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Villa Marchesi, Bellagio, Lake Como


June 1862


There was the merest sliver of grey light between the shutters when Flora slipped out of her bed. She tiptoed across the rug and glanced through the half-open door into Umberto’s dressing room. He lay facing her, his clenched fist resting on the pillow. Even in sleep, her husband still looked angry. Shivering in her nightgown, she turned away.


The floorboards creaked and she froze, her heartbeat thudding in her ears.


But he didn’t stir and, after what felt like an eternity, she edged towards the other door. The handle turned noiselessly and then she was creeping barefoot along the landing.


The oil lamp on the high shelf in the nursery was turned down low to avert Isabella’s night terrors and Flora leaned over to kiss her daughter’s cheek. ‘I love you more than life itself,’ she murmured, breathing in the sweet scent of her child’s skin, ‘but I cannot endure any longer. If there was any other way . . . ’


Isabella slept on, her copper curls fanned out over the pillow.


Flora’s face crumpled with the effort of holding back the tears but then a sound came from the corner of the nursery. Her breath lodged in her throat but it was only the baby whimpering in his cradle.


She went to him and stroked his forehead, hoping to soothe him back to sleep. ‘I am so very sorry,’ she whispered, ‘but everything will be all right. Your Papà adores you and you will be happy.’


Orlando arched his back and let out a wail.


There was no more time. She must go before the wet-nurse came to tend to him.


Hastily, she pressed her lips to Isabella’s forehead, her heart breaking. ‘I promise you, we’ll meet again in a better place,’ she whispered. Tearing herself away, she edged out of the nursery and hurried down the stairs. In the hall, almost blinded by tears, she slid back the bolts and ran out into the misty dawn.


Sobbing, she raced through the garden and down towards the boathouse by the lake, heedless of the wet grass and sharp stones under her bare feet. Once, she had loved this place but now she was desperate to leave it.


She scrambled into the boat, shoved it away from the landing stage and rowed out onto the lake. The water was as flat as molten pewter with the night sky beginning to lighten in the east. All around her the mountains were veiled by low clouds. She rowed until she could no longer see the house through the mist that curled up off the lake. She shipped the oars and listened to the silence. Now, there was only herself in this vaporous grey world.


She dipped her hand in the water and held it there until it was numb with cold. Oh, if only she could numb her heartbreak as easily as her fingers!


But it was too late and she must act. She pulled her nightgown over her head and draped it over the side of the boat. Filled with dread, she stared into the depths of the lake.


It was time.
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Chapter 1



Kew Gardens


October 1919


Muttering under my breath, I hacked off spent flower spikes and dying foliage until all that was left of the delphinium was sorry-looking stubble. I attacked the browning leaves of the next plant while I brooded over my latest encounter with Harold Naseby. Full of glee, he’d told me he’d just seen Sergeant Waring, in uniform, heading towards the office.


Most of Kew’s gardeners had enlisted in 1914, but Naseby’s flat feet had exempted him from military service. He’d been one of the few remaining men at Kew when I was recruited a year later, along with several other young women, from Swanley Horticultural College. Naseby made no secret of either his dislike of women in what he considered should be an all-male preserve or of his particular antagonism towards me. He’d borne a grudge ever since Mr Coutts, supervisor of the Herbaceous Grounds, the Rock Gardens and the Flower Gardens, had praised me for my diligence and expertise.


Raking up the clippings of dead foliage, I thrust them into the barrow.


‘You can stop that now, Violet.’


Warily, I turned to see what Naseby wanted this time.


‘Get yourself down to Coutts’s office right away.’


As soon as I saw the smirk on his face, I knew what was going to happen. After all, I had been expecting it. I wiped my palms on my breeches and walked away without acknowledging him. I was damned if I’d let him see my despair.


I tapped on Mr Coutts’s office door a few minutes later, and he looked up from an array of seed catalogues spread out over his desk.


‘Ah, there you are, Mrs Honeywell.’ He didn’t invite me to sit, which I took to be a bad sign.


I clasped my hands together and tried to ignore my skipping heartbeat.


‘Sergeant Waring has been released from military service at last,’ said Mr Coutts, his gaze roaming all around the office but avoiding me. ‘He returned from France last week and is ready to take up his former position in the Herbaceous Grounds. You’ll remember that your employment here at Kew has only ever been a temporary situation. The arrangement must now come to an end with immediate effect.’


‘Immediate?’ I said. His words were like a kick to my stomach. ‘Without notice?’


He pushed a brown envelope across the desk. ‘Your pay up to the end of the week. Waring has been kicking his heels for months in France, waiting to be demobbed. It’s important that the men who fought so bravely on our behalf should return to a normal life as soon as possible. Besides, Waring has a wife and child to support.’


‘But I need employment. There isn’t anyone to support me.’


‘You have your widows’ pension.’


The pension wasn’t enough; everyone knew that. ‘It’s not only the salary. My work means everything to me, Mr Coutts. Couldn’t you find me another position? In the glasshouses, perhaps?’


‘I’m afraid that’s impossible.’ He peered over his spectacles at me. ‘Working at Kew has been a splendid opportunity for you but you always knew it wouldn’t be permanent. The war forced exceptional circumstances upon us. Life must now return to its natural order, and for a lady, that is not the workplace.’


A flash of anger made me glare at him. ‘Women proved their worth in many different capacities during the war. Now it’s over, are all those of us who found satisfaction in being useful to be discarded onto the compost heap?’


‘Not at all; merely returned to your rightful place in the home. Perhaps you might find some charitable cause to keep you occupied?’


‘Since my husband was sacrificed to the war machine,’ I snapped, ‘I don’t have a proper home anymore. But I want, I need, to work.’


