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To Kurt


with love for all the years


and


to Sue and Kent


for extraordinary friendship









Long has paled that sunny sky:


Echoes fade and memories die:


Autumn frosts have slain July.


Still she haunts me, phantomwise,


Alice moving under skies


Never seen by waking eyes.…


Ever drifting down the stream—


Lingering in the golden gleam—


Life, what is it but a dream?


LEWIS CARROLL,


A Boat Beneath a Sunny Sky
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Who would have thought my shriveled heart


Could have recovered greenness? It was gone


Quite underground …


GEORGE HERBERT,


The Flower
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England

July 1952






Midsummer, and the garden is a riot of roses spilling bewitching scents from every blossom. He drums his fingers on the back of the bench as he waits for her and watches a chaffinch swoop across the garden into the cloisters. An instant later there’s the scrape of the door, the rustle of silk, and she’s in his arms. Her hair smells of strawberries; when he presses his mouth on hers it happens again, that feeling he lives for—everything falling away so that life is simple again and he is himself, the person he was before the heavy burden of responsibility descended on him.


“I’ve brought you something,” he says as they sit down on the bench near the statue, the one with the best view of the door. As she nestles into the curve of his arm, he adds, “A present.”


“Why?”


“Because I wanted to give you something.” He holds out the green velvet box to her and watches her open it.


“Oh, my goodness—it’s beautiful.” She slips the ring on, turns it so the sunlight gleams crimson off the big ruby and the diamonds around it dance with light.


“I chose it because its color matches your name.”


“But won’t Julia—?”


“It’s an old family piece. I don’t think she’d know it. But still …”


“I mustn’t wear it out.” Her voice is like a sigh.


“Do you like it?”


She holds her arm out, studying the ring. “‘Like a fading rose flashing briefest fire,’” she quotes. “I love it. It looks old.”


“It is. And it’s yours now.” He rests his chin on the top of her head, adding, “As I am.”


He listens to her breathe, in and out—once, twice—and then she turns her face up to him.


“Can’t we—?”


“No,” he says immediately. “You know we can’t. We’ve been over it all before. I’ve made promises. I’m bound here.”


“Right.” He can hear the precise moment the sadness creeps into her voice. “It’s just that things are so … difficult right now.”


“I know.” He lets his fingers drift down through her hair, presses her head into his shoulder. “But what about the garden? You couldn’t leave the garden, could you?”


“No! I couldn’t.”


She is only acknowledging what they both know, that she’s bound here as much as he is. But the desolation in her tone makes his chest constrict with pain.


In a voice so low it’s barely a breath on the air, she says, “I could never leave the garden …”












ONE The Gala
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Somewhere outside of Oxford April 2009





For months, Lucy Silver has been dreaming about the Gala at the Elizabeth Blackspear Gardens, where she plans to make a classy entrance and impress everyone there with her intelligence, wit, and charm.


But before she can impress anyone with anything, she has to get to the Gala. And she’s lost.


In a foreign country.


In a car she can’t drive.


Alone, always alone.


She pulls off to the shoulder, clicks on the car’s overhead light, and checks the map again. She must be getting close—there’s no place else it could be. Turning off the light, she jams the car into gear with her left hand, lurches forward—and kills the engine. Bright headlights bloom in her rearview mirror. Fighting down a breathless feeling of panic, she eases the clutch out again, and by some miracle the car slides forward.


A lane she hadn’t noticed before reels up on the right. She catches a gleam of white flowers and her heart rises—it looks like hawthorn, the subject of one of Elizabeth Blackspear’s most famous poems. Berried hawthorn, fairy tree, my choices made—and unmade—me …


Help me, Lucy prays. To whom? Elizabeth? Grammy? God?


Hitting the turn signal, she waits for a stream of cars to pass and then turns into the lane, which curves past a muddy farm and another field of sheep. Just as she’s ready to start swearing, she sees the sign.


WELCOME TO BOLTON ABBEY  GARDENS & HOME OF ELIZABETH BLACKSPEAR PLANT CENTRE & TEA ROOMS


Below it, a small sign says “Gala Tonight,” with an arrow pointing to the right.


“Thank you,” she murmurs to whomever answered her prayer.


After edging the tiny silver car into a parking spot, she checks her face in the mirror and swipes on some lip gloss. Everything depends on this. A breeze lifts her dark hair as she gets out of the car and she pulls her coat around herself and buttons it up to her chin. Though it’s supposed to be spring here, you’d never know it; she’s been freezing ever since she got off the plane.


Just ahead, there’s a building all lit up and she can hear music and the tinkling sounds of voices and laughter. The Gala is in full swing and she doesn’t know a soul. But she’s here, in the place where Elizabeth Blackspear wrote her books and poetry in a ceaseless garden / lush with love. Armed with Elizabeth’s letters to her grandmother, Lucy has to believe she will find the evidence she needs.


Tilting her chin up, she moves forward, tottering only slightly in her high-heeled sandals.


Inside, the music is louder. It’s only a string quartet, but it bursts into her ears with surprising intensity. A young woman with a delicate gold nose ring and a streak of bright turquoise in her blond hair approaches with a tray of glasses. “Champagne?”


“Yes, please.” As Lucy seizes a glass, her future swims up before her: in six months she will be this girl, offering glasses of champagne at fancy parties instead of receiving them, since her only work experience outside academia is in catering. Looking around the room at the beautifully dressed people talking and laughing, she feels her aloneness again. She has three months to figure out who’s who, solve the mystery of the missing time period in Elizabeth Blackspear’s life and finish her dissertation. There can be no more extensions—Theo’s made that clear.


If she fails—if what she’s promised her dissertation committee will be here isn’t—her student loans will come due, she’ll have no job, and the career she’s been striving to create for herself will slip out of her grasp. All wasted. Worst of all, she will have broken the solemn promise she made to her grandmother.


There’s a podium set up on one side of the room, and a tall guy with red hair and a pleasant face is setting up chairs as another guy not much above five feet tall who appears to be Indian tests the microphone. A twenty-something woman with glasses and a short, asymmetrical haircut is putting the last touches on a pair of lavish flower arrangements—pink tulips, white narcissus, grape hyacinths, and branches of curly willow. Besides Lucy, they’re the youngest people in the room.


