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… comment nous nous enracinons, jour par jour,
dans un ‘coin du monde’


… how we take root, day after day, in a ‘corner of the world’


Gaston Bachelard




A Note on Names


The naming of plants is an open-ended business. Besides its botanical Latin name, of which there may also be an obsolete version, a single plant might have a common English name or two, or several, not to mention vernacular names in other languages. Then there are the abbreviated names – ‘montana’, ‘moyesii’ – by which individual gardeners might know favourite plants, and the names personalised by association with people or places in a gardener’s life: ‘Burton’s Blue’, ‘Milton’s Geranium’, ‘Swaledale’. I know people for whom ‘montana’ means Clematis montana; when I say ‘montana’, though, I have Centaurea montana in mind.


If I were writing a gardening book, my plant nomenclature would be standardised in some way. But this is a different kind of book, a memoir: it speaks my own language, which is far from standard. Like most people, I learned and still learn the names of plants in many different ways: accidentally, osmotically, serendipitously, sometimes systematically. Because my mother spoke of aquilegias and euphorbias when I was young, I do not know them, though you might, as columbines and spurges. What you may think of as an ipomoea, on the other hand, is a morning glory for me.


When a plant crops up in the following pages, I have used the name by which I know it – sometimes botanical (aquilegia), sometimes common (morning glory). If that plant’s presence is substantial I have also mentioned its chief alternative name (columbine and ipomoea respectively) to aid recognition or identification. Full botanical names (Aquilegia vulgaris), where they appear, are italicised in keeping with convention.


The names of some people have been changed.




Prologue


I always knew that the garden was of the woods. The trees across the lane filled the frame of my bedroom window, and on summer evenings I watched and listened long after I had supposedly gone to bed. I must have cut a distinctive figure, a small child in a pale nightdress, there at the open window like an unquiet soul in a Victorian novel. I loved the flittings of the pink-grey dusk: the belated martins and the wide-awake bats that circled the house with mysterious squeaks, the sound of evening under way. Sometimes an owl trailed its call through the treetops. Once I was spellbound by a nightingale. Teenagers gathered too, from time to time, where the lanes intersected at the wood.


Though decades have passed since I haunted that Sussex wood, I have an inner map of its parts and ways. From the graffitied beech tree to the striated slope of birches where fly agarics mushroomed in autumn to the depression where the temperature dropped and the air always stirred. Reverberations of the ground in certain places at certain times of year. The labyrinthine streams, beyond my usual territory, where I once lost my way and was afraid. The wide, straight, beech-lined path and the overgrown rhododendrons, darkly anomalous amongst the broad-leaved trees. I hated those rhododendrons because they sucked up the wood’s light and gave nothing back, and their flowers were the colour of queasiness. I had no idea then that someone had planted them a century earlier, maybe two, nor that the banks and hollows and ditches and tracks and streams were also the work of men – a defunct ironworking topography that the wood blurred quietly, incrementally, with each year’s growth and fall.


Oak: a mud-coloured layer of scalloped leaves, flat and impacted. You could lift it like a piece of handmade paper to reveal deep-smelling leaf forms in shades of chestnut through mahogany, and on down through formlessness to humus. Beech leaves bed down with a lighter touch in tones of patinated copper. They settle delicately over time, and they almost chime when disturbed with a foot. Their rot is dark and velvety, as irresistible to fingertips as greasy dust on a horse’s neck. Hornbeam leaves are different: they return themselves uneasily to the earth. They are khaki like sloughed snakeskin, and they curl and writhe as the season drains them of chlorophyll, hanging on to the end of winter. Once fallen, they are unsettled by the slightest movement of air.


I was drawn to a clearing where young hornbeams reached for the sparse canopy. At bluebell time, when indigo spread to infinity, you could barely believe that this enchanted place lay just a few hundred yards from home. To my eye, bluebells are their truest colour in light filtered by the first hornbeam leaves; beech light is different. Hornbeam fascinated me even in winter. A hedge of hornbeam bounded one side of our garden, and I loved the contortions of the trunks and branches, their air of suspended animation that was not, I fancied, entirely of the plant world. Their fluted limbs were the colour of Cornish slate, and leathery like slow worms. As a young child, watching the wood after bedtime, I knew without thinking about it that hornbeam was my favourite tree. Hornbeam captured my imagination. It was a tree of this place, and it had to do with home.




PART ONE




Growing


I left home on a late afternoon in early January. A dark day that kept darkening and, around four-thirty, swallowed itself. I closed the front door and walked down the drive past dim, winter-bare shrubs. Out through the gateway.