‘Perhaps, but not at Kew.’ Mr Coutts shuffled through the seed catalogues. ‘A prestigious position such as this will be impossible to match,’ he said, ‘but from time to time, I receive enquiries about finding suitable applicants for gardening situations. One or two of the other young ladies surplus to current requirements have found employment in that way. Would you like me to put your name forward next time?’


Arguing with him would only destroy this fragile lifeline and I swallowed my pride. ‘Yes please, Mr Coutts.’


‘Very well. Don’t forget to clean and oil your tools before you leave. You’ll want Sergeant Waring to know you carried out your work in a professional manner, won’t you?’


‘Yes, Mr Coutts.’ As I turned to leave, he spoke again.


‘Your work has been exemplary, Mrs Honeywell. I shall write you a good reference.’


‘Thank you.’ I closed his office door behind me and walked with heavy steps back towards the Herbaceous Grounds. I’d been waiting for the axe to fall ever since the Armistice, but now that it had actually happened, I was crushed. Working at Kew was my oasis of calm in a world that war had changed beyond recognition.


Although the country was now apparently at peace, I saw ruined lives all around me. We’d braved the privations and separations in the desperate hope of a reunion, but for some of us that never came. For others, there was the shock of discovering we didn’t know each other anymore. My grieving heart still ached and sleep frequently eluded me. I pictured William’s face and my steps faltered. After the misery of the recent years, gardening and the regular rhythm of the seasons had been the only way for me to find any tranquillity and sense of purpose.


Naseby was lurking in the Rock Garden by the Herbaceous Grounds. He stepped forward, blocking my path. ‘Everything all right, Ginger?’ he enquired, his innocent expression belied by the gleam of malice in his eyes.


I ignored his inaccurate reference to my auburn hair. ‘You’ve got what you wished for,’ I said. ‘I’m leaving Kew. Sergeant Waring is returning from military service to take up his former position.’ I gave a scornful laugh. ‘I daresay you won’t find him easy to trample over with those great flat feet of yours.’


‘No doubt he’ll command more respect than a mere woman.’


I snatched up my garden tools and dropped them into the wheelbarrow with a clatter. ‘Well, good luck, Naseby,’ I said, smiling sweetly. ‘You’ll probably need it, if you’re going to be the only man working here who isn’t a war hero.’ Holding my head high, I set off down the path.
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Ruminating over the situation as I cycled away from Kew, I failed to see a shattered beer bottle in the gutter and punctured a tyre. I eased a shard of glass from the rubber with a groan and pushed the bicycle the rest of the way to my father’s house in Richmond.


Dusk was falling as I walked up the path of Rosedene, the Victorian villa that had been my childhood home until my marriage. Even though I now lived in a bedsitting room in Twickenham, I visited Rosedene once a week to have dinner with my father and stepmother.


I shoved the bicycle into the garden shed. Since I wouldn’t be going to work in the morning, I’d have time to repair the beastly puncture in daylight tomorrow.


Letting myself in by the kitchen door, I greeted Mrs Alleyn, the cook, who was paring potatoes at the kitchen table. Before the war, we’d also had a housekeeper, a parlour maid, a scullery maid and a gardener. Now, Mrs Alleyn managed the house with the aid of a twice-weekly charwoman and her husband who cut the lawn and planted potatoes in Mother’s rose beds.


A pudding was steaming away on the gas, the condensation running down the window.


‘Your favourite treacle sponge today,’ said Mrs Alleyn.


‘Lovely! I had a puncture so I’ll stay tonight after dinner.’


‘Your bed’s still made up from last time.’


My stepmother’s complaining tones emanated from the sitting room, followed by the rumble of my father’s voice attempting to pacify her.


‘Father’s back early, too,’ I said.


‘About half an hour ago. Mrs Hall doesn’t sound too happy, does she?’ Mrs Alleyn, who’d known me since I was a little girl, gave me a conspiratorial glance. ‘Probably best to go and tidy yourself before dinner until it’s blown over.’


I came downstairs when I heard the dinner gong. My father and stepmother were already seated in the dining room and the atmosphere was choked with simmering resentment. Father’s face was drawn and anxious and Mildred’s mouth was pinched together, as if she’d swallowed a wasp. It wouldn’t be a good time to tell them I’d lost my position at Kew.


‘Good evening,’ I said, taking into my place at the table.


‘I have some news, Violet,’ said Father, without preamble. ‘I’ve received a letter confirming that Edmund is well enough to return from Cornwall.’


‘But that’s marvellous!’ My younger brother had been recovering from shell shock in a nursing home for the past six months.


Mildred sat rigidly on her chair, her fingers tapping the table.


‘Doctor Gillespie at Spindrift House writes that he’s much improved,’ said Father, ‘though he isn’t yet fit to work.’


Father and I had been distressed to see Edmund’s pitiable condition when we visited him in the military hospital after he’d been brought back from France. ‘When is he arriving?’


‘Friday evening. I’m to meet his train at Paddington.’


‘I’ll come with you,’ I said.


‘And then what?’ snapped my stepmother. ‘Can he care for himself? As I’ve made perfectly plain to you, Gerald, I’m not prepared to nurse him.’


‘I’m sure that won’t be necessary, Mildred.’


Mrs Alleyn carried in the macaroni cheese.


Dinner was eaten in uneasy silence while I considered how to break the news that I was no longer required at Kew.
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On Friday, I met Father at Paddington station. We waited on the crowded platform for Edmund’s train, jostled by businessmen in suits and soldiers with kitbags. The shriek of guards’ whistles echoed under the great glass roof and the air was thick with steam and cigarette smoke.


‘I’m nervous,’ I confessed.


‘So am I,’ said Father. ‘When I saw him at Spindrift House two months ago, he’d almost stopped that terrible trembling, but he still wasn’t his normal self.’