Which leads directly to her next realization: she is wearing the wrong dress. This is stuffy, refined England after all, not a college drinks party.


As she sips her champagne, Lucy notices a distinguished-looking man standing near the buffet table. Maybe that’s Henry Anstey-Carruthers, executive director of the Blackspear Gardens and Archives and one of the key people she needs to impress.


She approaches him and puts out her hand. “Hi, I’m Lucy Silver.”


“Well, hello … Lucy.” Taking her hand in both of his, the man studies her in a leisurely way that makes her wonder if he’s nearsighted. “I’m Reggie. Lovely to meet you.”


“Hi, Reggie.” Not the person she was looking for, but he seems nice enough.


“You’re an American.”


“Yes.” She nods, gently pulling her hand from his grasp. “I’m a grad student from Stanford, here to finish my dissertation, Fading Flowers: Loss and the Symbolism of Absence in the Life and Work of Elizabeth Blackspear.”


He blinks at her. “Good God—that’s quite a mouthful, isn’t it?” After taking a sip of champagne, he adds, “Actually, I think Hank may have mentioned you. He’s just there, talking with Sir Edmund de Lisle. In the gray suit with the somewhat remarkable tie.”


It is a remarkable tie, gaudily striped in orange and pink. With dark hair shading to gray, Mr. Anstey-Carruthers is almost good-looking—until he smiles, revealing crooked, badly cared-for teeth. As they watch, he smooths back his hair and turns obsequiously to the white-haired man next to him.


“Come, I’ll introduce you.”


Belatedly, Lucy realizes Reggie’s not nearsighted at all, just a little drunk. She follows him, tugging at the low neckline of her dress.


“Hank, Teddy, allow me to present to you Miss Lucy Silver from the United States.” Reggie turns to her, smiling. “Mr. Anstey-Carruthers, the director, and”—he gestures toward the elderly gentleman next to him—“Sir Edmund de Lisle.”


“Thank you, your grace,” says Mr. Anstey-Carruthers.


Your grace? Shocked, Lucy glances up at Reggie. Is he some kind of archbishop? But Reggie is waggling his fingers at a woman across the room and doesn’t notice Lucy’s questioning look.


“Miss Silver.” Mr. Anstey-Carruthers bares his unattractive teeth in a smile as he extends his hand.


His palm is so damp Lucy almost recoils, but she makes herself stand straighter, look him in the eye, and put all the energy she can muster into her voice as she says, “It’s great to finally meet you! I’m super excited to be here—I’ve been looking forward to it for so long.”


There’s a moment of awkward silence and then Sir Edmund says slowly, “Lucy Silver. I knew someone named Silver once.”


“Perhaps it was my grandmother, Amanda?” Lucy says. “She was a friend of Miss Blackspear’s. I have some of their letters.”


Sir Edmund lifts watery but still piercing blue eyes to meet Lucy’s. “I remember Amanda—a very gifted gardener indeed. And you are her granddaughter.” He breaks off, peering intently at her. Okay, so the dress is definitely wrong. Or maybe she’s supposed to curtsey?


“I find it so interesting that it’s taken the fifty-year anniversary of the publication of Miss Blackspear’s book to finally spark some interest in her work in America,” Mr. Anstey-Carruthers interjects snappishly.


“Oh, but that’s not true!” Lucy exclaims. “I’ve been interested in Elizabeth Blackspear practically my whole life! You know, because my grandmother knew her and everything.” It dawns on her suddenly that her voice is too loud—and too American. People are turning their heads to look; she needs to tone it down.


“Amazing,” Sir Edmund murmurs. “The likeness is really quite remarkable.”


Lucy blinks at him, surprised. “Actually, I’ve always wished I looked more like her. We are—were—very close; she basically raised me and I … miss her terribly.”


“This is Lucy Silver,” Sir Edmund says, turning to the older woman in black standing next to him. “She must come to tea one afternoon.”


The woman appraises Lucy coolly. “Indeed.”


“My housekeeper, Mrs. Beakins,” Sir Edmund says.


“Nice to meet you,” Lucy says, suppressing the urge to curtsey.


Inclining her head, Mrs. Beakins takes Lucy’s fingers in the barest grasp. “Young, aren’t you?” she inquires. “Tell me, are you a gardener yourself or do you only write about it?”


“Well, I’ve been a student, so I haven’t really had time …” Lucy flounders.


“Get your hands in the dirt, girl!” Sir Edmund says. “That’ll teach you more than all the books in the world.”


Mr. Anstey-Carruthers clears his throat with the air of someone taking control of a conversation that’s gone off the rails. “Now, Sir Edmund, there are several more … important people I’d like you to meet before we begin. As for you …” He eyes Lucy. “We’ll discuss this matter of your access to the archives tomorrow morning. We’ve a meeting scheduled, correct?”


“Yes, at ten.” What is this discussing your access to the archives thing? She’d thought that was all settled. “I’m looking forward to getting started on my research,” she says, trying to reassert herself.


The contrasting expressions on the two men’s faces remind her of those Comedy/Tragedy masks in the theatre: Sir Edmund beaming at her with grandfatherly kindness while Mr. Anstey-Carruthers frowns, looking annoyed.


“Now, since you’ve met the duke,” says Mr. Anstey-Carruthers, “perhaps you’d like to take a look at the silent auction?”


The duke? Reggie’s a duke? Oh God, she’s failing at this already. Lucy spins around and spies him near the buffet table again; he raises a fresh glass of champagne to her and winks.


“The gardens need everyone’s support, you know,” Mr. Anstey-Carruthers adds meaningfully, indicating a group of tables off to one side.


“Right.” As if grad students have money. She drifts over and examines the offerings: books, plants, admission to the gardens, tickets for something called the Flower Fête. But nothing that actually belonged to Elizabeth Blackspear, she notes with disappointment. She moves on to a display featuring a picture of a magnificent pink rose. Maiden’s Blush, says the tag. Flesh pink, loosely double, rosette-shaped flowers. A classic introduced in Britain between 500–1499 AD. Once you have smelled this rose, you will never forget it.


“Have you grown roses before?” Mrs. Beakins inquires, passing behind her.


“No, but I’m sure I can figure it out.” Lucy scrawls her name on the paper as Mrs. Beakins sniffs and moves on.