Outside, in the lane, the hedges and sky had merged. I saw the house’s empty form when it was no longer visible: if you’ve known a place inside out for more than forty years you can see, hear, smell, feel your way around without looking, or moving an inch.


A flurry of impressions. Frost in the air on my face and in my sinuses, sharp as this day was dull. The first evening stars. Light snug behind closed curtains. The front door shutting with a faint boom. The smell of baking potatoes and, on Wednesdays, baking bread. The languid double-click of the kitchen door. Home, safe, warm. Winter memories stored up in the senses: I used to come home from school around this time, up the steep lane from the station with a torch through trees. Nostalgia, you may say, and maybe you’d be right – but just as these things are warm with hindsight they were warm too at the time, in my teens: out of my element at school, waiting for the bell, I looked forward to them. ‘Nostalgia’, if you dig down to the word’s Greek roots, strip away its rosy layers, means something like ‘a painful longing to return home’. I could identify with that.


Sometimes, to spook myself as I walked up the hill, I would zigzag the torch’s beam through the bare branches, afraid of what I might see, or conjure. Then I’d quicken my step a little, hurry home, glad to hear the brick-hard echo of the drive beneath my feet, know that I was safely back inside the high hedges.


But on this dark January afternoon-evening, for the first time, the hedges shut me out. My parents were dead, the house was sold, it was lonely out there at the end of the drive. From now on I would have to remember my way back in.


A train stopped down in the valley then crescendoed away, and after the usual interval four cars chased each other up the lane, cornering fast as locals do. Next door but one, a woman I did not recognise drew curtains in a bright bedroom and a wall mirror reflected her back like the café mirror in that Manet painting. There were no stars. A man walked past with a flashlight, a shadowy dog and a guarded hello, and all at once I was self-conscious, lurking in the dark outside a darkened house, to all intents and purposes a stranger.


As I drove away the headlights made a tunnel of the trees. Something pale skimmed my field of vision – an owl, perhaps, or weariness. Left at the blind junction at the end of the lane, left again onto the main road, on through the accident black spot and past the entrance to the forest where, when I was little, they found a corpse in a black-and-yellow dress; the figure on the police poster had blonde hair but no face, and I used to think about that. Onto the motorway with its lanes of purposeful lights, bland pop on the stereo, on back to London, steering through what was left of that day towards the flashing light of Canary Wharf like a person at sea. I was suddenly, absolutely tired.


Back in, through the five-bar gate – it is a long time ago, for I was very young when the gate disappeared for a lost reason and was not replaced – up the drive and along the front of the house, where the sun’s angle means it is afternoon and the hydrangeas are papery tones of blue through mauve. I love their blueness for its own sake, an impression of azure or a deepening to cobalt in their great clustered inflorescences. They get their colour from the clay soil, which is acidic: plant the same varieties over chalk or limestone and their range will be pink to Bordeaux. I remember my way on around the corner, scratching my fingertips lightly across the warm rough bricks of local clay, earthen shading to purple. Along the side through a dark glitter of camellia foliage, over the back lawn that is shrunk and fissured by summer, hollow to the eye and foot and ear. Maybe it is 1976, the year of the drought.


An energetic sound, rhythmic as birdsong but blunt on the finish: my mother’s trowel in dry ground close at hand. She only ever had one trowel, with a deep blade that she scooped into the soil and a wooden handle that she would wear to a shine and eventually loose. My father made new handles from time to time and I loved the way that one, finished with two encircling grooves, fitted to my own right hand. My father used this trowel for many years after my mother’s death; when he too died I searched high and low, but I never saw it again.


Another sunny day – these early garden memories are almost always bright, contained and safe, like paradise – but today the light is softer, promising, and the air fresh on my skin. I’m breathing in a spring morning, and a blackbird’s alarm call is merging with the thud and chink of garden tools, complicating their rhythm. Maybe my parents are digging the vegetable plot and planting potatoes. If so, it is Good Friday, a feast day in the gardening calendar when root crops are traditionally planted, and hot cross buns without crosses will be proving in the kitchen. As the warm dough rises it will tinge the day with nutmeg and cinnamon.


I am over by the hornbeam hedge, inspecting the wild rose in the brief, absolute hope – a child’s hope – of a deep-pink bud. I do this often, for weeks maybe, on my way to check on the animals: I have suddenly remembered that the rose is there, and it has captured my imagination. I’m unaware that it is far too early in the season: there is no suggestion of flowers, but globules of moisture pick out the serrated leaves exquisitely and strands of damp gossamer, half-spun cobweb, drift into my face then evanesce.