‘Perhaps the sea air will have benefited him?’ I said.


Father ran a hand over his thinning hair. ‘The truth is, Violet, my income isn’t sufficient to keep him in a nursing home any longer.’


‘And Mildred doesn’t want him at Rosedene.’ It was hard to keep the resentment out of my voice.


‘I know you and your stepmother haven’t often seen eye to eye but she isn’t always so contrary. She can’t bear to be reminded of the war by your brother’s continuing illness.’


Ten years ago, a mere six months after my mother died, I’d been distraught when Father married Mildred. She was a widow and a regular churchgoer at our Parish church. When she started weaselling her way into his affections even before the funeral, I couldn’t help but see her as an interloper.


‘I wish your dear mother . . . ’ Father pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose.


‘I understand now how lonely you must have been after she passed on,’ I said. ‘I felt the same after William was killed.’ I no longer begrudged my father his choice of marrying again, only that it had been Mildred he’d chosen. As for myself, at twenty-seven, I had no expectation of another husband. Any unmarried men who returned from the war more-or-less undamaged would undoubtedly take their pick of the vast number of younger women available. No, my mission in life now was to safeguard Edmund from a cruel world and help him to be whole again.


A plume of smoke further up the line heralded the train’s arrival, and those intending to travel gathered up their cases and kissed their friends goodbye.


The train chugged into the platform amidst a swirl of steam. Brakes squealed and hissed. Carriage doors burst open, and a flood of passengers alighted.


Full of hope and trepidation, I scanned the milling throng for Edmund. After a few moments, I glanced at Father. ‘Do you think he missed it?’


He squinted towards the end of the train. ‘Isn’t that him?’


A gangly young man was descending painfully slowly from a carriage further up the platform. A young woman with flaxen hair assisted him.


‘There he is!’ I ran helter-skelter along the platform and came to a halt before him. He didn’t look at me.


‘Edmund?’ I said.


Still he didn’t respond but stood stock still, his gaze firmly on the ground, his fingers clenching and unclenching. Cold dread settled in my chest. Edmund had returned to us but there was no flicker of recognition in his eyes.


‘I’m Lily Gillespie,’ said the young woman. ‘Dr Gillespie’s wife. I offered to accompany Edmund since the hustle and bustle of the world outside Spindrift House is still a bit much for him.’


‘I’m grateful to you. I’m Violet Honeywell, Edmund’s sister.’


Mrs Gillespie smiled. ‘He’s spoken of you.’ She tapped Edmund on the arm, pointed at her ear and then at me.


His face lit up when he saw me and he pulled balls of cotton wool from his ears. I hugged him, my head barely reaching his shoulder. He gripped me as if he’d never let me go. ‘It’s going to be all right now,’ I crooned.


Father, out of breath, hurried to join us. He clapped Edmund on the arm and grasped his hands. ‘Welcome home, my boy.’ The spark of joy in his eyes died when he saw how his son’s gaze flitted nervously about.


Lily Gillespie handed me Edmund’s case. ‘The cotton wool in his ears is to dull any sudden noises,’ she said. ‘He’ll need a very quiet environment and no excitement or it will set him back. Really, he’d have been better with a few more weeks in the nursing home so don’t expect too much, too soon.’ She rummaged in her bag and pulled out an envelope. ‘Case notes for his doctor and a list of suggested medications. Peace, calm surroundings and plenty of time will be his best aids to recovery.’


Father shook her hand. ‘We’re so grateful for everything you’ve done.’


‘It’s a pleasure to see his improvement, but today has been long and challenging for him,’ she said. ‘A taxi home would be a good idea and some Horlicks at bedtime.’


Mrs Gillespie saw Edmund settled in a taxi before she said goodbye.


I sat beside my younger brother, holding his hand. His eyes were closed and small tufts of cotton wool poked out of his ears. When I’d seen him in the hospital, he’d had a military haircut, but now his dark hair curled onto his forehead, just as it had when he was small. It was painful to see him so diminished and unlike the happy, mischievous boy he’d once been. Ten years ago, when he was thirteen, I’d faithfully promised our dying mother that I would cherish and guide him after she’d gone.


Edmund had enlisted in 1914 as little more than a youth and returned to us as a broken man. I no longer had a husband to care for, but I would do everything in my power to restore my brother to health.










Chapter 2



I was writing a letter at the folding card table that served as desk, dressing and dining table in my bed-sitting room. It was originally the front basement room of the narrow terraced house in Twickenham, and the window faced north. Since I’d always worked outside, the lack of light hadn’t previously bothered me, but now, the prospect of spending the winter cooped up in such a dark and cramped space was depressing.


I put down the pen, blotted the ink and reread my wording for the advertisement I’d toiled over, reducing it to as few words as possible to save money, while still conveying the essential information.




Experienced, trained horticulturalist, formerly of Kew Gardens, seeks employment. Herbaceous borders, rock gardens, rose gardens a speciality. References available. Apply to V Honeywell.





It would do. The newspaper would add the box number for any applicants to contact me. I’d received three responses from my two previous advertisements. One had been looking for assistance in the garden for two hours a week, and another required me to relocate to Essex, which was too far away for me to visit Edmund. The third had sounded promising. A gentleman offered a full time situation working in his Chelsea garden and asked me to attend an interview. When I’d presented myself, the elderly man of the house took one look at me and shook his head. ‘Not suitable for a woman,’ he’d said and told the maid to show me out before I could argue my case.


I tucked the letter, together with a postal order to cover the cost of the advertisement, into an envelope. Spring was a better time to apply for a gardening vacancy, but perhaps someone might offer me temporary employment to put their garden to bed for the winter. There was also the chance Mr Coutts might hear about an opportunity for me.