“Excuse me,” Mr. Anstey-Carruthers says from the podium. “If you’d like to take your seats now?”


After depositing her empty glass on a tray, Lucy finds a chair a couple of rows from the back.


“Good evening and thank you for coming out tonight,” Mr. Anstey-Carruthers begins. “As we kick off our celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the publication of Elizabeth Blackspear’s seminal book My English Garden, we’re privileged to have with us Sir Edmund de Lisle, one of her closest friends. Miss Blackspear redesigned an ancient walled garden on his estate, which dates from the time of the original thirteenth-century abbey. And someday, perhaps,” he adds with a waspish look at Sir Edmund, “we may even be allowed in to study and photograph it.”


A hollow feeling grips Lucy’s stomach, the same feeling she had when she opened the box of Elizabeth’s letters after Grammy died—like energy and fear rolled into one. She suddenly knows she has to get into that garden. Elizabeth’s interest in the idea of the hortus conclusus was well known, and here’s one designed by her that no one has studied yet. Maybe Lucy can talk to Sir Edmund afterwards—if she can catch him without the dragonish Mrs. Beakins in tow. He knew Grammy, after all, maybe she can convince him to let her see it …


“Excuse me, may I sit here?” a voice breathes in her ear.


Startled, Lucy turns to see Reggie—the duke—balancing a plate and a champagne glass and holding out another glass to her. Though she doesn’t really want more champagne, there’s nothing to do but take the glass. “Of course, Reggie. I mean, Duke. I mean, your grace.”


“Oh, come now, none of that between friends!” he chides, nudging her arm.


Lucy forces a smile as Mr. Anstey-Carruthers says, “And now, ladies and gentlemen, I give you—Sir Edmund de Lisle.”


There’s no place to put the glass down so Lucy sips at it with the confused idea that it will be easier to dispose of when it’s empty. If only she’d thought to get some food.


“My friend Elizabeth Blackspear was an extraordinary gardener and designer on a par with the most well-known gardening figures of her time,” Sir Edmund begins. “In addition to creating this amazing garden, she wrote six volumes of poetry, two gardening books and …”


“Lu-cy,” Reggie hisses in her ear, holding a chocolate-covered strawberry to her lips.


“Oh, no. No, thank you.” She shakes her head firmly until he takes it back and eats it himself.


Leaning in, Reggie presses his leg against hers. Lucy tries to scoot her chair away from his but they’re too tightly packed together. She settles for leaning forward slightly to create some distance, and focusing on Sir Edmund’s words.


“I remember when Her Majesty the Queen came to tour Elizabeth’s gardens and present her with an award for Extraordinary Garden Achievement,” Sir Edmund continues. “I happened to be standing next to Elizabeth and I said to her, ‘My dear, this is it—you’ve succeeded beyond your wildest dreams.’ With her usual modesty, Rose—er, Elizabeth said, ‘My dreams are wilder than anything in this garden.’”


He beams around the room, but Lucy thinks modesty is the wrong word. There’s something sad about it—that despite being recognized by the Queen, Elizabeth still felt she hadn’t accomplished what she’d dreamed of.


“That’s why it would be such a tragedy if her gardens were to be … lost,” Sir Edmund says with a glance at Mr. Anstey-Carruthers. “Lately, I find myself thinking of a couplet from her poetry: ‘Return to me the same, / give me my true name.’”


Sir Edmund’s voice quavers on the last line. He pulls out a white handkerchief and dabs at his eyes with a shaky hand, and it seems to Lucy that the room holds its breath. Even Reggie is quiet, though it may only be because he’s fallen asleep.


“And so, Elizabeth, I give you your true name: poet, gardener, creator of wonders, designer and visionary par excellence, and dearest …” His voice catches suddenly. “Dearest of friends.”


The words are barely a whisper, and Lucy suddenly has a lump in her throat.


“Thank you,” Sir Edmund murmurs, and the room erupts in applause.


There’s the sound of chairs sliding back as people get to their feet and the hum of conversation springs up. The duke lifts his head and puts a heavy hand on Lucy’s knee. “How about a stroll round the gardens?”


“No, thank you,” Lucy says.


“Oh, come now,” he murmurs, his breath moist in her ear. “Surely you wouldn’t refuse a personal, private tour?”


“No!” she exclaims, surging to her feet. But the chairs are too close together and she’s off balance in her high heels and suddenly, she’s falling.


The champagne glass slips from her hand and shatters on the stone floor as she topples. At the last moment, someone catches her under the arms from behind.


Looking up at the red-haired guy she’d noticed earlier, Lucy realizes the room has gone completely silent and everyone is staring at them.


“All right, then?” he says, keeping a firm hand on her elbow till she regains her balance.


“Your shirt—I’m sorry, I’ve gotten champagne all over you …” she stammers, feeling a hot, embarrassed flush creeping up her neck.


He smiles. “No worries, it’s just champagne.”


The Indian guy steps across to the table, grabs a handful of paper napkins, and offers them to her. “Here, take these.”


“Oh, thank you,” Lucy says, dabbing at her dress. He has kind eyes and a beautiful, deep baritone voice with a crisp British accent. But she’s just made a vow to herself that she won’t date anyone who’s shorter than she is—it’s too awkward.


“May I have some?” The woman who was sitting on the other side of Lucy glares at her. “You’ve managed to get champagne all over me as well.”


“Of course,” the Indian guy says, handing across some napkins as Lucy mumbles, “Oh, I’m so sorry …”


The young woman she noticed earlier with the asymmetrical black hair says, “I’m Kat Brooks—may I help?”


“Thank you. I’m Lucy, Lucy Silver.”


“I thought you might be,” Kat replies. “Nice to meet you. This is Sam, and this is Rajiv.”


“Sam. Thank you so much,” Lucy says. “I don’t know what happened there.”


He smiles. “It’s okay.”


“And Rajiv—you’re very kind. Thank you.”


“This is not a problem,” he says. “It is very nice to meet you.”


“Here, the ladies’ is just this way.” Kat gestures. “Let me take you.”


“OH GOD, I’VE just made the biggest fool of myself,” Lucy says, blotting champagne off her dress.


“Nonsense,” Kat says briskly. “It could have happened to anyone—especially with the duke around. He tends to get a bit lechy when he’s been drinking.”


