were faded but still alive, and she collected a handful of fallen petals and crushed them between her fingers, breathing in the smell of summer as a welcome relief from the staleness of the cottage. Had someone got this room ready for her? She dismissed the idea immediately: no one had known she was coming, and even if they had, it was an unlikely gesture of hospitality from a village that had never been welcome here. The flowers were fresher than they should have been, but they were the only intimation that Hester’s instructions about access had not been observed and she put the thought to the back of her mind, preferring to believe in a trick of nature.

         In the far corner there was an open doorway to a second staircase and she realised with relief that it led to the study, emerging in what she had believed to be a cupboard. One of the windows gave a view of the woods and the path to the village, the other looked out over fields that had changed neither their shape nor their purpose for hundreds of years. She watched as a horse pulled a cart up the hill, making easy work of a punishing rise, and thought about those who had stood here before her, contemplating the very same scene. The barn that had given the cottage its name might be long gone, but it was easy to see how the crime had lived on; there were no barriers to the past in this landscape, and Josephine could understand how real Maria Marten must have seemed to Hester here, how effortlessly she might have imagined herself back in that time.

         The room’s dual aspect made it airier than the rest of the house, its emptiness was more peaceful, but Josephine knew that she could not sleep here. It wasn’t so much the knowledge that Hester had died next door – in a building as old as this, it would be more remarkable if someone hadn’t reached the end of their days within its walls – it was more a sense of intrusion, stronger here than anywhere else in the cottage. The instinct would have been hard to explain and even harder to rationalise, but it seemed to Josephine that Hester had never really been comfortable in this room and the feeling was infectious. She considered her options: choosing somewhere from Miss Peck’s list meant either ingratiating herself in the village or finding some transport to go further afield, and she was tired and not in the mood for conversation. She also knew that the longer she avoided spending a night at Red Barn Cottage, the more significant its drawbacks would become in her mind. Better to start as she meant to go on. The study was the room she felt most at home in, where there was an open fireplace and a chaise longue. It would do, at least for now.

         Back downstairs, she realised how much she took for granted in her own kitchen. It would be a miracle here if she could make a cup of tea before nightfall, let alone anything more substantial, and she cursed herself for not bringing any basic supplies with her; the village shop – if such a thing even existed – would have closed long ago. There was a bucket of coke standing ready by the range, and she used it to give herself at least the prospect of hot water; the water pump, she had noticed, was by the back door and she prayed that the Suffolk summer had not been sufficiently hot to dry the well, but she was in luck – when the water hit the bottom of the pail, it was clear and plentiful. One of the hotplate covers was missing from the range and the lid of the kettle was nowhere to be found, but she put the two together in good faith and hoped that the system would prove more efficient than it looked.

         The scullery was dark, even with the back door ajar. Over the years, the climbing rose had been allowed to cover the window, making it impossible to open the casement or to see anyone approaching the cottage from the track to the road. Josephine rejected several lamps before finding one with some oil left in it, but she persevered in her search because the gloom was depressing. It would have to be used sparingly, because there were only stub ends in the candlesticks and she could not rely on being able to find replacements, but she did not intend to spend long in this part of the house and it would see her through a cursory investigation of the cupboards and, if she was lucky, the makings of some sort of meal; after that, she could retreat to the study with a fire for company and worry about everything else in the morning. As soon as the lamp was lit, she wondered if ignorance had perhaps not been better after all. She had not expected the floor to be clean – the stickiness and crunch of sugar underfoot had told her as much – but she was unprepared for the volume of ants and other insects that it seemed possible to squeeze into a Polstead square inch. In the absence of any other interest, nature had set about taking the cottage back, and nowhere more vigorously than in a damp patch on the outside wall, where a family of slugs seemed so at home that Josephine was tempted to ask them where they kept the tea. Shuddering, she forced herself to open the nearest cupboard door and was surprised to find it piled high with tins and packets. There was no order to the arrangement, and nor were the supplies limited to food items: tomato soup sat alongside weedkiller, corned beef next to furniture polish, and she eventually found the tea caddy hiding behind a tub of ant powder. She checked to make sure the tea was what she thought it was, and emptied the ant powder onto the floor.

         The cups and plates from the dresser were dirty and stained, and she knew as soon as she looked at them that the first kettle of hot water would not be wasted on tea. As she piled the crockery into the sink ready to wash, she noticed the marks of age and use and smiled when she remembered what John MacDonald had said: if the kitchen sink was what Lucy Kyte wanted from the cottage, she was welcome to it. She chose an unambitious meal from the newer-looking tins, and allowed herself to be lured back out into the garden. It amazed her, as it did every year, that summer passed so quickly, slipping through her fingers into August long before she felt she had made the most of its beauty. The dense canopy of woodland was reassuring, though, its leaves still tightly stitched together, its green a youthful contrast to the hedgeless acres of corn. The persistent call of a wood pigeon seemed to deepen the silence as she opened the garden gate and walked out into the field to look back at the cottage from a distance. A thin pencil line of smoke rose leisurely from one of the chimneys now, and Josephine wondered why that small gesture of something restored should hearten her so. She had a long night in a strange house ahead of her; no bed to speak of, tinned ham for supper and a whole house to clean before she could even begin to make sense of Hester’s past. If she had known the extent of what awaited her, she might never have got on the train; now she was here, she had rarely felt more content.
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         Josephine woke early to a morning full of sunshine, a bright, no-nonsense day that matched her mood. She had slept like the dead, despite the inadequacies of her makeshift bed, but the crick in her back and neck soon brought her to her senses: however reasonable her reservations about the bedrooms, she could not continue to behave like a nervous guest in her own home. While the kettle began its leisurely journey towards boiling, she went upstairs and stripped both beds, not allowing herself to look too closely at anything, then took the bundle of laundry outside. The washhouse was at the back of the cottage next to the lavatory, and the path to both was marked by a rope at waist height – a practical gesture for which Josephine had been grateful when she ventured out reluctantly the night before. She loaded the sheets into the copper and made several trips to the pump, vowing to be more lenient with Mrs McPherson the next time her laundry came back with something missing or damaged.

         The water would take some time to heat – a country life, it seemed, involved a lot of waiting when you were new to it – and she took her tea out to the garden to see what had been missed the day before. The state of the land belied the years of work that had gone into making it beautiful, and she wondered if Hester had had any help, or if it had simply been a labour of love. On closer inspection, the vegetable patch was not as redundant as it had seemed: the potato plants had flowered and withered, signalling the time to dig, and there were good crops of both peas and beetroot – never her favourite food, but she supposed she would find a use for it. Most of the soft fruits had been lost to the birds but, from the various birdbaths and seed trays that she had seen dotted around, Josephine guessed that they would not have been grudged their victory. In the far corner, where the nettles were advancing from the shade of the woodland, she found a couple of collapsed henhouses and an old well, reclaimed by ivy and scrambling bindweed, its handsome flowers covering the brickwork with hundreds of small white parasols. For something so crucial to most of her daily comforts, the well was in a woeful state. She lifted the lid gingerly, afraid that the rotting wood might disintegrate in her hand, and peered inside; the rope was frayed and the bucket long gone, so she threw a stone down and hoped for the best; the splash came quickly and Josephine replaced the lid, confident that the water was plentiful for now and grateful to an unseen network of underground streams. There was a certain magic in the idea of cool, clear water running silently below the earth, rewarding the faith of generations even when the grass was brown and the soil dry and cracked from the sun; all the same, as she walked back to the cottage, she found herself calculating the cost of a new drainage system.
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