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Huddersfield Courier, 13th May 1923.

NATURE DIARY

Note: Readers of this popular column will be interested to learn that our country diarist, Esme Nicholls, will be travelling to the southwest of England this summer.

While we will miss her observations of our own fields and footpaths, we are sure that Mrs Nicholls’ dispatches from Cornwall will be of curiosity to readers. We look forward to learning more of the flora and fauna of the ancient land of King Arthur.






Chapter one

The girders of the bridge framed the view in geometries of light and shadow: a dazzle of white lines and wrought-iron angles, and the gleam of water below. Esme Nicholls stood up to see. There were luggers with red sails down on the river, little boats at anchor, and a ferry making the crossing, the waves in its wake like a thread drawn through silk. The train whistled and a cloud of steam billowed out, streaming on the wind. There was something declamatory about the whistle, and as the arches of the bridge curved away behind, Esme realised that they’d crossed the border. The rattle of the wheels on the rails changed – it quietened now – and she thought about Alec making this journey in reverse, the steam pulling in the opposite direction. It was strange to know that she was finally in his county. The memories he’d shared with her were the briefest sketches, just suggestions and fragments, but this place was in the sound of his voice and in his choice of words, in his looks and his manner, and, as such, it seemed to be an essential part of who he was.

Esme had closed her eyes as the Devon hedgerows slipped by, but now it was important to take in all the details. She saw hawthorns twisted by the wind, embankments carpeted with cowslips, hedges that sparkled after the rain, and woods of beech and hazel. There were fields of sheep, tangles of fleece blowing on barbed wire, and a meadow full of rabbits that turned, paused and ran from the train. Bindweed wound around railings, and banks of willowherb billowed.

The train idled, for no apparent reason, between fields of barley and potatoes, and halted in country stations, where no one alighted or boarded. The engine hissed and Esme looked for a sign on a platform. Many of the place names sounded foreign when she tested them in her mouth. And who were all these obscure saints? She couldn’t recall any of their stories from Sunday School. Of course, Alec would know these names. These landscapes would be in his memories, wouldn’t they? He would be able to tell her the stories. But Alec wasn’t here.

Ribbons of bright water cut through the mud of an estuary and the masts of sailing boats leaned at irregular angles. The shapes of oystercatchers punctuated the place between the land and the skein of light that might be the sea, and in the foreground wind-stunted oaks accelerated away. A rhythm of sunlight and shadow flashed across the window. Esme closed her eyes and saw flickers of Alec’s face, but it was his photograph smile that she pictured, not memories.

The woman in the opposite seat was sleeping now, her clicking knitting needles finally stilled in her lap, and Esme was glad that no eyes were observing her as she considered what she might find of Alec here. Would she hear his accent in the voices? His inflexions? His teasing humour? Would she see his dark eyes looking out from the faces of young men? Esme glanced at the woman opposite her, sleeping with her mouth in a slight smile, and remembered watching Alec sleep. She had spent hours watching him sleep. How could his eyelids have stilled and his dreams have ceased to be?

The train jerked. Esme caught her reflection in the window and licked her handkerchief to wipe smuts of soot from her face. Banks of bleached marram grass slipped behind her mirrored eyes, hummocky land that might once have been sand dunes, and then, breaking out through tall pine trees, there, at last, was the sea.

Beyond the glass, the Atlantic Ocean was oyster grey and glimmering pink. This was the sea in which Alec had swum as a child, she imagined, where he’d perhaps played in boats as a boy and helped to cast out his father’s nets. She pictured his young, strong, brown arms in a glitter of sea spray and sunlight, and it was an enchanted image. But was it real? The roll of waves shimmered on the pewter water and she searched for a recollection of his voice, some words of his about the sea, but all she found were lines of other people’s poems, and her reflection in the window was alone.

Esme contemplated the vastness of the sea’s expanse beyond the curve of the horizon. Mentally spinning a schoolroom globe, she found the names Newfoundland and Nova Scotia. That was the next landfall, wasn’t it? The crests of waves sparkled gold and the black silhouettes of gulls tilted around a boat. She suddenly felt very far away from home, and far from him, and what would the next stage of this journey bring? Much as she would like to spend this summer looking for Alec, she would be in the company of strangers tonight. Esme wasn’t certain what would be required of her in this house, and what sort of people she would find there.

‘You mustn’t be alarmed by their manner,’ Mrs Pickering had cautioned, as the trunk was being loaded into the motor car early that morning.

‘Their manner?’

‘Gilbert is inclined to cultivate eccentricities.’ Mrs Pickering had split the word into its syllables, which seemed to make it jagged and troubling. ‘As other men take to collecting jade carvings or apostle spoons in their middle years, I’m afraid my brother accumulates bohemian sorts and outlandish opinions.’

‘But Mr Edgerton is a perfect gentleman!’ Esme had protested. ‘I remember he played the piano with great tenderness when he last visited, and he named all the varieties of the hellebores.’

Gilbert Edgerton had been summoned to Fernlea for Christmas on a couple of occasions. Esme recalled a sandy-haired chap with excellent manners. He had carved the turkey with graceful proficiency and been most complimentary about her bread sauce. Gilbert hadn’t struck Esme as a man inclined to outlandishness. She understood bohemians to be people who lived in garrets and subsisted on cheese rinds, who might burn their own poems for warmth and make up the rent through shady enterprises. Gilbert wasn’t that sort, was he? A libertine? A sensualist? Surely not. Not for the first time, Esme wondered if Mrs P perhaps enjoyed identifying improperness in her brother.

‘Gilbert was brought up to be a gentleman, and at his core he’s still tweed and toasted teacakes, but he does like to gather odd types around him, and they all rather encourage each other. Do you know, one of his acquaintances picked up his dinner plate and licked it last time I was there, and not so much as a raised eyebrow from the rest. Can you imagine? I didn’t know where to look. I suspect that, like small children, they take a pleasure in shocking newcomers.’