“I’ll remember that for the future.” Dangling her fingers under the tap, Lucy dashes cool water on her forehead. “I’ve got the worst headache.”


“You’re probably dehydrated.” Kat pushes her stylishly ugly glasses up on her nose. “You need water—and some food. Come on.”


She’s a bit like a general, Lucy thinks, following her out.


Mr. Anstey-Carruthers is still here, talking to Sir Edmund, Mrs. Beakins, Sam, and Rajiv, and now Lucy’s missed her chance of getting Sir Edmund alone …


Kat stops one of the servers who’s clearing away food platters, commandeers a couple of chicken skewers and some vegetables, and hands the plate to Lucy.


“Thanks,” Lucy says and nibbles on a carrot stick.


“Where are you staying?” Kat asks.


“At a B&B in Oxford.”


“So you drove out here?” Kat’s raised eyebrows are visible above the frames of her glasses.


Lucy nods.


“I’m not sure you’re really fit to drive at the moment,” Kat says, pouring a glass of water and handing it to her. She beckons Sam over. “Have you got your car?”


“No,” he says, “I walked over. But I could easily nip back and get it.”


“Oh no,” Lucy says. “I’m all right.”


“Excuse me?” The blond server with the turquoise streak in her hair comes up to Lucy, holding out a dead-looking brown stick with dirt clinging to its roots. “Here you are.”


Lucy stares at it.


“You did bid on it in the silent auction, didn’t you?” the server asks.


“I bid on a rose …”


“It is a rose,” Mrs. Beakins breaks in. “It’s a bare-root rose. You have to plant it yourself.”


The amusement in her voice makes Lucy straighten her spine. “Of course—I knew that. I just … forgot.”


“What’s all this?” Sir Edmund says suddenly. “Did I hear you needed a lift?”


“Oh no, I’m fine,” Lucy says.


“We could run Miss Silver back into Oxford, couldn’t we?” Sir Edmund asks Mrs. Beakins.


Mrs. Beakins looks as though she has never wanted to do anything less. “Well, I suppose so, but the doctor—”


“Oh, pish-posh,” Sir Edmund says. “The doctor, what? Besides, you can always drop me at home first and then take Miss—er, Lucy into Oxford.”


“But …” Lucy and Mrs. Beakins both begin at once.


Sir Edmund makes a sharp gesture. “I insist.”


“All right,” Mrs. Beakins says. She waits till Sir Edmund turns away to give Lucy a gimlet-eyed glare.


But how will she get back here in the morning for her meeting with Mr. Anstey-Carruthers? “It’s very kind of you,” Lucy says, “but I’m really fine—”


Sir Edmund raises a hand. “No, it’s settled.”


Defeated, Lucy sets down her plate and goes in search of her coat. She thanks Kat, Sam, and Rajiv, picks up her bag and the rose stick, and follows Sir Edmund and Mrs. Beakins to the door.


OUTSIDE, A SLIM crescent moon sails high in a star-flecked sky. The cool air smells like freshly cut grass, the smell of new beginnings. But all Lucy can think is that this was her big chance to make a good impression and she’s bombed it.


They are perfectly nice—well, mostly Sir Edmund is nice—getting her settled in the backseat and inquiring where in Oxford she’s staying. After sliding on a pair of glasses, Mrs. Beakins maneuvers expertly along country lanes, through a village that consists of a row of shops, a pub, a cluster of houses, and a church, and then down a long driveway, where Lucy can sense rather than see the bulk of a large house at the end.


Sir Edmund gets out, wishes her a cordial good night, and thanks Mrs. Beakins, who acknowledges him with a stiff nod. He closes the door and they are off down the driveway again.


“I really appreciate you taking me home,” Lucy says as they glide through the village.


No answer.


“I guess I hadn’t realized how far Oxford is from Bolton Lacey,” she tries again as they pass the comfortable-looking Victorian houses along Banbury Road.


No answer.


A spatter of raindrops hits the windshield as Mrs. Beakins turns right in front of the Ashmolean and speeds up Beaumont to the gates of Worcester College, where she swings right again.


“It’s just here,” Lucy says, pointing out the undistinguished façade of No. 167.


Mrs. Beakins stops the car.


Lucy jumps out, then leans in to say, “Thanks again.”


Mrs. Beakins nods curtly and, as soon as Lucy shuts the door, puts the car into gear and zooms up Walton Street.


Lucy lets herself into the B&B and drags herself up the stairs, clutching the rose stick and wondering what on earth she’s going to do with it.


As she climbs into bed, a church bell begins to toll nearby. Lucy loves bells, but tonight they sound like reminders of her own incompetence—dumb, dumb, dumb—echoing twelve times across the city.














TWO A Meeting with Mr. Anstey-Carruthers
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“Ah, Miss Silver, here you are at last.” Henry Anstey-Carruthers says the next morning, snatching off his reading glasses. He reaches across the enormous desk to shake Lucy’s hand.


Once again, his sweaty palm almost makes her recoil.


She lifts her chin. “Mr. Anstey-Carruthers.”


“Do, please, sit down. I’m glad to see you could make it out here this morning after your … er, evening last night.”


Lucy frowns. “My … evening?”


“Not being in a proper state to drive and all.” He smirks at her as though he’s already filed her in her proper category: Grad Students Who Drink Too Much at Parties.


Though it’s true that she woke up with a headache and that getting back to Bolton Abbey was as complicated as she’d feared, involving the train, a long, muddy walk across the fields, and being escorted to the ladies’ room by Kat for the second time in less than twenty-four hours when she finally arrived—yes, a few minutes late—there’s no way she is going to allow this unpleasant man to patronize her.


“I’m fine, thank you,” she says sharply.


Tenting his fingers together, Mr. Anstey-Carruthers says, “Now, as I understand it, you have some letters from Miss Blackspear in your possession?”


“Yes.” Lucy extracts a file of copies from her bag and hands it across to him. “My grandmother, Amanda Keeling Silver, was working at the Huntington Gardens in California when Elizabeth Blackspear visited there in the early 1950s. Since my grandmother was English too, they struck up a friendship. I inherited the letters three years ago when Amanda … died.”