I washed up my breakfast plate and tidied up before putting on my hat and coat. Looking on the bright side, the previous month’s unemployment had allowed me the freedom to spend my days with Edmund. My bicycle leaned against the wall, and I wheeled it along the passage and through the front door.


A cold wind tugged at the brim of my felt hat as I cycled through the streets towards Richmond. I stopped only to post the letter and then hurried on, head down into the wind until I arrived at Rosedene.


Mrs Alleyn was ironing in the kitchen and the slightly scorched smell of clean laundry took me straight back to my childhood. ‘How is he?’ I asked.


‘Same as yesterday. I’ve just taken him a custard cream and a cup of tea. Shall I pour one for you?’


‘I’ll do it.’ I hung my hat and coat in the lobby. The old brown teapot in its knitted cosy sat on the table and I fetched myself a cup. ‘I’ll go straight up.’


‘Righty-ho, dear.’


I was halfway up the stairs when I saw my stepmother standing at the top. ‘Morning, Mildred.’


‘Is it? That brother of yours kept me awake with his shouting last night.’


‘Bad dreams again?’


‘It’s about time he showed some backbone and braced up.’ She sniffed dismissively.


‘How fortunate we are,’ I said, through gritted teeth, ‘that we didn’t have to experience all the battlefield horrors that Edmund endured for our sakes.’ I pushed past her and opened my brother’s door.


‘Violet!’ Mildred called after me. ‘Kindly ask Edmund to stay in his room when my friends are here this afternoon. I don’t wish to be embarrassed by one of his scenes.’


I would have slammed the door behind me, but I knew that would distress Edmund. Instead, I closed it with exaggerated care. He was still in bed, and I put my cup of tea on the bedside table and bent to kiss his forehead. ‘How are you today?’ I murmured.


‘I made a complete ass of myself last night,’ he said. He looked up at me with shame in his hazel eyes. ‘Father had to sit with me until one of the doctor’s sleeping powders took effect.’


‘It wasn’t your fault,’ I said, ‘and you will get better.’


‘Will I?’


I nodded decisively. ‘Of course you will, though it might take a little time.’


‘I want to be back to my old self. It’s just that . . . ’ He lifted his hands helplessly. ‘It’s as if there’s something inside my head that’s determined to frighten me and make me behave like a fool. I keep praying, but I think God has abandoned me. How could He let such terrible things happen?’ Perspiration beaded his forehead. ‘Pictures of what I saw keep coming into my mind. There was a day when I was sheltering in a water-logged crater with a comrade. A shell exploded, and once the dust had settled I saw his face . . . ’


‘Don’t talk about it if it’s too much,’ I urged, worried it would make him feel worse.


He pressed his knuckles into his eye sockets. ‘Perhaps if I can talk about it at last, maybe then I’ll get the pictures of it out of my head?’


I stroked my brother’s hair off his forehead, just as I had when he’d been a small boy waking from a nightmare. ‘Tell me, then,’ I murmured.


Edmund took a shuddering breath. ‘Half his face had been blown away and his legs were just a mess of disintegrated bone and blood. I put my coat over them so he couldn’t see the damage. Eventually his agonised screams turned to moans, but the shellfire went on and on until I was nearly mad. The soldier bled to death, but even after that he kept staring at me with his one eye and I couldn’t stand it.’ He looked up at me, his expression so bleak I shivered.


‘It’s all right,’ I said, ‘don’t feel you have to go on.’


‘I must,’ he said. ‘In a frenzy, I dug with my bare hands into the mud at the bottom of the shell hole to bury him. But then . . . ’


‘Yes?’


‘My fingers plunged into the body of a soldier previously buried there. That was when I lost all reason.’ He fell silent.


Sickened, I pressed my hand to my mouth.


Edmund’s breathing was fast and shallow. ‘Sometimes it feels as if I’m back there and it’s all happening again and again and again.’


‘But you aren’t,’ I said. ‘You are here with me now, quite safe and the war is over.’ But would he ever be able to forget? I clutched his hand. ‘The Harpy isn’t helping, is she? We must drown out those horrible memories and find something good to look forward to.’


‘But what?’


‘We’ll start with small things. Perhaps we’ll visit the library and choose a book to read together. Or we might write some poetry.’ I hoped he might find that cathartic.


The ghost of a smile crept across Edmund’s face. ‘I like reading poetry, but you know I can’t rhyme two words together to save my life.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘I might try sketching or painting. I was good at that during my schooldays.’


‘I’ll buy you a sketchbook and you can give it a go.’


Edmund stroked the back of my hand with his finger. ‘You’re the best sister I could ever have wished for.’


‘I promised Mother I’d always look after you, didn’t I?’ I said, my voice breaking.


‘And you do. I still miss her. Don’t you?’


I nodded. ‘I’d never have thought of taking up horticulture if it hadn’t been for her love of the garden. Do you remember how she made our old gardener mutter under his breath whenever she sent away for a new variety of rosebush or tulips that weren’t in a colour he approved of?’


Edmund smiled at the memory. ‘And then there were the little flowerbeds she gave us. I grew sunflowers that were taller than me. It seemed incredible that such an enormous flower could grow from that little seed. I’d like to take up gardening again when the weather improves.’


‘Well, that’s another thing to look forward to, isn’t it?’


The rest of the morning passed quietly, and I persuaded Edmund to dress and sit in the armchair.


Mrs Alleyn brought us lunch on a tray. ‘Mrs Hall is expecting friends for tea,’ she said, ‘and she’s rearranging the sitting room furniture, inspecting the best china for dust and wishing she had new curtains. I thought you’ll be more comfortable having your lunch up here.’


‘That was kind, Mrs Alleyn,’ I said.