Esme couldn’t help noticing a certain relish in Mrs Pickering’s voice as she recalled this shock. She had last made the journey down to her brother’s Cornwall home two years ago, but she’d moved into a hotel after her first night. Some of Gilbert’s rooms had no ceilings, she’d told Esme; many of the floors were missing boards and half of the roof tiles were off. When she’d realised that the bathroom facilities were a bucket in an outhouse, she had promptly decamped.

Gilbert now promised that the renovations were complete, and he could provide comfortable guest accommodation for his sister’s convalescence. But how did Gilbert define comfortable? Could his yardstick for these matters be trusted? There had been some debate around this subject, and Esme had been instructed to promptly send a telegram if the house was still covered in scaffolding when she arrived. Until this morning, Esme had believed that she was being sent on ahead to assess bricks and mortar, bathrooms and bedding, but she now wondered whether Mrs Pickering expected her to put etiquette in order too.

Esme knew that Gilbert had managed the family woollen business before the war, and that he had come home a company commander. He’d had a good war; that was what they said. Mrs Pickering had told her how Gilbert had wanted a change of scene afterwards, a period of recuperation in a kind climate, and he had gone down to Cornwall to paint watercolours. That wasn’t outlandish, was it?

The guard looked in and touched his hat to her. ‘The next stop is the last on the line, miss. Will you be requiring assistance with the trunk?’

‘I will, if you’d be so kind.’

The train leaned, enclosed within the shade of trees again, and then Esme saw a golden bay ahead. As she looked out at the blond curve of beach and white breakers, she understood why men might feel a compulsion to pick up a paintbrush, the urge to capture the light through a tree, or a glint of the sea. The view beyond the train window wasn’t so much a Turner, she mused – there wasn’t nearly enough lashing and spuming going on – but it could be one of Constable’s gentler seascapes. As she would be mixing with people of artistic sensibility, Esme had felt it worthwhile to familiarise herself with the pages of an art encyclopaedia. It seemed sensible to know something of the territory and the terminology. It was certainly picturesque, Esme thought as she looked out now: iridescent, elemental, an opalescent littoral light. She nodded at this selection of vocabulary.

As the train slowed, she saw lines of bathing huts in the bay and boats pulled up onto the foreshore. There were clusters of cottages curving around the coast and a rocky headland. The ocean was viridian, umber and ultramarine, while the wheeling seagulls were precise flicks in white chalk and black ink. She had never seen sea that was those colours before, or a sky so intensely blue. Indigo, azure, aquamarine, she thought – the words finding new meaning as she tested each in turn – cerulean, malachite and mother of pearl. Was there some peculiar quality to the light? Even the hues of her own clothes, the herringbone pattern of her travelling suit and the polka dots on her blouse, appeared to be brightened. It was like looking out through stained-glass windows or stepping into a tinted postcard. All of her imagined scenes of Alec’s childhood suddenly flickered from sepia into colour.






Chapter two

Esme breathed in the smell of the sea, pulling the sweet, salty air deep into her lungs as her father had taught her during childhood excursions to Scarborough. She could taste it at the back of her throat. Dr Mangan had said that the sea air would do Mrs Pickering good, that it would be as fortifying as a tonic, and this now felt like sound advice. Esme shaded her eyes with her hand to cut out the glare. There were smart-looking houses on the hillside above, pink spires of valerian growing out of granite walls, and posters for day excursions on the platform. How curious that the taste of this wind, the scent of hot seaweed and the brightness of the light, all so unfamiliar to her, would have been the sensations of Alec’s childhood. The sky was full of the noise of herring gulls, all tumbling caws and cries.

Having tipped the guards for muscling the trunk down onto the platform, she went to look for the promised driver.

‘Excuse me. Could you be…’

A man in a straw hat was leaning against a cart and dragging on a cigarette. He raised his hand to her in a non-committal way, or – she hesitated – perhaps he was simply yawning? The gesture might be one and the same. The face in the shadow of the hat certainly wasn’t Gilbert Edgerton. But perhaps he was one of the artistic types, Esme thought, noting the cerise handkerchief in his top pocket and that he was wearing odd socks.

‘Good afternoon. Do forgive me, but are you possibly here to meet me?’ she enquired, wanting to make a good first impression. ‘I was expecting Mr Edgerton. Gilbert Edgerton? Are you perhaps here in his place?’

‘I’m sorry to disappoint you,’ the man said, though he didn’t look particularly sorry. He had a wide, thin-lipped mouth, which seemed somehow sardonic, as if he was perhaps savouring a private joke. ‘Gilbert is tied up. You’ll have to make do with me instead.’

He was a tall, thin man. Esme supposed that slender was the word that best suited him. He was elegant too, in a raffish sort of a way, but she conceded that one begrudgingly. He made no effort to elaborate on who ‘me’ might be and she hesitated as to whether she ought to introduce herself.

‘How do you do? My name is Esme Nicholls.’

‘Yes, I know perfectly well who you are,’ he said. ‘You’re Mrs Pickering’s woman, aren’t you?’ He held out his hand, but his eyes were too busy elsewhere to meet hers. ‘Garwood. Sebastian Garwood.’

His voice had a quality that might be called fruitiness in a stage review, and he drawled through his vowels. It was like a voice that one might hear on the wireless, only not quite so nice. If this man was presenting the evening concert, Esme thought that she might turn the dial.

‘I expected that Mr Edgerton might be here with the motor car,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid that the trunk is an almighty weight.’

The cart against which Sebastian Garwood was leaning was of a rickety construction. An elderly man was inhaling hard on a woodbine at the reins. The horse was well past its gymkhana days too.

‘The motor car is in Penzance with Gilbert. Perhaps you could look on this alternative as enchantingly rustic? This is Evans.’ The elderly man turned, finally, and touched his hat to Esme. ‘He’ll get your trunk up.’

The arrangement was certainly rustic, but Esme wasn’t convinced by its enchantment, or its practicality. She looked at Mr Evans. He was all of five foot and the wrong side of seventy. ‘But it’s heavy. Terribly heavy,’ she emphasised.

‘Well, I would offer to assist, only…’ Sebastian Garwood waved a demonstrative circle with an ebony walking cane. He sighed and said, ‘War wound.’

Esme nodded. Those words to which there was no reply.