“I see.” Mr. Anstey-Carruthers slides on his glasses and scans each page before turning it face-down on the desk. When he’s done, he leans back in his chair and removes his glasses. “Well, with the exception of the telegram, of course, I can confirm that they all appear to be written in Miss Blackspear’s hand. But at first glance, they don’t appear to be much more than minor women’s chit-chat.”


Lucy bristles and leans forward. “With all due respect, I disagree. I believe the letters indicate that Elizabeth was facing a crisis in her life. And besides what’s evident in the letters themselves, my grandmother told me that was the case.”


He looks skeptical. “So now we’re talking about your gran and her theories?”


“My grandmother told me there was a secret of Elizabeth’s that she’d carried all her life. I think it ties in with a period of creative fallowness in Elizabeth’s writing career.” Taking in a deep breath, Lucy goes on, “If you look at the letters, I think it’s hinted at here …” She fumbles with the pages. “‘You’ll say I should talk to him but I simply can’t.’ And then there’s this: ‘The tulips are coming out and it’s driving me mad not to be out in the garden but I can’t chance it.’ And what about this? ‘Dearest Amanda, you must see that it is much too late now.’”


“Did your gran give you any idea what this secret might be?” Mr. Anstey-Carruthers inquires.


“Well, no—I mean, not exactly.” His desk is centered between two beautiful arched windows; Lucy looks past him, wishing she could glimpse a flower, something green, something living, anything beyond this sterile office with its weird hair salon smell.


Walking across the fields from the train station earlier this morning, she found herself captivated by the early spring beauty of the English countryside. Birds warbled and chattered amidst lime-green leaves and pale pink blossoms, and the shifting clouds shimmered in the wavering surface of the river. All along the path, hawthorn bushes erupted to the tips of their branches with white flowers. She breathed in their elusive, sweet scent, imagining Elizabeth Blackspear passing these very hawthorn trees and going back to her study to write Blooming hawthorn, goddess tree, chasteness or fertility.


There’s a clock ticking somewhere in Mr. Anstey-Carruthers’ office; Lucy pushes down the tight feeling of panic growing in her chest.


“My grandmother—she was dying by then, you see, and perhaps not completely clear in her mind …”


“Even better,” he says with false geniality. “A dying grandmother with a secret.”


How dare he? Lucy’s heart races, her stomach clenches; for an instant she thinks she will cry—or throw up. Every nerve in her body jangles as multiple thoughts collide in her head: how this is going so badly, worse than she could ever have imagined, and all the years she’s spent studying and working just to get here—alone in the world, always alone, because the people who should be there to support her are dead—


“So, just because you have a few letters from Elizabeth Blackspear to your gran,” says Mr. Anstey-Carruthers, “you think that you’re going to find something that eminent scholars and all her previous biographers, including myself, have somehow missed?”


Gripping the sides of the chair to keep herself from bolting out of the office, Lucy chooses her words carefully. “I think something happened that shook Elizabeth to her core, and she couldn’t talk to anyone about it.”


“Do you have any evidence for this remarkable claim?”


The contempt in his voice provokes Lucy into going further than she’s ever dared. “I think there’s a gap here, a missing time period that coincides with a reference Elizabeth made to a ‘crisis of faith.’” God, this is going to sound lame, but she has to say it. “It has to do with a … a tree.”


“A tree?”


“Elizabeth wrote about a certain summer when she took refuge under a yew tree in the garden—I think it must have been the summer of 1953, because in November that year, the yew tree blew down in a storm …”


“You’re basing your entire theory on a tree?” His look of disbelief would be comical if it wasn’t so important.


“No, there’s more to it than that,” Lucy says. “Elizabeth wasn’t writing during that time—which, taken together with the telegram, I believe indicates a crisis. And of course, I intend to read everything I can find in the archives. To which you already agreed to give me access.” A new thought shoots across her mind: What if he’s stonewalling me because there’s something he doesn’t want me to find?


“Good God, what are these American universities teaching?” Mr. Anstey-Carruthers says wonderingly, half to himself.


Ignoring him, Lucy shoots her last bolt. “For almost three years, Elizabeth produced no new poems and made no major changes to her garden. Essentially, she withdrew from society. I think she was grieving. A line in one of her letters haunts me: ‘I must find a way to write the truth in my own Language of Flowers.’” She stops, appalled to find her voice shaking.


“Well this is a lovely little soap opera you’ve created for yourself, isn’t it?” Mr. Anstey-Carruthers inquires. “Lots of ingenious … ideas, and very little proof.”


The clock is ticking again and it’s in perfect rhythm with the throbbing in Lucy’s head. Mr. Anstey-Carruthers eyes her and she stares steadily back, refusing to flinch.


Finally, he moves his head up and down once, like someone who’s made a decision, and then pulls his lips back in what’s meant to be a smile. “There’s a further issue. We’ve recently had an archival expert in—Margot Van Wyck—one of the top people. She assessed our storage methods and was concerned about the condition of some of the documents—the letters and garden journals in particular. The substandard quality of notepaper used in Britain during and after the war has not aged well and the documents are therefore in extremely fragile condition. She advised that until we have the funding to copy or digitize the originals, we should strictly limit physical access to them, as well as their exposure to heat, light, and air. We applied for a Heritage Lottery Fund grant to help with this, but unfortunately, we’ve just learned that our application’s been denied. We’ve engaged an archivist—Rajiv Resham—but as you can see, the position is … rather difficult.”


“That certainly was not made clear to me at the time my dissertation proposal was approved,” Lucy says. “My understanding was that my status as a visiting scholar would give me access to the documents I need. Also, as I’m sure you know from reviewing my application, I’ve been thoroughly trained in the handling of archival materials.”


“As well,” Henry Anstey-Carruthers continues, as if Lucy didn’t just speak, “there are a few, er, legal issues with some of the documents that we are currently attempting to resolve. That, together with their fragile condition, would seem to limit how frequently they can be handled. And even if they were accessible, I think you’d quickly find that there is nothing of special interest there at all.”


“But I—but you …” she begins, struggling to find a foothold in the midst of this deluge of bureaucratic verbiage.


“Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He stands up and extends his hand.


Too stunned to resist further, Lucy gets to her feet, endures another damp handshake, and stumbles out of his office.


KAT BROOKS ISN’T at her desk, so at least Lucy can retain the last shreds of her dignity. As she passes through the ghostly gray entry hall, she tries to think.