When the doorbell rang later Edmund started, his eyes wide and afraid.


I caught hold of his arm. ‘It’s all right. Look, put the cotton wool in your ears and you won’t hear the bell ring next time.’


The bell rang several more times over the next fifteen minutes and, despite the cotton wool, Edmund became increasingly agitated.


Waves of laughter and the sound of high-pitched female voices rose up the stairs.


It made me anxious to watch Edmund’s long fingers plucking restlessly at the skin on the back of his hand. ‘Why don’t we go out while Mildred is entertaining? We can go to the library and find you a book of poetry. It’ll be lovely and quiet, and we can read in peace.’


A short while later we crept downstairs, told Mrs Alleyn where we were going and left by the back door.


I tucked Edmund’s scarf around his neck against the wind and took his arm. We walked in silence towards the library.


On the pavement ahead of us, a black cat crouched by the gutter, its tail waving slowly from side to side as it prepared to pounce on a piece of crumpled paper. A gust of wind snatched up the litter and lifted it over the road.


A motor car sped along the street, and at the same moment it passed, the cat leaped into its path in pursuit of its prey. The vehicle skidded to a stop with an ear-piercing squeal of tyres and brakes, and the engine backfired with a series of loud bangs.


Edmund let out a cry and threw himself flat to the pavement, dragging me down with him.


The sudden impact of the pavement against my chest knocked my breath away. I lay unmoving for a few moments, and then pulled myself into a sitting position.


Edmund shuddered beside me, rolled into a ball with his hands over his ears and his eyes tightly shut.


The car door flung open and a man ran towards us as I attempted to calm Edmund. ‘Good God! I thought that dratted cat was going to be the end of me. Are you all right?’


‘It’s my brother,’ I stammered. ‘The noise . . . it distressed him.’


He bent down to peer at Edmund. ‘Shell shock, is it?’ he asked. ‘Saw it all the time in the trenches. Poor devil!’ He took off his coat and put it over Edmund’s head, rather like putting a cloth over a parrot’s cage to make it go to sleep. ‘I’m Captain Hamilton, by the way.’


A small crowd started to collect around us; a butcher’s boy on a bicycle, an old lady with a shopping basket who offered us smelling salts and a young mother with a baby in a pram.


Captain Hamilton lifted Edmund up and carried him into the motor.


As we were driven away, I saw the black cat sat on a wall on the other side of the street, serenely washing its whiskers. Edmund clung to me, his whole body shaking and his complexion greenish-white.


The tea party was still in progress when we arrived at Rosedene. Edmund’s legs gave way beneath him as Captain Hamilton and I tried to get him up the garden path, and Mildred came to see what was going on when our rescuer struggled to support Edmund up the stairs.


‘Quietly!’ she hissed when he stumbled against the banisters. ‘You’ll disturb my friends.’


Captain Hamilton raised his eyebrows and heaved Edmund onto the landing. ‘He was badly frightened when my car backfired.’


Mildred turned her wrath on me. ‘Whatever were you thinking of? Taking him outside, indeed! He’s not fit to be seen in public.’


Downstairs, the sitting room door opened, and one of Mildred’s friends peered out at us. ‘Is everything all right?’


‘Everything is perfectly fine, thank you,’ trilled Mildred. ‘Just a teeny mishap. My stepson is so clumsy!’ She pushed past me. ‘I’ll speak to you later,’ she said in an undertone. ‘And I’ll thank you to keep that brother of yours out of sight.’


Seething, I went into the bedroom where Captain Hamilton was removing Edmund’s coat and shoes.


‘I can’t thank you enough,’ I said. ‘I’d never have managed to get him home without your help.’


Our rescuer pulled a face. ‘It wouldn’t have happened if that cat hadn’t run into the road.’ He glanced at Edmund. ‘People seem to think shell shock can be cured by an effort of will, but your brother is as much a casualty of war as some poor chap who had his foot blown off.’


‘I wish the government recognised that,’ I said. ‘Edmund doesn’t receive a pension, though he might have if he’d lost a toe.’


‘Shameful, isn’t it?’ He touched Edmund on the shoulder. ‘I’ll be off now, old chap. Good luck!’


I showed him to the front door and returned to Edmund’s bedside.
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Later, Father returned from the bank and the dinner gong sounded shortly afterwards.


When I came downstairs, I heard Mildred railing at Father through the dining room door. I paused outside and stiffened my spine as I listened.


‘It simply can’t go on,’ said Mildred. ‘Edmund’s making no effort at all to brace up. I’ve made sacrifices for you, Gerald. I even converted to Roman Catholicism to marry you. And, against my better judgement, I took on your children and did my best for them. I never imagined they’d still be underfoot when they were adults. I could die of embarrassment at what the neighbours must think about Edmund making an exhibition of himself in the street like that. Try as I might, it’s impossible to have him in the house any longer.’


‘It can’t be helped, Mildred—’


I shoved open the door. ‘Don’t you understand that Edmund is ill, Mildred? He’s stuck in a terrifying world of his own and he can’t escape his terrors.’


‘Then he ought to be locked up in an asylum where he could get proper help.’ Mildred cast a glance at her husband. ‘I certainly shan’t stay in this house a minute longer if I’m to be at the mercy of a dangerous lunatic.’


‘Edmund’s not mad!’


‘Then it’s time he showed more moral fibre. He pretended to be ill to wriggle out of active service, and now he’s sponging off his family instead of going out and finding work. He’s nothing more than a coward and a shirker!’


‘That’s not true,’ I shouted.


‘Well, you would stand up for him, wouldn’t you, having married another coward.’


I drew in my breath sharply. ‘William was a Conscientious Objector—’


‘Exactly!’ Fury contorted Mildred’s normally pretty features. ‘He was too cowardly to fight the enemy to save our country.’