My mother planted many roses – shrubby, rambling, lowbred types that you did not prune into compliance but set loose where they could be themselves, within reason. The moyesii, with its lovely-sounding name and sea-green foliage, its crimson blooms like enamel; the bush that erupted in gold and vibrated with bees; the blush climber that scrambled about with a purple-blue clematis, carefully selected because they bloomed around the same time. The late-flowering one from which, decades later, I would cut small pink roses for my mother on the last day of her life.


There was something simple and original about the wild or dog rose. Nobody knew how long it had been there, and its briars threaded through the hornbeam hedge as though reaching for the sun or for something to grasp. The buds, when they appeared at last, were shell-pink, archetypal rosebuds. Each opened into a single-formed flower with a pollen-fuzzy halo at its centre, and the petals deepened outwards from whitishness through dog-rose pink to a trace, at the edges, of the bud’s intensity. You had to seek out its faint scent, inhaling and concentrating, maybe imagining. I could not resist picking a bloom, pricking my fingers lightly as I bent the green stem back, even though I knew the petals would scatter before I could find a jar and water.


Much later I chose to leave the wild rose be, perfect and untouchable, rooting my parents’ garden in the fields and hedgerows from which it was formed.


The garden was enclosed from a field that in turn was carved from the woods. A great tract of woodland, in fact, that once stretched through south-east England and earned the region its delicious descriptive name, the Weald – ‘forest’ in Old English. The exposed contours of hills, the broadleaf woods, the reticulating hedgerows that thicken into copses and thin to earthwork traces and dottings of trees: the topography of my home dates back to the Neolithic, when early farmers cleared wildwood to create field systems. It ebbed and grew and reverted and morphed with millennia of use: settlement and farming, fortification, iron-smelting, transhumance – a word that sounds metaphysical but has to do with grazing – and EU-sponsored set-aside. Its place names are built from Anglo-Saxon words for things of the woods, monosyllables that paint landscapes in my mind’s eye. Shaw, copse; den, a pannage settlement for grazing pigs. Hurst, a wooded hill, like the one on which my parents made the garden.


Paradise too is a garden on a wooded hill, an ‘enclosure green’ crowning a ‘steep wilderness’ in the eastern part of Eden. The lower flanks of the hill are ‘overgrown’ with ‘thicket’ that gives way, as your eye ascends, to ranks of high trees, ‘[s]hade above shade’, and then to a ‘verdurous wall’ – a plant-covered wall, or a solid hedge, or some kind of wall-hedge. This is our first glimpse of the garden in Paradise Lost, John Milton’s great poetic meditation on the story of the fall of man. It’s little surprise that when we first see paradise it is from the outside, for that is where we have been, the whole human lot of us, since Adam and Eve were expelled at the end of the third chapter of Genesis for eating the forbidden fruit. Whether the green hilltop enclosure has been cleared from the wood, or whether the thickets and trees have been planted around it, is not for us mere mortals to ask.


My parents had always walked the lanes and woods and fields together. In a photograph taken just after they met – my mother sixteen, my father seventeen, but so grown up in their overcoats and polished shoes – they are walking away from the camera along a wooded track or unmetalled lane. I loved that picture when I was small because I thought they were setting off to find their home, which in a way they were. In those early years of grafting, saving for a deposit, they often stopped at a hilltop field where two steep lanes emerged from the woods and met in a ‘T’; I can see my parents now, knee-deep in buttercup and mauve-dusty cocksfoot, pacing out, building and planting in their shared imagination. Eventually, and against considerable odds, they bought the plot, enclosed it first with pig wire and then with hedges, and built a house. They worked the field into a garden: I wish I had asked them at what point the one became the other.


The garden never forgot where it came from. Our lawn consisted of species that lawn-proud people consider weeds, but it was green and that was all that mattered. What is a lawn without clover for bees or daisies for daisy chains? The garden backed on to the field from which it was enclosed, and in high summer, low lit by the day’s last sun, the field shimmered with ripe grasses – couch, cocksfoot, rye grass, quaking grass – hundreds of thousands of seeds for dispersal by birds and wind and animals. Dandelion seeds drifted in on air currents that you could not feel. They hung in shafts of sun like celestial parachutes, and spun in slowest motion to the ground.