Her grant funds will barely see her through till her visa expires September 21. If there’s anything to be found, she has to find it this summer. After the fight she went through to get her dissertation topic approved, the last thing she wants to do is get Theo involved. But she can’t let Henry Anstey-Carruthers just roll her as though the agreement he signed is meaningless. Out of all the possible problems she anticipated encountering in England, this one didn’t even make the list.


She hears her grandmother’s voice again: Lucy darling, I’ve been holding someone’s secret my whole life, and I need you to set it free. Grammy was so sick by then—a shadow of her normal, vibrant self—that Lucy would have promised her the moon and sixpence if it would have done any good. I’ll try, Grammy, you know I will. But how will I know when I find it? Underneath all that, there’s another feeling fighting to surface: a weird kind of relief at being free of the burden of her promise to her grandmother. I tried—I went there, but they wouldn’t let me in.


Okay, so that’s a cowardly thought, but how can she possibly right a wrong that’s at least fifty years old—especially when she doesn’t know what it is? And, she thinks as she opens the front door, what difference could it possibly make to anyone now if I did?


Stepping off the porch, she almost collides with a man in a hard hat carrying a roll of plans.


“Sorry.”


He turns and she realizes it’s Sam, the guy who rescued her from the duke last night.


“Oh, hi.”


He smiles. “How are you this morning?”


“Um—okay,” she lies, glancing back at the house.


“What’s up?”


“It’s him—Mr. Anstey-Carruthers. He’s going back on everything he said, everything he agreed to …”


“Have you spoken to Kat?”


“No. She wasn’t in her office when I came out.”


“She’s the one who really runs the place, you know,” Sam says. “Sometimes she can get ‘round him when no one else can.”


“Really.” Trying to pull herself together, Lucy stares at his T-shirt, taking in the logo of a blue hammer with the words SOUTHERN ENGLAND CONSTRUCTION WORKS and the badge on the lanyard around his neck. “So, what do you do around here anyway?” she asks. “I’m guessing you’re not a duke.”


It’s a lame joke, and he gives her a quizzical look in return. “No, there’s nothing special about my bloodline. I’m the project manager here for the new Visitors’ Centre project. Pop in when you’ve got a moment and I’ll show you around.”


“Well”—she sighs—“how about right now?”


“Sure, why not.”


“Hey—Sam!” a woman calls suddenly. Turning, Lucy sees Kat standing on the porch. “We’ve a meeting scheduled this morning. Had you forgotten?”


Glancing at Sam, Lucy sees his pale eyebrows rise so high they almost disappear into the fringe of copper hair on his forehead.


“A meeting?” he says. “Regarding …”


“Regarding—um, scheduling,” Kat says, still without acknowledging Lucy.


Sam turns to her. “Sorry. Another time, I guess.”


“Of course.” Lucy watches Sam trot off toward Kat like an obedient puppy, and then remembers her own question. “Wait a minute—Kat?” she calls.


But the door closes behind them, leaving her alone. Everyone’s shutting her out—first, Mr. Anstey-Carruthers, and now Kat and Sam.


The archives may be closed to her—at least until she can sic Theo on them—but Elizabeth’s gardens are still open. Lucy lifts her chin. It’s time to see what she can discover there.












THREE Elizabeth Blackspear’s Garden






[image: image]


Trying to ignore the construction trenches, scaffolding, and the workmen shouting at one another, Lucy approaches the high brick wall and steps into Elizabeth Blackspear’s garden. She waits for a feeling, but when it comes, it’s not the one she expects. The wall on her right is so high, it almost blocks the light, and the feeling she gets is sheltered, possibly even hidden. For such a well-known garden, it’s odd that there’s no feeling of open expanse; the path is narrow and what’s ahead still obscure.


But it focuses her attention on what’s nearby. When she looks down, she sees the delicate purple bells of snakeshead fritillaries. With a gasp of delight, Lucy kneels and pulls out her phone. Seeing fritillaries here is like finding Grammy’s soul alive on the earth. After snapping several photos, she turns one of the flowers up, and admires its exotic checkerboard pattern. When she was a child, Grammy told her that the fairies used them as teacups, with laurel leaves for saucers. Lucy had tried many times to drink out of them, but the water always dripped down the front of her shirt. It was the second most disappointing experience of her childhood, just behind the realization that no matter how many times she jumped off the back porch with an open umbrella, she would never be lifted into the air like Mary Poppins.


On the other side of the path, the fritillaries have been allowed to naturalize in the grass among drifts of airy white daffodils, a romantic look she loves. This path, the Virgin’s Walk, is like the edge between wild and cultivated, a reminder that without the gardener’s hand, nature is always waiting to overtake.


Lucy makes her way slowly toward the statue of the Virgin, a pale, attenuated figure on a stone plinth backed by a dark screen of yew. Despite her long skirts and drooping breasts, the Virgin appears oddly sexless. If it’s meant to be Mary, where’s the child? And since walled gardens are traditionally associated with Mary, why did Elizabeth place the statue here instead of in the Walled Garden?


In front of the Virgin, the path diverges: left toward the River Walk, right toward the Grand Allée. Heading right, Lucy emerges into open space, the garden spread out before her.


A wide herbaceous border bright with hundreds of buttery daffodils follows the curve of the brick wall back toward the house. On the other side, a series of perennial beds, hedges, and lawns gradually give way to a long vista of fields and softly shaped trees, situating the garden in the lush green bowl of the English countryside. Lucy decides the constricted entrance makes one appreciate the expansive view. Still, it seems like a weird way to enter the garden.


She turns in a circle, snapping photos, knowing her cell-phone camera will never be able to capture what she sees—or how she feels about it. All the time she’s spent, all the work she’s done, it’s all been focused on getting here, to this garden. I must find a way to write the truth in my own Language of Flowers, Elizabeth wrote to Grammy, and now Lucy knows why. There’s a memory here, a mood, a spirit of sweetness verging on sadness. She feels vindicated—and, at the same time, terrified.


Across the lawn, a group of older people is making its way along one of the perennial beds. They’re pointing out plants to one another, which makes Lucy think of Sir Edmund. For this garden to be lost, as he implied it might be last night, would be so wrong. She remembers his story of the Queen’s visit and Elizabeth’s response: My dreams are wilder than anything in this garden.