Sebastian smoked another cigarette while the porters hoisted the trunk, and Esme occupied herself with a second round of thanks and apologies. She felt Sebastian’s eyes on her now and again, rather too obviously sizing her up. Esme wasn’t accustomed to being appraised by strange men, and she felt self-conscious and travel-soiled under the weight of Sebastian Garwood’s regard.

‘And that? Is that Mrs Pickering’s too?’

Esme looked down at her suitcase. It was an imitation crocodile-skin case that Alec had bought for their honeymoon and stencilled with their initials. For Esme, it contained memories of that week in Seahouses, but Sebastian’s gaze seemed to make it a poor and shabby object.

‘My suitcase. I’ll have it on my lap.’

With the trunk finally secured on the back of the cart, Sebastian swung himself up and said, ‘Well, come on then.’ It was an effort to clamber up with her suitcase. Artistic types didn’t have the most considerate manners, Esme decided.

The road from the station wound up a hill and Esme looked down on whitewashed cottages. The rooftops were all angles of slate and lichen, all mullet and mackerel colours, and beyond there were harbour walls and a silver arc of sand. The wheels of the cart clattered over cobbles.

There was an agreeable bustle to the town and Esme took in the windows of butchers’ and bakers’ shops. There were brass lamps in the doorway of a chandler’s, a display of children’s fishing nets and kites outside the ironmonger’s, and a café advertising Lyons Tea. She saw posters for Kodak cameras and the latest Mary Pickford film, antique shops and a seashell emporium.

‘How charming it is,’ she said.

‘If you like that sort of thing. It’s all becoming touristic, I’m afraid. Don’t you think? It had a charming naïveté once.’ He pronounced the word with French vowels and a flourish of fingers. ‘Yes, it was insanitary and stank to high heaven of herring, but it was authentic. Now it’s all pasty shops, postcards and souvenir seashells. People pile in on charabancs all summer, types thronging in from Newquay with their Thermos flasks and broods of feral children. Sorts motor down from Swindon and Surbiton, wanting putting greens and tennis courts and holiday bungalows, complaining that the lanes need widening, and leaving their orange peel all over the clifftops. It will have lost all its truthfulness within another five years.’

‘Truthfulness?’

‘You know what I mean.’

Esme wasn’t sure that she did.

In other company, she might have exclaimed at the quaintness of the quayside. Along the seafront, children were sitting on overturned hulls and digging in the sand. She saw piled ropes, chains and crab pots, floats and nets, and the returning tide glittering like a shifting, shattered mirror. A family was playing cricket further down the beach, the father with his trousers rolled up to his knees. The wind brought their laughter closer and then away. Boys were chasing and then retreating from the white edge of the waves. The afternoon sun pulled long silhouettes on the sand, picked out ridges and ripples, and silvered the serpentine curves of channels of water. Esme pictured Alec, the wind rifling his hair, making him boyish again, and his eyes narrowed to the sun. She lifted her face, tasted salt on her lips, and felt that same breeze shifting around her. She smelled tar and old ropes, rusted chains and sun-warmed seaweed. It was almost painful that she couldn’t share these impressions with Alec.

‘You’re a widow, I suppose.’ Sebastian Garwood’s voice intruded on her reverie.

She opened her eyes and felt his examining gaze. Was it that obvious?

‘Yes. I lost my husband during the war.’

It had been nine years since Alec left. It was seven years, this past week, since his death. Esme sometimes looked at men who had come home and considered: why had they been lucky? Why had they made it through while Alec had not? Was it only down to chance, to being in the wrong place at the wrong time, or did they have some substance that her husband lacked? She knew that it wasn’t healthy to think like that, that it didn’t do any good, but sometimes she couldn’t help it. How was she meant to put her mind at rest when there were so many gaps in the story, so many scenes that it was deemed inappropriate for her to see? If she could ask questions, if she could better understand what had happened to Alec, she might find it easier to accept that word ‘widow’. But Esme looked at the walking cane that leaned against Sebastian Garwood’s leg and knew that she shouldn’t, and couldn’t, ask.

‘Gilbert told me that his sister employed you as a gardener during the war. I’m trying to picture you being purposeful in khaki breeches, but can’t get beyond scenes from Restoration comedy.’

‘I was the gardener at Fernlea for three years.’ Esme turned away from the scrutiny of Sebastian’s heavily lidded eyes. She didn’t want this man imagining her saying risqué lines in trouser legs. ‘Mrs Pickering has fine collections of euphorbias and peonies. It was an honour to look after the garden.’

‘How bizarre. One saw such things in the picture papers, of course – girls posing with ploughs and pitchforks – but I always assumed it was pretend, just dressing-up box stuff, titillation for the camera and the morale of the masses.’

He rolled his ‘r’s through the words rather too pleasurably, Esme thought. ‘No, I can assure you that it was very real.’

‘But now you’re back in your housekeeper’s parlour, eh? Back in your place and with nice clean fingernails again. Is it a blessed relief, or do you dream of mulch and leaf mould?’

Back in her place? That was how they saw it, wasn’t it? Esme would like to tell this man that she had certificates for pruning and propagating, that she knew the Latin names of all the plants in Mrs Pickering’s garden, and that she could strip down, oil and rebuild the motor of a lawnmower. She would have liked to tell him that the garden had given her reason to get up in a morning, that it had been the only thing that gave her cause for optimism. It didn’t do to carp, and one mustn’t question one’s lot in life, but how she missed the undisturbed sleep that only came with mental and physical exhaustion, and the sight of the first snowdrops pushing through.

‘I am grateful for my place,’ she said.

‘Hmm,’ Sebastian said, as if this dissatisfied him. ‘No wonder young women take to gin these days and run amok.’

They turned away from the quayside, down narrowing streets. The granite houses seemed huddled together, as if accustomed to wild weather or inclined to keep secrets. Many of the cottages had staircases up to the front door, small windows and tall chimney stacks. Laundry tugged on lines suspended across the street and cats skulked in the gutters. In this extraordinary light, the granite was not grey, but violet and rosy pink in the shadows. Even the whirligigging seagulls looked gilded.