Any rural child will tell you that dandelions do not have seed heads, they have clocks. Pick a pinkish milky stem and blow on the soft star-faceted globe: the number of puffs required to strip the clock bare will tell you the time (dandelion time is always on the hour). For goodness sake, my mother said when I demonstrated this in the vegetable garden, sowing the seeds of yet more weeding – but she shook her head over the Tanners, who moved in further down the lane and took weed control to a phobic extreme. Whenever I think of them, Mr and Mrs Tanner are bent double. Their lawn was a fine-bladed thoroughbred and they weeded it doggedly and perpetually, their labour renewed by spinning, winging, dropping seeds and the underground stealth of couch and bindweed. They might just as well have rolled rocks up the hill, like Sisyphus. Their just-so house with its daisyless lawn looked ill at ease amongst the woods and fields, and its doors and windows were closed, blank-eyed, against flies and dust and children like me. Their twins sometimes came to play, and this was encouraged at first – I think we were considered a respectable family – but when I called for Susanna and Mark I had to wait outside while they were dressed and briefed for the world. I was a free-roaming child, and who knows what was on my clothes and under my fingernails. The twins were pale and flawless – starved of fresh air, my mother said – and there was something literal about Susanna’s hair, of which, though she wore a single tiny clip, not one was ever out of place. I often needed tidying up. The twins needed a walk in the woods.


I haven’t thought about Susanna and Mark for decades. They annoyed me back then, when we were all eight. They had been to an international school and their reading standard was, they let it be known too often, Very High (I’m Very Happy for you, my father said the first time Mark informed him of this). They wore their overprotection with tremendous confidence, as though they also knew their own minds. No, we can’t go in the woods. But I go in the woods all the time – we’ll only go as far as the beech tree. No. OK, we can pick bluebells on the bank. No. But it’s right across from my house. No. You can’t pick bluebells??? No.


There was to be no sitting on grass of any kind. No, not even on my parents’ field-lawn/lawn-field, even if it had just been mown. Certainly no touching the solitary cow that waited at a gate to have its dear wide face rubbed until its eyes dozed shut. But it’s a lovely cow – it will lick your hand if you’re patient. We are not to go near animals. Oh come on. No. Even so, Mr Tanner would follow us up the lane in case we failed to go straight to my parents’ house: I’d never felt distrusted before, and it was a relief for everyone when the twins’ visits ceased as suddenly as they had begun. By the time I had started to tidy myself up, in my teens, Mark was into Billy Idol and Susanna owned a pair of Dr Martens. On balance, I think they were rather cool.


The Tanners had moved from Switzerland, and Mrs Tanner was the first person I had ever met who barely spoke English: I felt I should address her in a special way but had no idea what that way might be. She disconcerted me not just because she never really spoke to me, nor because she made me stand outside in the rain, nor because she always wore the same grey skirt and sensible shoes, but above all because I never saw her smile – ever. I thought everyone smiled at you if you smiled at them unless they were angry or sad, and nobody could be angry or sad all the time (could they?). To my eight-year-old self she was forbidding and sour, her home besieged by its own surroundings. Today, I wonder whether she also felt out of place as a foreigner in England. I could not have imagined then that I might one day have something in common with her – that I would find myself living a stranger’s life in her country, as she then was in mine.


I could not imagine not being at home amongst those fields and woods, amongst the hedgerows that shared secrets with me and led me back to the garden.


I am not entirely sure what the word ‘home’ means, though I know what I mean when I use it. Home is where you come from – your native soil, where your roots are for better or worse, a vital coordinate in your map of who you are. It is also something that you make, like the homes in which I have lived with my husband Shaun or the patch of field where my parents marked out a plot, built a house, raised three children and, when they were not working, gardened together for the rest of their shared life. Other people moved house; my parents put down intertwined roots that only death would dislodge: their home, our home. Even so, decades after leaving the cramped rented cottage in which she grew up, my mother still called that place emphatically Home. The rest of us went down to Granny’s, my mother went Home. Then we all came home. If we were out or away and she mentioned home, an inflection told everybody which one she meant.


You can be at home to take delivery of a washing machine, and you can be at home by being comfortable, happy, in a place or a situation, as I was in the garden from an age that pre-dates memory. ‘Beth is in her element with plenty of mud & large spaces, quite self-sufficient’, my mother noted in a rare diary entry when I was not yet two. It’s an unremarkable observation to make of a toddler, even in early March with snow on the way. Yet when I came across this entry for the first time, in middle age, I felt a thrill of recognition because they are words that might describe my adult self, someone whose well-being is bound up with having a green space to tend. The garden is where I was at home – in my element – where I became a gardener, one who ‘gardens’. I cannot quite define that word either. There is something special about gardening, for we do not make verbs of other enclosed spaces such as fields and yards.