The white-haired group disappears behind a hedge and, impulsively, Lucy stretches out her arms. “What were your dreams?” she asks aloud. “You must have had secrets—what were they?” She turns slowly in a wide circle. “Tell me—I’m listening.”


The only response is a chilly breeze that ruffles through the wet leaves, sending branches swaying and releasing a shower of drops onto her head. Pushing her hair back, Lucy consults her map.


When she looks up, there’s a man wearing a mac over his business suit striding across the garden toward her and, oh God, it’s Mr. Anstey-Carruthers.


“I’ve thought through our conversation again,” he says abruptly as he reaches her, “and I just wanted to say that your idea about a crisis in Miss Blackspear’s life—well, it’s really a non-starter.”


“But why—”


“There are many other aspects of Miss Blackspear’s gardening career—her interest in healing plants, for instance—that have never received proper scholarly attention,” he interrupts. “I’m simply suggesting that you might find directing your research efforts toward some of them more … beneficial.”


Before Lucy can speak, he says, “I’m really only thinking of you. All right? We’re clear, then.”


“Wait, what about …”


But he’s already turning back toward the house. The wind comes up as he hurries away and he puts a hand up to his head as though trying to keep a hat from blowing off.


Watching him go, Lucy knows three things with absolute certainty:


1. Mr. Anstey-Carruthers is wearing a wig or some other kind of fake hair.


2. There’s a mystery here, and it matters—enough that he would come all the way out here even though it’s about to rain to warn her off it.


3. She’s not going to leave till she finds out what it is.


But if she can’t get into the archives, what can she do?


She considers calling Theo but cell service isn’t good here—and besides, she realizes, it’s 3:00 a.m. in California. Before she left, he told her (though he shouldn’t have) that his colleague, Dr. Marcia Rodriguez, had said Lucy was one of the best student researchers she’d ever seen. She grins to herself. She’s here in Elizabeth Blackspear’s garden, after all—and she still has her research skills, her instincts, and a computer. Henry Anstey-Carruthers has no idea what he’s up against. If it’s here, she will find it.


The sun suddenly slips behind a cloud and Lucy feels the temperature drop. A wave of lightheadedness stirs the headache, reminding her that she hasn’t eaten much today. She’ll take a quick look at the Grove of Saints, she decides, and then head for the café.


SWEEPING PAST THE tall, pyramid-shaped yew topiaries as she walks up the Grand Allée gives Lucy the feeling of grandly processing toward something important. But by the time she steps into the grove of flowering cherry trees, the wind’s sharp edge is biting through her coat and sending pink petals swirling like confetti.


The sun edges around a dark gray cloudbank, casting an eerie glow over the pale statues. Wrapping her scarf up to her chin, Lucy walks slowly around the circle. The saints that face into the Grove are all women: a nun with roses at her feet, a woman in a long gown with a basket of fruit and flowers, a woman wearing a flower crown and holding two arrows, a woman sitting with a quill in her hand and a book in her lap, and an old woman holding a baby. In the middle of them is a tall, ascetic-looking monk—St. Gerard. Not only is he the only man, his is also the only statue that faces toward the house.


Why did Elizabeth choose these particular saints? The map offers no explanation and Lucy makes a mental note to look it up. She circles back to St. Gerard, who gazes toward Elizabeth Blackspear’s house with an expression of great tenderness, holding a crucifix and a spray of lilies. Staring up at him, she remembers Elizabeth’s poem “Night Prayer”:




Alone again


a dark night


no moon.


A suppliant, I


heap my arms


with flowers,


stand before you


and say it again


the same prayer:


Help, please


help me.


How many offerings


how many flowers


will it take?


Shivering now—


it’s late


and everyone knows


there are ghosts


in this grove—


still, I wait.





The wind knifes through the Grove suddenly, snapping off twigs and sending petals whirling. Shivering, Lucy picks up a broken branch with a cluster of damp pink flowers, places it on St. Gerard’s cold gray feet, and offers up her own prayer. “Please … help me.”


The sky is a bruised violet color and she can smell the moist green scent of rain on the air. The headache is back and she really needs some food. She yanks up her hood and hurries out of the Grove, back down the Grand Allée, up the Virgin’s Walk, and out through the entrance. She passes workmen pulling on neon green jackets as she dashes past the Garden Shop and a couple of barns.


As she pulls the door to the café toward her, she feels the first raindrops, and then the heavens open.


IN THE CAFETERIA line, Lucy chooses a bowl of vegetable soup with a hunk of bread, and a pot of tea, and heads for a table near the window as the rain sluices down outside. She hangs her coat on the back of the chair, sits down, and pours herself a cup of tea. She takes a huge sip, and feels instantly better.


“Lucy!”


Looking up, she sees Kat Brooks balancing a tray. “Oh, hi.”


“God, it’s ratty out there.” Kat plops her tray on the table and slides off her wet raincoat. “But this is perfect—I was hoping I’d run into you. I’ve got your paperwork right here.” She sits down and pulls a folder out of her bag.


“My paperwork?”


Kat polishes the raindrops off her glasses with her scarf, then slips them back on. “The paperwork you need to sign in order to work in the archives.”


“What do you mean?” Lucy asks. “Mr. Anstey-Carruthers told me the condition of the documents was too fragile. I thought he was denying me access.”


“What a prick,” Kat says dismissively, pouring her tea. “That’s rubbish. Besides, we already agreed to it.” She takes a sip, then cradles the cup in her hands.


“Well, why did he say that then?” Lucy demands. “I thought he wasn’t going to let me in!”


Kat shrugs. “Because he likes playing power games. He was making himself feel important by giving you all the reasons why you should be grateful to him because he could deny you access if he wanted to.”


“That’s not how it felt!” Lucy exclaims. “He came all the way out to the garden to tell me there was nothing to find.”


Kat eyes her seriously. “You didn’t believe him, did you?”


Lucy narrows her eyes. “No.”


“Good.” Kat takes another sip of tea. “You know,” she says meditatively, “it’s really a shame Elizabeth Blackspear never had children.”


Lucy blinks at this apparent non sequitur.


“Because what this place really needs,” Kat goes on, “is someone who’s committed to properly caring for and preserving it.”