The hill rose and they left the noise and animation of the port behind. Their pace slowed with the gradient; Esme felt the trunk shunt, and Evans clicked his teeth to the nag. She began to worry that the poor old beast might stall and stumble, sending them tumbling back down to the sea, with Mrs Pickering’s bathing suits, evening shawls and gloves whirling all around them. Esme had packed the trunk carefully, folding garments in tissue paper, but Mrs P had kept opening it and adding to it, pushing in cocktail dresses, fur wraps and hats that were certain to be crushed. She’d even thrown in packets of wafer biscuits, a primus stove and a selection of tinned meats for emergencies. The image of Mrs P opening a tin of pressed ham in satin evening gloves didn’t quite work. Was that the sort of thing one did in Cornwall?

Mr Evans, who didn’t seem to be inclined, or required, to speak, swatted a fly from the back of his neck. Esme wondered, when Mrs Pickering came down at the weekend would she too have to sit on this splintering plank seat and watch bluebottles buzzing around a nag’s behind? Was this the comfortable hospitality that Gilbert had promised? Esme pushed an image of a bucket in an outhouse from her thoughts.

The road climbed ever higher and the clouds gathered together as they moved into moorland. Somehow she hadn’t imagined that Cornwall would have moors. She and Alec had often walked over the tops at home, following the old packhorse paths, looking down on the glimmer of the reservoirs, spotting curlews and merlins, but he’d never indicated that he recognised anything familiar in the landscape. Had Alec not seen that? Esme watched the shadows of clouds moving over the undulations of the land and fastened an extra button on her jacket.

‘Gilbert usually likes to give a little speech about the fine moorland of West Yorkshire at this juncture,’ Sebastian said. He drew his lips back over his teeth, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

‘It’s true that we have handsome moors. They have inspired many artists and poets.’

‘Indeed – and a Heathcliff in every homestead, I believe. All of that brooding and inter-breeding must get terribly tiring.’

Was he laughing at her? Esme turned away and watched the roadside brackens and foxgloves pass by. They were heading up into the clouds now and mist shifted over the crags on the horizon. She wondered if Sebastian wasn’t perhaps a bit of a Heathcliff himself.

‘Is the house in a village?’ Esme asked.

‘No. We enjoy our splendid isolation. Or we normally do, anyway.’

How much further west could they go? Were they not already approaching the edge of the map? It was interesting to see tormentil and milkwort flowering at the wayside, and the shiny new leaves of hart’s-tongue fern uncurling from a wall – she must make a note of that – but she wasn’t enjoying being in the middle of a lonely moor with a man whose manners she couldn’t predict. Did he feel that she was intruding into his splendid isolation?

‘How formidable it is.’

‘Isn’t it? Magnificent, eh? Strange and savage. Gloriously uncultivated. A world away from all the tat and tawdriness.’

Whatever Sebastian’s contempt for commerce and agricultural cultivation, Esme was glad to see the shapes of farmers’ fields ahead, the lines of hedges and dairy cows. The sea was there to the right again, a hazy indigo now with the clouds parting above it, and then, in a fold in the moorland, she saw a church spire. The lane narrowed, the cart slowed as they approached cottages, and she breathed in the scent of new-cut grass. The houses were low and somewhat stolid looking, huddled around the church. Lichen yellowed the slate roofs and the feathery tops of pampas grass showed over granite garden walls. Esme smiled down at begonias in porches, lace-curtained windows and borders of hydrangeas and hollyhocks.

‘Is this your nearest hamlet?’

‘We’re further on.’

Esme remembered that Gilbert’s house was called Espérance, but she knew little of its precise co-ordinates, other than that it was situated some way beyond the last stop on the train line. She recalled, from her schoolgirl French, that espérance meant hope, but she felt her faith flagging as they left behind the potted fuchsias and arrangements of petunias.

‘Much further on?’

‘Only a little.’

They made a sharp turn down a lane then, and there ahead, over an escallonia hedge, she saw a honey-coloured house with mullioned windows and trellised roses either side of the portico entrance. Swags of wisteria softened the symmetry of its frontage and its wholly tiled roof glimmered in the late afternoon sun.

‘Here?’

‘Yes,’ Sebastian said. ‘Our humble homestead. Is she not a picture?’

Was this the sort of house in which Alec might have grown up? Would he have had a garden with roses to play in as a boy, this scent of honeysuckle and the soft, golden light? Would he have been able to hear the sea in the distance when he closed his eyes at night, and have the hum of bees in the mornings? Esme hoped it might have been so.

‘It’s a perfect house,’ she agreed.






Chapter three

Rory was working in the greenhouse when he heard them coming. The cloud of dust was there first, then the noise of the wheels and the old pony’s hooves on the lane. Hal had been helping him tie up the tomatoes and pinch out the side shoots, a satisfying nip with the thumbnail, and he now pointed a forefinger that was stained quite green.

The cart pulled onto the drive and Rory could see the woman sitting next to Sebastian. She was wearing a black cloche hat and hugging a red suitcase on her knee.

‘Ah, the deputation from God’s own country. We’d better form a welcoming party, hadn’t we? Are we presentable, do you think? Do we pass muster?’

It was humid in the greenhouse, hot and heady with the prickling red-green scent of tomatoes, and Hal’s hair was sticking to his forehead in damp curls. He wiped his face on a shirtsleeve that wasn’t entirely clean and smiled at Rory. He put a hand through his own hair and tucked his shirt tails into his trousers.

It’s not Gilbert’s sister? Hal wrote on his notepad.

‘No, it’s Fenella’s housekeeper, a Mrs Nicholls, I believe. The formidable Fenella is following her down at the weekend. Mrs Nicholls is here to inspect us, I understand, to make sure that we’re all shipshape and not doing anything that might offend Fenella’s delicate sensibilities.’

Delicate? Hal underlined it.

‘Well, quite. But apparently Mrs Nicholls is here to clap her hands and inspect beds and moral fibre.’

Hal drew an exclamation mark.

Rory nodded and wiped his hands on his trousers. ‘Absolutely. I suppose we’d better head out and face the firing squad, hadn’t we? Spit and polish, eh? Female beings amongst us – do you suppose it will change things?’