It was Paradise Lost that set me thinking about what gardening is. I was seventeen years old and off school because it had snowed and there were no trains. I luxuriated in the crystalline garden, and threw snowballs that baffled the dog because they disappeared where they fell. I lit the fire at midday and began to read Paradise Lost in its twelve-book entirety: we were doing the first two books, the ‘Hell’ books, for A level, and I wanted to find out what happened next. In the course of Book III Satan, exiled from Heaven, winged his way towards Eden bent on destroying God’s new creation, man – and early in Book IV Satan and I had our first glimpse of paradise. Paradise, I discovered to my delight, was not perfect, static, sanctimonious as you might expect it to be in a seventeenth-century poem about man’s unfitness to stay there. The plants in Milton’s paradise grew as vigorously as the trees and vegetation beyond its bounds: its bowers were ‘with branches overgrown’, just as the wilderness outside was ‘[w]ith thicket overgrown’. Its paths were strewn with spent blossoms. Adam and Eve, I read, must clear and ‘lop’ incessantly, sweep and rake, if they were to ‘tread with ease’, keep the garden from running or reverting to the natural world that surrounded it and with which it was of a kind. The garden must be gardened if it were to remain a garden. To garden was to deal with things that lived and grew and would, left to their own devices, be more or less wild. That was exciting. It made sense.


Until that point, gardening for me involved mud, space, fascinations and seemingly random obsessions. I loved the borders and shrubs that made my parents’ garden what it was, but with one or two exceptions – the corner of the herbaceous border where the Japanese anemones grew; a crimson peony in a sea of green alchemilla – my appreciation was general. Organised planting was for adults; visits to nurseries bored me stiff, apart from the rainy day when my parents were discussing shrubs with a specialist and I wandered into a greenhouse and found a passion flower in full bloom. Its intricate geometry, its colours and its textures were unreal, unlike anything I had ever seen. My parents found me there transfixed, and the kind nurseryman picked the flower and gave it to me. I wanted it to last forever.


I don’t know why I was drawn to the wild edges, to the things of the fields and hedgerows and woods that made their way into the garden. The dog rose. The hornbeam. A single bindweed flower in the vegetable plot: it was candy-striped with pink and had a bewitching scent, somewhere between almonds and those violet-flavoured sweets that cost a halfpenny for a small roll and neither tasted nor smelled of violets. I was thrilled one spring to find four or five bluebells that had made their way across the lane from the wood to the front garden. There were hundreds on the bank opposite, but those few inside the hedge were special. One of my first plants was a germinated acorn that I found in the lawn when I was six or seven: it had a tiny pair of scalloped leaves. I potted it up and watched it grow, on and off, and eventually it sold for ten pence at a school fête. I like to think that whoever bought it planted it out, and that my acorn is now a Sussex oak. The years accumulated in its woody growth rings, forty and counting.


The acorn started something: growing things. I remember the after-school afternoon when our greengrocer gave me a clementine with its pair of leaves intact. I was enchanted, for I had only ever seen satsumas half-packed in blue tissue paper; this was, remember, rural England in the seventies. The clementine was smaller than a satsuma, and more spherical. Its juicy flesh crunched when I bit it, whereas satsumas squeaked and generally delivered less than they promised. I kept the clementine’s aromatic leaves and planted the pips. None of my parents’ gardening books dealt with citrus fruits, but I picked up an excellent tip about creating a humid growing environment by sealing the pots in plastic bags. The pips’ germination was a miracle, and they grew into little plants with leaves that were bright and fragrant, like the leaves that I had saved from the fruit and now were curled and dried in a drawer. If you pressed one gently it released a citrus-floral freshness, something that you drank and inhaled. The clementines flourished for many months, and then they died off one by one.


Someone gave us a melon: I sowed some of its seeds too and, inspired by something I had read about growing cucumbers, improvised a protective cold frame from bricks and a clear plastic sack: my parents offered me space in the greenhouse, but I wanted to go it alone. By the time the seedlings succumbed to mildew I had moved on to cacti, an obsession that appeared, full-fledged, from nowhere. I borrowed, bought with pocket money, requested for Christmas and studied every book about cacti on which I could lay my hands. I demanded to be driven to garden centres, which suited my mother because she could look at perennials and shrubs in peace while I was occupied in a greenhouse. My bedroom became cluttered with abstract spiny forms. One day I came home from school to find a pink flower, rigid yet satin to the touch, its colour intense and saturated as though it bloomed in Kodachrome, the like of which I’d only ever seen in books. It was unbelievable.


I do not recall what happened to the cacti, but I remember the texture of the compost in which I grew them: it was very fine – John Innes, probably – with added grit. It’s funny how your fingers develop a memory for soil. How a place can make a gardener of you without your knowledge.