‘How dare you! William gave his life saving the wounded,’ I said. ‘As a member of the Friends’ Ambulance Unit he was as brave as any soldier. He ran again and again into No Man’s Land to fetch injured men to safety. And what did you ever do to help the war effort? Absolutely nothing!’


Father banged his fist on the table, rattling the glasses, and reared to his feet. ‘Stop it, both of you!’


In the throbbing silence that followed, I stared at my normally mild-mannered father.


‘I will not have this constant bickering,’ he said.


‘Quite right, Gerald,’ said Mildred. ‘Your daughter needs to learn some manners. I don’t want her here anymore.’


‘For goodness’ sake!’ I said. ‘I’m looking after my brother so you don’t have to. Not that you’d bother.’


‘Violet, enough!’ thundered Father. ‘Mildred, go into the sitting room. You shall have your dinner on a tray tonight – out of my sight.’


Mildred burst into noisy tears and stumbled from the room.


Father sat down again and wiped his face with his palm.


‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered.


‘So am I.’ His complexion was ashen. ‘It’s an impossible situation and I don’t know what to do.’


It shocked me to see Father so helpless. We sat in silence until a tentative knock came on the door and Mrs Alleyn entered with our dinner. ‘Chicken pie,’ she said, putting our plates on the table. Discreetly, she withdrew.


We both ate a few mouthfuls and then gave up before it choked us.


‘I could sell the house and buy a flat. Perhaps then I could send Edmund back to Spindrift House.’


‘Father, you mustn’t!’ I said. ‘Rosedene is our last link with Mother. I can’t bear to think of it being sold.’


‘A significant proportion of my savings has gone to nursing home fees, and I can’t think of any other way to raise the funds.’


He looked old and tired, and it worried me. ‘Mildred is right in one way,’ I said. ‘Both Edmund and I should be self-sufficient.’ I frowned while I thought it through.


Perhaps there was a way to solve the problem.


‘If Edmund had lost a leg or been gassed, Mildred might have been more accommodating,’ said Father. ‘She could have boasted about having a war hero in the house. It’s mental illness that upsets her.’


‘Mildred will never give Edmund the love and care that I can,’ I said, making up my mind. ‘I’ll take him home with me.’


‘That’s impossible. Your bed-sitting room is unsuitable for you both.’


‘Now I’m out of work, I can’t afford anything more spacious. Unless you could make a contribution, Father? It would still be less expensive than nursing home fees.’


‘You’d really be prepared to care for your brother?’


‘I promised Mother I would.’ If I could mend this one fragment of the terrible damage caused by the war, perhaps I might find inner peace again.


‘You shouldn’t be put in such a position.’ Father bounced his knuckles against his chin. ‘But perhaps we might try it for a while and see how you get on. I could send Mildred to stay with her sister for the next month, and you’d need to give notice on your bed-sitting room. During that time, we could look for more suitable accommodation. I’ll pay the difference in rent and provide an allowance for Edmund’s food and so on. While Mildred’s away, you and Edmund can stay here. How does that sound?’


I hugged him. ‘It’s the best answer to difficult circumstances. I imagine even Mildred will be relieved to agree.’










Chapter 3



Ten days later, I received a response to my advertisement.




Dear Mr Honeywell


I read your advertisement with interest and would like to discuss a gardening project with you. If you are free on Tuesday 2nd November, perhaps you would meet me in the lobby of Claridge’s hotel in Brook Street at half past nine?


Yours sincerely


Luca Marchese





Nonplussed, I read the note again. There was no address for me to confirm or refuse the invitation, and the name sounded foreign. I wasn’t surprised the sender had addressed me as Mr Honeywell, since I’d deliberately stated my name as ambiguous. How else was I to have the opportunity of meeting a future employer and persuading them I was capable of carrying out my duties as efficiently as a man?


On Tuesday afternoon, I put on my myrtle-green coat and matching hat. I made sure to pull it down to cover most of my hair in case my potential employer held the same views as my stepmother about the character defects assigned to redheads.


Upon my arrival at Claridge’s, I attempted not to be too intimidated by the quietly luxurious surroundings. I presented myself at the reception desk and asked if they would inform Mr Marchese I had arrived.


‘Mr Marchese is over there, madam,’ said the receptionist, ‘by the window.’


A dark-haired man was lounging in an armchair, absorbed in a book. He was about the same age as myself, wearing a well-cut suit and darkly good-looking in an understated way.


I crossed the gleaming marble floor and went to stand beside him.


An omnibus rattled past the window and raindrops beaded the glass.


He gave no sign he’d noticed me, so I cleared my throat. ‘Mr Marchese?’


He started and looked up at me with topaz eyes set beneath black, winged brows. He wore an unusually beautiful silk tie woven in subtle shades of olive and old gold.


‘I’m Violet Honeywell,’ I said. ‘You answered my advertisement about a gardening situation.’


Rising to his feet, he smiled. ‘I apologise, Mrs Honeywell. I was completely lost in my book.’ I shook his proffered hand, curious that he hadn’t been at all surprised I was a woman and that he had no foreign accent.


‘Do sit down.’ He held up his book. ‘The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Have you read it?’


‘I have, actually. I thought the relationship between the stoical father Don Marcello and his passionate son Julio was extremely well written.’


‘Excellent!’ He ordered coffee from the waiter and then regarded me thoughtfully until I began to fidget. Since he didn’t seem inclined to ask me any questions, I ventured to move the interview along. ‘Shall I tell you about my horticultural qualifications and experience?’ I asked.


‘I went to Kew a few days ago and spoke to Mr Coutts. He told me quite a bit about you.’