Hal shrugged.

They walked around to the front of the house as the cart was pulling to a halt by the door. Sebastian was giving Evans instructions in an unnecessarily loud voice, and Rory could see the woman’s hat rotating.

‘I was braced for a matronly harridan, but I might have miscalculated,’ he said under his breath. The woman was perhaps in her late twenties and was pretty in a startled-nymph sort of a way. Rory could see dark curls under the brim of her hat, a neat nose and a pink mouth that looked like it wanted to ask lots of questions. ‘The poor girl,’ he said, turning to Hal. ‘What have we done, exposing her to Sebastian?’ He threw his cigarette away and raised an arm. ‘The wanderer returns. What news from the outside world?’

‘I met the postman on the lane.’ Sebastian passed a handful of letters to Rory as he swung down from the cart. ‘More clamouring from your paramours?’

Rory looked at the handwriting. Did Sebastian have to give that impression? ‘No. Standard monitoring letter from my mother.’

The girl sat straight-backed, with her hands folded over the suitcase on her lap. She looked marooned, sitting up there on the cart on her own. Rory recalled an etching of Marie Antoinette seated on a tumbrel being conveyed to the guillotine. She stared ahead, as if she wasn’t sure what to do next. Poor kid, he thought.

‘Couldn’t you at least have put her suitcase on the back? Did you even offer?’

‘She said she wanted the thing on her knee.’

Rory turned to the girl. ‘Please, do let me help you down. I’m so sorry. What must you think of us? Can you forgive our manners – or lack thereof?’ He offered a hand up to her. ‘It’s Mrs Nicholls, isn’t it?’

‘Esme,’ she said as she took his hand. ‘Thank you.’

It was a slim hand with tidy fingernails. It was rather pleasant to hold, but he spied Sebastian’s eyes sliding and a grin on his face that wasn’t entirely nice.

‘I’m Rory.’ He doffed a pretend hat. ‘I am pleased to make your acquaintance. And this is Hal. We’re glad to have you here.’

Hal made a note on his pad and held it out to her.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘How kind. I appreciate your welcome.’

She took her hat off and smiled up at him. Her eyes, connecting with Rory’s now, were large, intelligent and the colour of polished green agate. She looked like a young woman who was neat in her ways, but one lock of hair had escaped from its pins and bounced against her cheek as she spoke. There was something peculiarly beguiling about that ringlet of hair, Rory thought. A coral bracelet slid up her white wrist as she tucked the wayward curl back behind her ear.

‘Let’s get your luggage into the house,’ he said. ‘It will do us good to have some female company. It will make us wash behind our ears and sit up straighter in our seats. I do hope you will be happy here.’

She had a sweet smile, he thought, her mouth curled fetchingly at the corners, but he also briefly saw sadness in her face. It was just a glimmer, only a passing shadow, yet it made an impression on him.

Hell, why did he suddenly feel that he urgently needed to scrub his fingernails, brush his hair, and take the sadness away from this young woman’s face?






Chapter four

Esme took Alec’s framed photograph from the top of her suitcase. Holding it close to her face, she let her eyes linger on the details of his features. She sometimes liked to imagine him together with her parents, animating their photograph faces into a moving picture of an afterlife in which they were all gathered around a table and looking their best, with sleeked hair, healthy complexions and much to discuss. Esme occasionally thought that she would like to join them at that table, to step over to the other side and take the seat that would ultimately be hers, but could she be certain that it really existed? Were they truly there and waiting for her? Could she be absolutely sure? She wanted to be with Alec again, so desperately sometimes, to hear his voice, to grip his hand in hers, but she also knew that he wouldn’t want her to throw her future away, no matter how unpromising it might presently look.

She was accustomed to seeing his face among the familiar objects on her bedside table – there, in its place, between the conch shell carved with the Lord’s Prayer and her grandmother’s broken length of jet beads – but there was something different about looking at Alec’s photograph in an unfamiliar setting. Here, taken away from the backdrop of her own bedroom, in a place where she wasn’t yet sure of the routine, or her role, there was a newly unsettling sensation in connecting with Alec’s eyes. She felt a small fresh stab of loss and questions suggested themselves in the angle of an alien light. She placed him down, carefully, on the nightstand.

Esme hugged her arms to her chest as she surveyed the room that would be hers for the next three months. Up in the eaves of the house, there was a view out over the garden and she was certain, as she opened the window, that she could hear the distant sound of the sea. The walls looked freshly whitewashed and the floorboards were toffee-dark and glossy with age. The light cast intricate shadows through the lace curtains, and there was a vase of sweet peas on the washstand, all shades of pink and rich purples. The scent of them was a memory of a garden that had once been her own.

She stood still and listened to the calming coo and purr of the wood pigeons. There was also a low hum of voices down below and then the young man with the red hair was running across the garden. She had noticed, as he took her suitcase and helped her down, that he smelled distinctly of greenhouse tomatoes. That scent somehow seemed to match his colouring; he had quite the reddest hair she’d ever seen. He had smiled at her with kind eyes, and after Sebastian’s company, she had been glad of his kind words, but he had held onto her hand slightly longer than was necessary and there had been some awkwardness as to how to move away.

The coat hangers clattered as Esme opened the wardrobe doors. It was a big old mahogany wardrobe, with racks for ties and belts and gentlemen’s shoes, and it made her summer skirts and blouses looked somewhat insufficient. She was reminded of the wardrobe that she had once shared with Alec, when there had been ties and belts to fill the spaces. Where were they now, she wondered. Whose necks and middles did they presently adorn? She had given most of Alec’s clothes to Mrs Barton for the church jumble sale. If she hadn’t been obliged to leave Marsden Road, would she have kept them? Would she still be bringing them close to her face and trying to breathe him in? Esme closed the door on the rattling hangers and pushed her suitcase under the bed.

The young man who’d been introduced as Hal had carried Esme’s suitcase up the stairs and, together with Rory, they had hefted the trunk to the room that was intended for Mrs Pickering. Esme had followed them, apologising for the weight of the trunk again, and had seen it settled inside a room that was papered with a chintz print. She had noted the shiny brass bedhead and the general good order with approval. She wouldn’t need to send a telegram.