Decades later, on the night of my father’s death, my mother too long gone, everything grew unfamiliar. My brother and I left the hospice late, and returned to our parents’ empty house. When I woke up the following day, as recollection rose in waves and I began to swim, there was something odd about the light: it had a kind of viscosity. Distant traffic, a tapestry of birdsong, a car door slamming, the idle conversation of sheep, morning sounds were drifting in through the open window, but a special silence pounded in my head. The mindless business of starting a day atomised into actions of which I was acutely conscious, careful, as though undertaking them for the very first time. Picking up a dropped sock, running a tap with a ceramic handle, unlocking the back door. And it was the first time, for I had woken up in a new reality.


The garden too had dispersed into details that the thickened light intensified. A yellow rose was buttery, and a bee that worked it hummed in bursts of three. Another shrub rose was dotted with red. There was an empty bird bath, and the seed heads of an aquilegia were dry and buff and shaped like vases; some contained glossy black seeds. The garden had been so much more than the sum of its parts, and today those parts did not begin to add up. The garden was dispersing, receding, and I did not know how to keep hold of it.


In those first new days I picked flowers one by one. A rose-coloured anisodontea: I noticed as if through a magnifying glass the emerald star at the centre of each small flower. A bright-purple viola, and a cream one tinged with lavender. A yellow rose. A pink argyranthemum, its petals defined so cleanly that they might have been cut from plastic. Rosemary for remembrance, as if you would forget. Small bunches of flowers for ashes and flowers to hold on to.


The petals of an argyranthemum are not petals at all, but individual flowers: flowers within a flower.


Outside the garden, too, everything had changed – and once or twice, when I was out and about, I found myself thinking it odd that no one else appeared to notice. A special distance had opened up between me and the world: I experienced things in lurid, objective detail. One strange evening before the funeral, Shaun and I drove to a place of which my father had recently spoken. We followed the river’s meander in great loops to the sea and we were walking through sky, for pinkish cumulus and light blues and yellows were suspended in marsh water, and printed into wet sand unrolled by the receding tide. Sea and sky merged where the horizon ought to be, and above us an abandoned house balanced on the cliff’s eroded edge: when I tipped my head back to look up at it I became dizzy and felt, momentarily, that the house might fall on us. The chunks of chalk at the base of the cliff were oily to the touch, surprising my fingertips. We watched the sun go down in strata of haze and cloud and turned back along the valley towards the car. A wading bird materialised in a marsh pool, colourless in the incremental dusk, and yarrow flowers, off-white by day, were luminous along the edges of the path.


Then the sun came back. It slid out of the grey in which it had appeared to set and grew bigger, redder, duller, eating up the dusk. It glided in geometric formations with a band of cloud and showed itself in sectors, arcs and one perfect semicircle, and then it gathered itself into the atmosphere. For moments a bleached globe hung in the haze, like the sun ghosts that you see if you close your eyes tight after staring at the real thing, and the time when it was still visible overlapped with the time when it was no longer there. As darkness spread out from the horizon a single pile of cumulus was backlit from somewhere else, for the sun never really sets and it all depends on where you are. A chalk-pale horse might have been carved from the hill on which it grazed.


Back at the empty house, it was dark. Out in the garden some clustered euonymus bushes were strangely visible, their shiny leaves picking up light from a source I could not identify. I had never seen them in the dark before.


I found myself, as though dreaming, in a vivid distortion of the world, a place that no one else could know though our surroundings were the same. I’d been somewhere similar once before. I knew that I would have to find my way back, and incorporate that special way of being into my everyday life. And I knew that it would be OK, in the end, because of Shaun.


After my father’s funeral I went into the garden that now grew for no one in particular, my parents both gone. Some geraniums had shed their petals: they needed deadheading, an odd term for the removal of flower heads when they are arguably most potent with life. When flowers are to all intents and purposes dead, seeds develop in their spent heads and the plant’s reproductive cycle is complete. As the fruits or seed heads mature, hormonal changes restrict the production of further flowers. But if you remove these ‘dead heads’ before they can ripen, arrest the plant’s attempts to set seed and reproduce, it will reward your deceit with new flushes of flowers, maybe for weeks to come.


I fetched the clippers that my father had kept on the window sill. They were tiny, like topiary shears made for a large doll: they snipped crisply and sprang back between finger and thumb, and the rhythmic work absorbed me instantly. The geraniums that my parents grew were not what many people call geraniums, the red- and pink-flowered staples of window boxes and paintings by Matisse: those are pelargoniums, a genus that originates in South Africa and cannot cope with the idea of frost. The geranium or cranesbill is a hardy genus that includes British natives, and its flowers are as open and simple as those of the pelargonium are involved. Once, as I drove across Yorkshire with my father and Shaun on a cheerful holiday afternoon, meadow cranesbills rippled through the broad verges. The wind and light silvered their bluebell-blue petals, and I marvelled to see running wild and in masses something that I knew only as a garden plant.