‘I see.’ So, that explained how he knew I was Mrs Honeywell.


‘Yes, your Mr Coutts gave you a glowing reference. In a nutshell, he told me you’re not only conscientious but have an artistic eye for planning and planting herbaceous borders.’


‘Flower borders are my particular interest,’ I said, ‘but I’m happy to work in all areas of horticulture.’


‘In my letter to you, I mentioned I have a gardening project in mind. My grandmother designed and planted a flower garden many years ago.’ He chuckled. ‘Her name was Flora. Rather fitting, don’t you think?’


I smiled. ‘My friends have made the same comment about my name. I was christened Violet.’


‘Violet,’ he murmured. ‘Yes indeed; how apt.’


The waiter brought coffee in a silver pot. He poured it into cups before silently placing a plate of shortbread biscuits beside us and discreetly withdrawing.


I sipped the delicious coffee and nudged the conversation back on track since Mr Marchese seemed in no hurry to do so himself. ‘And is the project to maintain your grandmother’s garden?’


‘Not exactly.’ He crossed his legs and leaned back. ‘She drowned when my father was a baby.’


‘How sad!’


‘My grandfather was grief-stricken. After she died, he couldn’t bear to see her garden still in glorious bloom when her body was lost somewhere at the bottom of the lake. Utterly distraught, he destroyed the garden and nailed the door shut. He forbade the family to mention it again. The garden is walled, and no one had been inside it for fifty-seven years until I forced my way in a few months ago. I’m afraid it’s terribly overgrown.’


‘What a poignant story,’ I said.


‘Isn’t it? The crux of the matter is that I’ve been struggling to find a special gift for my wife as a surprise for her birthday next August. I’m in London for business reasons, but when I saw your advertisement it sparked the idea of restoring Grandmother Flora’s garden for my wife Sylvana.’


‘I can’t imagine anything more romantic.’ Mr Marchese’s wife was an extremely fortunate lady. ‘Of course, horticultural fashions change,’ I continued, ‘and flower gardens of over fifty years ago might not have the same appeal to our modern eyes. Colour choices were often rather garish, and the plants were regimented into neat rows. Nowadays, we prefer naturalistic planting in drifts of softer hues.’


‘I’ve found my grandmother’s gardening notebooks,’ he said, ‘and there’s a sketch plan of the original layout. I wouldn’t expect you to recreate it exactly as it was. Use your vision and expertise to make it a beautiful and quintessentially English flower garden for a woman of today.’


‘Then you’ll want perfumed roses, clouds of lavender, irises, peonies, night-scented jasmine and clematis scrambling over pergolas. What a very exciting project!’ My pulse beat a tattoo at the thought of it.


‘And I think, perhaps, you are just the person to undertake it?’


Was he offering me what sounded like my dream job?


‘It’s certainly an extremely interesting idea,’ I said, ‘but I’ll need to know more about the budget and the location of the project. Since the garden has been neglected, it must be cleared before the new planting takes place. Depending upon its size, I may need assistance if it’s to be ready for next August.’ I was practically breathless with elation. I wanted, with all my being, to work on this garden.


He uncrossed his legs and leaned towards me. ‘Let me tell you a little more. My family home is set on the shores of a lake, and the land was laid out as parkland and formal gardens several generations ago. There are currently two gardeners. We used to employ six men, but since the war . . . ’ He shrugged. ‘Well, you must know how difficult it is to find trained staff these days. Still, you will have any help you need to clear the land and lay paths and so on. You’ll be in charge and have a free hand with the design.’


I could hardly believe I might be granted such an opportunity. ‘And I’d report to you to discuss plans and budgets?’


‘Yes, but all I ask is that the finished garden is so full of seductive perfume, colour and beauty that my wife will never want to leave it.’


‘A garden takes time to mature into its full glory,’ I said, ‘and by August many flowers are beginning to fade; however, if the budget is large enough, I can achieve a creditable result in the time. By the following spring and summer it could be glorious and, with careful planting, the garden will continue to develop over time and produce blooms all year round.’


‘You’ll have whatever you need. There’s also a library where you can study Flora’s notebooks and plan the layout.’


I envisioned myself in a calm and spacious room with my research books spread around me.


‘How would you feel about leaving London?’ asked Mr Marchese.


‘I’m happy to relocate anywhere, as long as it’s quiet and I can rent suitable accommodation for myself and my brother.’ If the house was beside a lake, perhaps it was in Scotland or the Lake District. Either would be peaceful.


‘You will have rooms with glorious views of Lake Como,’ said Mr Marchese. ‘It’s very beautiful.’


I blinked. ‘Lake Como?’


‘Didn’t I say? Villa Marchese, my family home, is in Bellagio in Italy.’


My exhilaration evaporated in an instant. ‘But I can’t go to Italy!’


Mr Marchese’s face fell. ‘Why not? Are you worried about the language? My mother is British, just like my grandmother and I’m bilingual. The servants speak some English, and I would be there most of the time.’


‘It’s not that,’ I said. Disappointment weighed on my chest like a brick. ‘There’s my brother, you see. The war was difficult for him. He suffers from neurasthenia, and my father and stepmother can’t look after him. So, I promised . . . ’ There was a lump in my throat. I held out my hand. ‘I’m sorry, but it won’t do for Edmund. It would be impossible for him to travel that far.’


Mr Marchese rose to his feet, regret written across his face. He shook my hand. ‘I’m sincerely sorry. I would have loved to see you bring my grandmother’s garden to life again.’


‘I apologise for wasting your time.’ I turned and fled before I disgraced myself by shedding tears of bitter disappointment.


[image: Illustration]


A few days later, I moved into Rosedene with my father and Edmund. Mildred had decamped to stay with her sister, and the house was blessedly calm again. We had a month to find new lodgings before she returned.