She’d heard Hal make noises of exertion as they negotiated the trunk around the bend in the staircase, but he didn’t speak. He was golden-haired and grey-eyed, a face that ought to have honey for tea and whistle blithely down a dappled lane, only no words issued from his mouth. Rory had a technique of communicating in sentences that only required a nod or a shake of the head in reply. When any more complex response was called for, Hal reached for a notepad. He had looked at her through his eyelashes when, prompted by Rory, he’d held out a sentence welcoming Esme to Espérance. The writing was all tangled up with drawings of boats, and she’d found it hard to read. Sensing his shyness, she had felt awkward as her eyes lingered over his letters. Had he ever been able to whistle?

Esme tested the springs of the mattress and listened to the unfamiliar noises of the house: the gurgle of water in the pipes, a door closing and footsteps on a landing below, a sudden burst of male laughter, and the caw and claws of a seagull scrambling on the roof. If it rained, she would hear it pattering on the slate tiles, she supposed. But how peculiar to be spending a night in a house that was solely occupied by men. She had seen no female faces and now could hear no womanly voices. Did none of them have wives? Were there no other staff here? She noted, with some relief, that there was a lock on her bedroom door.

A china clock ticked on the little mantelpiece and she looked at the time. She thought of the black, slate clock in her room at Fernlea. It was one of the few relics from her grandparents’ home, but it never kept good time. Her room in Fernlea always smelled slightly of damp (perhaps that was what stopped the clock?) and the plaster was crumbling behind the sprigged wallpaper. This sunny room was brighter, clean and comfortable, but it was shadowed by her own uncertainty. She poured water into the washbasin and put a cool, damp hand to her forehead and her neck.

Hearing a noise of feet on the stairs, Esme dried her hands and straightened her blouse. At least the final flight of stairs, which led only to this room, gave her some indication of people approaching, but must they take the staircase quite so fast? She stared at the door in the moment of silence that followed, knowing that someone was on the other side. She listened, and wondered whether somebody was listening on the landing too. It was some seconds before a hesitant knock came.

‘I brought you up some tea,’ said the voice on the other side of the door. ‘I thought you might be parched after your long journey. I’m not disturbing you, am I? May I pass it around the door?’

‘Of course. Thank you,’ she said to the disembodied voice. It was a friendly voice, possibly Rory.

‘I don’t mean to be a nuisance,’ he said, as he stepped around the door with tea on a tray. It was indeed Rory.

‘Not a nuisance at all. It’s very considerate of you.’

She smiled at him. But then – had he just winked at her? She looked away, suddenly feeling alarmed to be alone in a strange room, with a strange young man, who was winking. Only, was that really what it was? She looked at him again. No, it was something involuntary, a response he couldn’t control, and which evidently troubled him. How terribly unfortunate.

‘Most kind.’

‘Not at all.’

Had he registered her noticing? Was the considerate thing to maintain eye contact or to look away? Which would make him more self-conscious? Esme decided that she shouldn’t look away.

‘On here?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

She watched him place the tray down on the chest of drawers. With his high cheekbones and widely set eyes, his face reminded her of an illustration from a folktale. He might be Jack the woodcutter, or Ivan who plucked the Firebird’s tale, and could be handsome if he were tidier. His eyes were a light, brilliant blue, the sort of eyes that might be called limpid in the face of a romantic hero in a novel. And the colour of his hair wouldn’t be quite so remarkable if it were smart, she considered, if it was short and neat, but instead it hung in curls around his collar.

‘I hope you’ll be comfortable in here,’ he said. ‘This room has a nice view of the garden, doesn’t it? The house martins have been nesting under the eaves. Usually, when you come into this room you can hear them all chattering away, like gossiping neighbours over the garden wall. Most of them fledged last week, but they’re still coming and going. When you see them up close, they wear little white stockings, like miniature Georgian gentlemen. They return to the same nests year after year, probably since before Gilbert bought the house. They might well have been coming back here for decades, generation upon generation. Imagine that, eh? It’s meant to be lucky, isn’t it? There’s a line in Macbeth, but I can’t remember it. We had to keep washing the windows downstairs, but we’d never dream of evicting them.’

Esme liked him for the little white stockings and the way that he smiled as he made this speech. His teeth were very clean and even, she noticed. She turned her teacup in her hands and said, ‘How lovely.’

Rory rocked on his heels, as if slightly embarrassed by his own sudden burst of loquacity, and Esme noticed that he was wearing leather sandals, like a gladiator, and how filthy his feet were. Beneath his scent of grass clippings and greenhouses, there was also a distinctly masculine smell when he moved, and she was aware of his physicality. His presence seemed to fill the room and make it feel smaller. Esme sipped her tea and kept her eyes averted from Rory’s feet.

‘Anyway, if you need anything, Esme, please do ask.’ He lifted his red eyebrows when he said her name, as if it amused him, but not in a teasing way.

‘Thank you.’

‘Gilbert should be back around six and we have dinner at eight. I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you. He was most complimentary about your bread sauce and Christmas pudding. Righto, I don’t mean to keep you from your unpacking, but if you need a hand with anything, do shout.’

With a nod, he was gone from around the door, and she heard his retreating footsteps on the stairs.

Esme drank her tea and looked out at the garden from the window. The smell of honeysuckle was rising and China roses stirred on the trellis below. Mrs Pickering had explained that the house had previously been called Lane End Farm, but that hadn’t quite set the tone that Gilbert sought, and so he’d changed its name. Espérance. Hope. Esme listened to the soft, complacent cooing of the wood pigeons. She remembered standing in the garden of 58 Marsden Road, nine years ago, and how that sound had seemed to be the very essence of contentment, a sound that said everything was safe and well in the world. But how little she had known then. How much she had taken for granted. The low afternoon light made a lantern of the linden tree, the dark red roses glowed and Esme tried to picture Alec’s face in colour again. She knew that she couldn’t bring him back, but she could hope to find more of him here, couldn’t she?