A few years earlier, some time after my mother’s death, my father had come across a shopping list of geraniums that she had scribbled on the back of a mailshot. My mother never made that trip to the specialist nursery on Starvecrow Lane, for the mailshot was dated less than a month before she fell catastrophically ill. The nursery had closed down by the time the list came to light; I still have no idea how the lane came by its intriguing name. We trawled garden centres and nurseries, and bagged Geranium himalayense ‘Irish Blue’ near Cambridge and Geranium ‘Spinners’, or maybe it was ‘Brookside’, west of Tunbridge Wells before our search stalled. Today I can Google all six instantly, but then we had only the phone and serendipity. I rang businesses that no longer existed and people who recommended other people, and then a lady in Littlehampton said yes, no problem, she could supply all of the remaining plants and would drop them off next time she was driving east. It sounded too good to be true. Three of the delivered plants were exactly what my mother wanted, but the fourth was a pink-flowered variety called Geranium sanguineum var. striatum. My mother wanted Geranium pratense ‘Striatum’, the off-white flowers of which splashed and striated with indigo. Nurseries tended not to stock this cultivar, I eventually learned, because it was unpredictable. Its flamboyant markings were caused by an unstable gene that could produce an opposite result, bleached-out disappointment, and you could not tell which it was going to be until the thing bloomed. Pratense ‘Striatum’ is a maverick in a botanical world of symmetries, for no two plants, nor flowers, nor even petals are alike. A plant with individual petal prints: what a thought. No wonder my mother wanted one.


After lunch one hot July day I drove my father to a field near Maidstone, where a lady lived in a caravan. A retired nurseryman had put me in touch with her. The field was neither a nursery, nor yet a garden, but a place filled with geraniums of which some were for sale and some were not, and each was dignified with a personal pronoun, a ‘she’ or a ‘he’. A single pratense ‘Striatum’ waved particoloured in the scorching wind. We talked about this and that, and about my mother’s list, and my father and I collected together some impulse purchases. Quite suddenly the forceful, golden-hearted lady dug up the Striatum and gave ‘him’ to my father, refusing payment because the plant was not for sale. We drove back to my father’s house through blistering road systems and green chestnut tunnels. We sat in the garden late that evening, drinking wine. My mother’s list was fulfilled, the bats were hurrying over our heads as they orbited the house, and we wondered what kind of planting scheme my mother had had in mind.


Hardy geraniums are called cranesbills because, like pelargoniums, their carpels or seed heads taper to points that are said to resemble the bill of a fishing bird: geranos is the Greek word for crane, pelargos for stork. But as I clipped away at the geraniums in the now-bereft garden I paused to look closely at a ripening seed head and saw that it did not form a point after all, or not yet, but opened out at the tip, the style, to a minute star.


And so, with the deadheading of a geranium called Irish Blue, a leave-taking began that connected me with the garden as the house ceased to be a home. In the following weeks and months, whenever I returned to check on the property, I clipped off some spent flower heads or dragged bindweed from its stranglehold on a clump of penstemons. I tied in a briar of the blush climbing rose that sagged with its own floriferous weight.


The thing about plants, those planted purposely and those considered weeds, is that they grow and perpetuate themselves regardless of what is going on in human lives. What Dylan Thomas calls the ‘force that through the green fuse drives the flower’ is vital and impersonal, explicable by science yet profoundly mysterious. It involves you in itself, draws you into the shaping of and caring for something that is more than field or wood: it makes a gardener of you. Like Adam and Eve, you must ‘[l]op …, or prune, or prop, or bind’ the plants and flowers; you must ‘direct/The clasping ivy where to climb’. And once you have your hands in the soil, there is no going back.


Even if the garden echoes with absence you will be impelled to cut back a seedy viola in order that it might bloom once more before winter, or tug out some goosegrass that is stifling the dynamic forms of euphorbias, or lop unproductive water shoots from a young apple tree of which you will never now taste the fruit. The doing and the plants absorbed me in spite of myself, in their own here and now. Rummaging amongst foliage, grubbing in soil, I found myself back in the garden, on the garden’s terms.


I imagined the plants growing there long after the garden had forgotten us, bulking up and pushing their roots deeper with the years – the spindle tree in the far corner with its delicate flowers and flamboyant berries; the purple geranium that had been there for as long as the house and whose name everyone forgot.