I resigned myself to remaining unemployed until the spring when it might be easier to find a new situation. It was hard not to feel resentful towards Mildred. If she’d been more sympathetic to Edmund’s condition, I might have left him in her care for a few months while I went to Italy. But Edmund needed me, and I wouldn’t abandon him now.


Over the following days, Edmund felt sufficiently well enough to sit in the morning room and use the sketchbook and paint box I bought for him. He found it an absorbing pursuit and produced some creditable watercolours. On the Sunday we attended mass at Our Lady of Sorrows without incident, and he appeared calmed by the familiar rituals. On the Monday I left him under Mrs Alleyn’s watchful care while I went to see three flats. None were suitable, being either damp or adjacent to noisy neighbours or roads. I wished I could talk with William and ask his advice on what to do. I missed his quiet good sense so much. Dispirited, I returned to Rosedene.


Letting myself in through the kitchen door, I was greeted by the comforting smell of toast.


Mrs Alleyn was making pastry at the table. ‘Edmund has a visitor,’ she murmured. ‘They’re having tea in the sitting room. Shall I bring you a cup, too?’


I wondered if it might be one of my brother’s soldier comrades. ‘I’ll take it in,’ I said.


Opening the sitting room door, I caught my breath. Edmund sat beside the gas fire, buttering a tea cake while the visitor held the toasting fork up to the fire. Both turned to look at me.


‘This one’s nearly done,’ said Mr Marchese. ‘Come and eat it while it’s hot, Mrs Honeywell, and I’ll toast another.’


‘Luca brought strawberry jam, too,’ mumbled Edmund through a mouthful of tea cake.


My eyebrows rose, and I gave Mr Marchese a questioning look.


‘I hope you’ll excuse me dropping in like this without an invitation,’ he said. ‘I brought tea cakes as a peace offering.’


‘But how did you know where we live?’


‘I asked Mr Coutts. I wanted to meet your brother and tell him about my desire to bring Flora’s garden back to life.’


‘I do think you might have told me about it, Violet,’ said Edmund. ‘An English flower garden is an ideal project for you.’


I resisted saying it was perfect. ‘But it’s in Italy,’ I said in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘You know the train journey from Cornwall to London was utterly draining for you. Lake Como is much further away than that.’


‘I’m no longer a child, Violet.’ Edmund wiped butter from his mouth. ‘I shall buy some rubber ear plugs and bury my face in a book while we travel. It may be a little difficult, but it’s time I start to venture further afield. Besides, Luca has offered me work, too. It’s a wonderful opportunity, and I must stop dwelling on the past and stand on my own feet again.’


‘Work?’ I turned to Mr Marchese. ‘I’m not sure you understand—’


‘I think I do,’ he said. ‘I’ve explained to Edmund how desperately we need gardeners at Villa Marchese, and he’s willing to learn. If you will take control of Flora’s garden, he could assist you. I’d pay him a decent wage. The situation is peaceful, and the air is very healthy. It’s a perfect place for a soldier to convalesce.’


‘I don’t think—’


There was a stubborn set to Edmund’s jaw that I remembered from his childhood. ‘Violet, allow me some dignity, will you? I’ve explained to Luca about my nightmares and how sudden noises trouble me and he understands. I cannot live with the knowledge that I’m responsible for you sacrificing your own needs and desires. Please, Violet?’


I hesitated, unable to forget his panicked reaction to a motor car backfiring.


‘I still have some business to attend to in London,’ said Mr Marchese, ‘but in a fortnight we could take the train from Victoria to Dover together. First class, of course,’ he added, ‘then stop at an hotel for the night before catching the early boat to Calais and then on to Paris by train. The Simplon Express leaves Paris in the evening and we’ll arrive in Milan at noon the next day.’


Edmund’s gaze was riveted on Mr Marchese’s face, and I worried he’d been persuaded to attempt an impossible journey.


‘I’ll be meeting my wife in Milan,’ continued Mr Marchese, ‘so I’ll settle you and your brother at a hotel near the station for a quiet evening. The following morning, my wife will travel with us by train to Varenna and then for a short steamer ride to Bellagio. We’ll be at Villa Marchese in time for dinner.’ He smiled triumphantly at us.


‘It’s such a long journey,’ I said, hearing the doubt in my voice. Was there even a remote chance that Edmund might manage it?


‘I’ll be on hand if your brother becomes anxious, Mrs Honeywell. You’re the perfect person to bring Flora’s garden back to life, and Edmund deserves a chance to move on from what has been an undeniably dreadful war for him. Please, say you’ll do it?’


I glanced from Mr Marchese to Edmund. Both wore identical, hopeful expressions. ‘Well . . . ’


‘I won’t let you down, Violet,’ said my brother.


‘You’ve never let me down, Edmund,’ I said. ‘Working in a tranquil garden might be very healing for you, but the journey will be too much. I couldn’t bear it if it set you back.’


He jumped up and hugged me. ‘I’ll close my eyes and ears until we arrive,’ he said. ‘But we’re going to Italy. Everything will be so different there, I promise you.’


He spoke with such confidence that he almost convinced me. If he believed it himself, perhaps he was right. If I didn’t allow it, would he always blame me for making him miss the opportunity? And what an opportunity it was! I imagined having a free hand to design and create a glorious garden, as Flora had done so many years before, and pictured bees humming over swathes of perfumed flowers in the Italian sunshine. ‘Well . . . ’


Mr Marchese grinned. ‘I’ll make sure you don’t regret it.’


I wanted to go so much that it hurt. I studied Edmund’s expectant expression and a wave of carefree optimism swept over me, washing away my doubts and fears. ‘Well then,’ I said, ‘let’s go to Italy.’
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