Chapter five

Esme watched the clock in the hall. Having heard a motor car pulling up, she’d reasoned that she ought to present herself in one of the public rooms, but standing here now, with five closed doors before her, she wished that she better understood her role in this house, and the layout of its rooms. Mrs Pickering had said that this visit ought to be a change of scene for Esme too, a break from routine, but she wasn’t exactly a guest, was she? What would be expected of her here? How should she behave? Mrs Pickering probably wouldn’t appreciate how difficult it was to negotiate that ambiguity.

The walls of the hall were painted a sunny yellow, not at all a colour that any of their acquaintances in Mytholmroyd might choose, but somehow in this old house, in this mellow evening light, it didn’t seem garish. An alcove was lined with sagging bookshelves and there was an upright piano under the stairs, a variety of hats tumbled onto the top of it, and a collection of abandoned boots gathered around its base. She would have paired the shoes up and stacked the hats, but was that her responsibility? Esme vaguely wished that an easily intelligible charter of rules, duties and etiquette might appear on the yellow walls.

She felt sand grinding beneath the soles of her shoes, and there, in the light now, was a line of footprints across the flagstones. The sight brought back an image of Alec’s feet running down a beach nine years ago and the memory of how she’d placed her own feet in his prints as she’d followed. That summer, her life had a momentum and a sense of direction. Esme had felt that she knew where she was going – only she’d got it all wrong. The glimmering footprints disappeared as the light shifted and the brief sense of Alec’s proximity left with it.

‘Are you hovering?’

Esme looked up. The voice had startled her. Sebastian was leaning in the porch, a cigarette in his hand, and blowing smoke at the garden. Had he been watching her through the open door all this time?

‘Will you be sneaking around all summer, listening at doors and peeping through keyholes? Has Fenella instructed you to spy on us?’ He laughed. He seemed to be both irritated and amused by this idea. ‘You might as well go into the drawing room. It’s the door on the right there. Gilbert will be down in a moment, but you can have a nice poke around until he arrives.’

Was that what they thought – that she was Mrs Pickering’s spy? Why would he imagine that she might want to spy on them? She was too shocked to point out that he had been the one who was watching her.

Esme turned the handle and walked into a red room. She was glad to shut the door on Sebastian. Perhaps it would be easier here once Mrs Pickering arrived, but how was she to get through the next three days? Gilbert didn’t believe that she’d be peeping through keyholes too, did he?

Esme stood with her back to the door and took in the room while she steadied her breath. It was as if the interior décor of this house had been taken from the colours of an artist’s paint box. This was obviously not the residence of a town solicitor, or a respectable clerk, she thought, but neither was its aesthetic austere. It was clearly a home, and not just a statement for show. As she looked around, she saw that objects cluttered every surface in this room – seashells, antique silk slippers, painted birds’ eggs, ammonites and African masks – all arranged without any apparent sense of order or meaning. There were dried heads of hydrangeas in vases, a jug of peacock feathers, butterflies in ebony frames and majolica plates painted to look like the bottom of rock pools.

Sebastian’s accusations made her feel that she ought to sit in a chair and stare at her toes until Gilbert arrived. But she was only taking in her surroundings, wasn’t she? On the walls there were paintings of clifftops, harbours and monoliths. Postcards were pushed in around the frames, reproductions of artworks and tinted views of Venice, Constantinople and Copenhagen. This room was full of other people’s histories, passions and travels. There was so much to take in, so much that was curious and exotic. She recognised the man in the portrait over the fireplace, though. Gilbert Edgerton looked down over the room, or, that is to say, an oil-paint version of Gilbert. He’d been refined to something rather more sleek and svelte and firm of jaw in this portrait; it was a burnished and varnished version of the man she had met two Christmases ago – and how alike, and unlike, his sister he was.

Crocheted blankets, patchwork panels and silk shawls were thrown over the backs of chairs and there were cushions that looked as if they might have been cut down from Persian saddlebags. There were so many patterns, textures and colours in this room, so many objects that must have meaning and stories attached. Esme supposed that it would take her a long time to learn the narrative that had brought all these artefacts and their owners together. She’d keep her eyes lowered in their presence, she decided, but she would like to know what had drawn these men to this place, and why they were so protective of their privacy.

A tortoiseshell cat was curled asleep on the windowsill (it had been camouflaged amongst all the clutter) and a grandfather clock ticked loudly, slowing the passage of time. There was a smell of floor polish and an aromatic scent, like nutmeg or cloves. Wisteria scrolled against the sky and tapped, very softly, at the window. It was like a house in which a children’s story might be set.

Five men lived here, Esme knew. This room suggested that, five years on from the end of the war, they were living rich, colourful, complex lives. She imagined what her marital home would be like now if things had been different. What pictures and souvenirs would she and Alec have accumulated? What travels and memories would they have made together? It was strange to think that these men might have crossed paths with Alec in France, that their histories and fates might have intersected. She knew that Gilbert had spent some time in the Béthune area. At some point over this summer, would she be permitted to ask him more about that? As Esme looked around this room, she thought that the war might never have happened – none of the objects here linked the lives of the house’s inhabitants to that history – and yet its shadows were everywhere in her room at Fernlea. That didn’t quite feel fair.



Alec had been in furnished lodgings when they’d first met. He wasn’t meant to take women into his room – his landlady was particular about that – but Mrs Watkins had been at church that Sunday morning, and Esme had wanted to see where Alec lived.

She’d been staying with Lillian, her cousin, since she’d lost her father, and though Esme only had one room that was entirely her own, she’d filled it with objects from her parents’ house and it felt like home. She had her mother’s bisque milkmaids by her bedside, her father’s rosewood candlesticks on the chest of drawers, and her grandparents’ clock keeping time (or not) on the mantelpiece. Her room indicated the sort of people she came from, Esme realised, and perhaps suggested the person she aspired to be. She’d assumed that Alec’s room would tell her who he was too, and so she’d been surprised by how entirely bare it was.

‘It’s tidy, I suppose,’ she’d said.

‘Isn’t tidy a virtue?’ He’d laughed. ‘You make it sound like something disappointing.’