Every time I left the empty house a piece of the garden went with me. I would take cuttings as soon as the season permitted; in the meantime I cut flowers – that pink argyranthemum, those roses. Back in London, at the kitchen table, I studied their forms and parts. I photographed the roses massed as someone else might have painted them, and then I switched to a macro lens and captured them in close-up fragments. When I look at these photographs now I see the wavy edge of an outer rose petal just past full bloom, or four stamens like horseshoe nails coated with pollen, one of them in focus. We take photographs when we want to preserve something ephemeral, a flower or a scene or a moment, or a person in a moment. I had many reasons for framing and zooming in on and out from those flowers with lenses that my father had passed on to me – but I wonder now what I saw then, or was trying to see.


Two weeks or so before my father died, he and Shaun took their last outing together. Shaun pushed my father in a wheelchair out through the hospice grounds, the sea ahead, the sea light and the seagulls, down to the rose garden. They made their way slowly around the garden, stopping now and then to study or smell a rose, and then they sat in the quiet companionableness of people who have been great friends for many years.


One day, when I went back, the house soon to be marketed, the Japanese anemones were out. The light was brighter and deeper and the air had the newness of a morning after dew. Something had shifted, expecting autumn. I love this phase between summer stasis and high autumn, a darkening at the edges of the days. A bead of moisture sits for longer on an alchemilla leaf, poised and perfect as though encapsulating everything before the day evaporates it. The flowers that appear when summer has burned out are robust and transient by turns: brick-toned sedums deepening to winter; colchicums raising frail pink wineglass forms for little more than a day. Michaelmas daisies on the way. It’s a time when, one terrible year, though we knew what was shortly to happen, my mother was still with us. I remember how she came out into the garden when we thought she was asleep, and sat with us in shade near the violas that she loved, and how I willed that moment to last.


My parents planted the anemones (Anemone x hybrida) when the house was completed in 1960 and the garden was still substantially field: someone in the village, a Mr Burton I think, knowing they were starting out and short of cash, gave them some bits of perennials from his garden. The anemones were a single-flowered kind, surpassed these days by double and bolder-coloured hybrids. I think of their unfussy shape as the quintessence of flower, by which I mean that if you were to say to a seven-year-old ‘draw me a flower’, you may well get something resembling a Japanese anemone. They are statuesque plants, strapping when happy but unsettled by change: they put down roots slowly, warily. By the time that I was old enough to draw its flowers, the anemone was well and truly at home. Its soft jagged foliage mounded up quietly before nut-like buds appeared on tall, wiry stems. They filled out and coloured up and then, when no one was looking, they opened: one day there were full-bodied buds, the next there were flower-shaped flowers, their faces turned to the sun. Their petals were chalky pink, at the blue end of pink’s tonal range, and their greenish centres were haloed with gold.


The anemones were blooming when I sat with my mother at the old garden table one September afternoon; the silvered wood of the table top looked smooth, but I knew that it splintered viciously. The deep sun and high hedges made parallelograms that inched eastwards across the lawn, and my mother was showing me how to take cuttings. She propagated plants in this way every year, maintaining her precious stock through the vagaries of weather and disease, and it was an art – a science, too – that I needed to learn. She stripped the stems of their lower leaves and sliced them to a clean slant with my great-grandfather’s cutthroat razor. Then she pinched out the growing tips, firmed the cuttings into pots of moistened compost and grit, and labelled them as she always did. On this occasion, unusually, she added the date. The fourth of September. Her last cuttings.


We talked about how I hoped, one day, when I had a garden of my own, to grow gentians for the utterness of their blue.


Earlier that summer, before everything changed, I had a long phone conversation with my mother. I was sitting at the table in the ramshackle flat that I rented near Cambridge, university finals were coming up, and from my window I could see the anisodontea: my mother had grown the shrub from a cutting, and planted it for me in a grooved earthenware pot that was lovely to touch. My mother was telling me in unusual detail about another shrub she was trying to source, and as she spoke something clicked. I was enthralled, just as I had once been captivated by a passion flower, the leaves of a clementine, yet in a new way. Later that week I spent more money than I could afford on a landmark encyclopaedia of plants and flowers published by the Royal Horticultural Society. My mother had a copy that lived on her kitchen table except at mealtimes. Its thousands and thousands of entries drew me into a new world – or a new dimension of the world in which I had grown up. I pored over the photographs and descriptions and cultivation notes. Today the encyclopaedia is shelved with my many gardening books, but in my mind’s eye its dust jacket – dark green, vivid with plants – belongs with King Lear (blue), an olive-green collection of plays by Yeats that left me cold with one exception, and a cream-coloured paperback titled, in dramatic brown font, Must We Mean What We Say?, which was a very good question. I was revising for an exam on Tragedy.
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