“Why? Isn’t Mr. Anstey-Carruthers committed to it?”


Kat lowers her voice. “Mostly he’s committed to making as much money as he can out of it, in addition to using it to glorify the reputation of Henry Anstey-Carruthers.”


“But I really do have access to the archives?”


“Of course you do.” Kat taps the folder on the table. “I’ve got everything right here.”


“Well, I must say, his behavior is incredibly unprofessional.” Lucy shakes her head.


Kat grimaces. “Tell me about it. Welcome to HAC-world.” She clinks her white crockery cup against Lucy’s. “You’re in.”


“Hack-world? What’s that?”


“H-A-C-world. They’re his initials.”


“I thought I was going to have to drag Theo—my adviser, Dr. Ali—into it, or get a lawyer or something.” Lucy looks across at Kat. “Thank you.”


“For doing my job? You’re welcome.” Kat smiles suddenly, revealing an attractive dimple in one cheek. Lucy would never have guessed her face could look like this: animated, even mischievous. No wonder Sam seems smitten with her—not that it matters, of course.


But how weird that she’s being so helpful now when Lucy could have sworn she was trying to separate her from Sam earlier. What a strange place this is—it’s much more difficult to get her bearings than she expected.


“I’VE GOT ONE of these for you too,” Kat says half an hour later as she slides her card key through the reader next to the house’s front door. “Then you can come and go as you wish, without having to ring.”


“That’s great.” Lucy follows her through the gray entry hall and down a long hallway till Kat opens a door into a spacious room painted Wedgwood blue. There’s a stone fireplace and a pair of couches on one side and the opposite wall is taken up with bookcases filled with archival files. A large Persian rug in shades of rose and blue covers the center of the room and there are three sets of desks and chairs.


Lucy recognizes Rajiv sitting at one of the desks, and when they make eye contact he gets to his feet and crosses the room to shake her hand.


“You remember Rajiv Resham,” Kat says. “As well as pursuing his own research, he’s the brilliant archivist who’s helping us get things sorted here.”


“Of course,” Lucy says. “Nice to see you again, Rajiv.” He’s wearing an unusual shirt patterned with peacock feathers in shades of turquoise, purple, and bronze. Standing almost a head taller than him allows her to notice the precise part in his dark hair.


“You too, Lou-cee.”


Lucy blinks at him; hearing her name spoken in his beautiful voice is amazing.


“Now, feel free to choose a desk and make yourself at home,” Kat says. “I’ve just remembered that I left your Visiting Scholar pass on my desk. You need it to save the twelve-quid admission fee to the gardens. Be back with that in a bit.”


“I understand that you are working on your dissertation, yes?” Rajiv says as the door closes behind Kat.


“Yes.” Leaning over a desk, Lucy looks out one of the windows onto a terrace. There’s an urn filled with petite pink-and-white tulips centered between a pair of garden benches. Beyond, a wide lawn stretches to a flower bed of cream-petaled daffodils with apricot centers. “What are you working on, Rajiv?”


“The history and spread of the lady tulip, Tulipa clusiana, from the Himalayas to the Ottoman Empire and then to Europe,” Rajiv answers precisely. “It is a topic that interested Miss Blackspear as well.” He joins her at the window. “In fact, there are some beginning to bloom in that urn.”


“They’re lovely,” Lucy says, admiring the graceful, wavy stems and delicate blooms.


“There were great drifts of them in the courtyard outside my home,” Rajiv says. “They remind me of spring in Jaipur.”


“I had a roommate who was from Jaipur,” Lucy says. “I’d love to hear more about it.”


Rajiv gives her his ready smile. “All in good time.”


“Here you are,” Kat says, coming back in. She hands Lucy a pass that says Visiting Scholar and slips out again.


Rajiv turns away from the window to look at Lucy. “Now, how may I help you?”


“I’m trying to piece together my grandmother’s correspondence with Elizabeth Blackspear in the early 1950s, so I’m looking for letters,” she says.


He nods. “This is not a problem. I have categorized the documents I’ve sorted so far into four basic groupings. There are garden journals and planting plans; manuscript drafts and notes; correspondence; and miscellaneous.”


“Okay.”


“And am I correct in understanding that you have letters from Miss Blackspear to your grandmother in your possession?”


“Yes—copies. The originals are in Palo Alto.”


He beams at her and Lucy smiles back, recognizing the zeal of the collector. “I will wish to take copies of your letters as well.”


“Of course.”


“But all in good time.” He indicates the rows of dark blue archival files, their spines neatly labeled with dates and categories. “Here I have begun to organize the correspondence. However, I must tell you that there are at least ten more boxes I have not yet had time to sort.”


“Seriously? Ten?”


“Most seriously,” Rajiv says. “I will be glad to have your help with them.”


This is so not what Lucy was hoping for. She sighs. “Okay, I’d best get started then.”
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THREE HOURS LATER, after sorting through paper minutiae that includes plant lists, scrawled receipts for deliveries of topsoil and manure, magazine articles, plant brochures, even reminders of dentist appointments—Lucy finds the first letter. Written in Grammy’s familiar handwriting on Huntington Gardens stationery, it reads:




November 12th


Dear Elizabeth,


The last of the Gloire de Dijon roses you so admired are blooming now and I wish I could send you a big, perfumey bunch of them. You will say how fortunate I am to have roses in November, and though it’s true, I must confess I’ve been feeling a bit melancholy lately.


The thought of visiting you and your garden next summer cheers me up—especially having the chance to see (and meet) your basil and juniper. I just wish I could manage it sooner. Darling, if only we could talk. I feel so helpless here. You must promise me you will take the very best care of yourself.


With love and (imaginary) roses,


Amanda





Lucy’s breath quickens. Besides the pleasure of hearing her grandmother’s voice again, she knows the end of this story: Amanda visited Elizabeth in July 1953, which suggests that this letter was written in November 1952. There are some odd references in it—things Henry Anstey-Carruthers would no doubt dismiss as women’s chit-chat, but that Lucy wonders about, like why would Amanda have been looking forward to seeing Elizabeth’s basil and juniper? And why does she feel so worried and helpless? Lucy inserts a note into the file, then sets the letter aside.


However unremarkably, the quest has begun.
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