‘It’s so impersonal. It’s like a monk’s cell.’

‘A monk’s cell with flock wallpaper and the world’s most lurid Afghan carpet?’

Esme acknowledged that the carpet was rather loud. ‘Does it not give you a headache?’

‘Permanently. Why do you think I’m so keen to sit in cafés with girls?’

Mrs Watkins’ over-busy furnishings made the room seem to hum slightly, but as Esme looked around, she saw nothing of Alec here. There were no objects on any of the surfaces, no ornaments, no photographs, none of the clutter of a normal life.

‘Did you tidy up for me coming? Have you pushed everything into drawers?’

‘I didn’t know you were going to inveigle your way in, did I? I wasn’t expecting that. I didn’t have you down as such a fast worker. Anyway, men don’t have knick-knacks. It’s a feminine thing, isn’t it? We don’t do vases and figurines, collections of thimbles, paperweights and whatnots. I think you’ll find that applies in general.’

There was a small sink in the corner of the room, with a toothbrush and shaving paraphernalia on the side of it, a neat stack of papers and a pen on the desk, but those were the only personal possessions that Esme could see. There wasn’t even a book by his bedside.

‘Is it that you’ve not unpacked? Do you not feel settled here?’

‘Hell, I wasn’t expecting this scrutiny!’ He blew his fringe up in the air and blinked wide eyes at her. ‘I unpacked several months ago and feel quite settled, thank you. Will you not be satisfied until you’ve rootled out some secret collection of hatpins or china poodles? I brought a couple of pictures with me, thinking that I might hang them on the walls here, but I haven’t got around to putting them up yet. Should I present the exhibits to the court in my defence?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think that might be wise.’

As he’d reached inside his wardrobe, Esme saw that was orderly too. His shirts hung neatly, and even his pyjamas and handkerchiefs were crisply pressed and folded. Was this Mrs Watkins’ motherly ministrations? It suggested a fussiness that slightly amused Esme.

‘You might have arrived yesterday and be planning to flit tomorrow.’

‘Well, you must galvanise me not to flee the scene.’

Alec produced a large paper bag from the wardrobe and slid two framed prints from it.

‘Where are they?’ Esme asked, as she walked them over to the light of the window. The thatched roofs and cottage gardens were tinted in pastel tones. ‘Is this the village you’re from?’

‘I’m not sure they’re any location in particular – they’re generically, non-specifically Cornwall, ticking all the boxes to qualify as picturesque. They used to hang over my parents’ fireplace and were homely there, but they don’t fit here somehow. Perhaps they feel oppressed by the pattern of the rug?’

‘Non-specific, but picturesque,’ she repeated, and raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Is that you too?’

‘I don’t know if that’s a compliment or an insult! Why do I suddenly as if I need to prove myself to you?’

She was about to tell him that she’d merely have liked to see a photograph of his parents and a plant on his windowsill, but he’d laughed as he pulled her towards him.

They had moved into Marsden Road with boxes of napkin rings, Staffordshire dogs and sherry glasses from her parents’ house, but almost nothing from Alec’s side. It hadn’t mattered, though, because she’d had such pleasure in choosing cutlery and china of their own, curtains, rugs and a bedspread. Esme had made their house into a home, and Alec had never complained as she furnished around him. She’d forgotten about his oddly anonymous room, accepting that was what young men’s rooms were like, as he’d said. It was only afterwards, as she looked back, that she’d realised how few possessions he’d had, and how little he’d talked about the place he came from. She had kept the occasional glimpses into his childhood like treasured photographs; but they were just snapshots from a life, not quite in focus, disjointed and insufficient now.

When Mrs Pickering had asked Esme to accompany her on this trip, she’d begun to think about the possibility of visiting the house where Alec had grown up. She’d become certain that there’d be some comfort in being able to picture him there, having all the details of the street right, and seeing the windows that he’d looked out through as a boy. She’d searched through his papers looking for an address, but there was nothing, and neither was there anything on file at the Courier. All that anyone recalled was that Alec had moved up from Penzance. So, three weeks ago, Esme had written to the office of the town clerk there. Would they give that information away, though? Would there be anything on record? As yet she’d received no response, but might she hear something before her stay in Cornwall ended? She knew, as she stood here, that she couldn’t be more than five miles from the house that Alec had once called home.



Esme eyed the bookshelves while she waited for Gilbert. There were volumes of poetry, books on pruning roses and identifying wild flowers, on art, ancient cultures and Cornish folklore. Mrs Pickering said that you could learn a lot about a person from their bookshelves (though, as her own shelves were all light Georgian romances and the misfortunes of Victorian governesses, Esme had never been entirely sure what Mrs P meant to imply with that assertion). She looked along the line of titles and considered what she might deduce about this household. There was a predilection for antique nudes, but it might have been much worse.

‘Do feel free to borrow anything,’ said Gilbert Edgerton’s voice from the doorway. Esme turned, wishing that she hadn’t been caught so obviously examining the bookshelves. Would he tell Sebastian that he’d found her poking around? ‘I remember that we had a most interesting conversation about Thomas Hardy the last time we met, and whether he actually gets a kick out of torturing his heroines. What would that be – two years ago?’

He advanced towards her with his hand outstretched. It was a relief to finally see a familiar face and an uncomplicatedly friendly smile.

‘Mr Edgerton, it’s lovely to see you again. I’m so grateful to be able to accompany Fenella.’

‘Gilbert, please. We’re glad to have you here. It seemed the perfect solution.’

As Esme looked at Gilbert now, in his balding corduroy trousers and out-of-shape tweed jacket, she mentally drew a line through the word bohemian. She crossed out eccentric too. Apart from maybe being a little stouter, Gilbert didn’t look any different than he had two Christmases ago. Would Mrs Pickering be disappointed by the lack of flamboyance and debauchery?

‘Fen sounded much recovered when I spoke to her on the telephone last week.’

‘Dr Mangan is pleased with her. He’s confident that she’s seen off the influenza, but he recommended deep breaths of sea air, a seat in the sunshine and rest. She gives such a lot of time to her committees. She quite exhausted herself this spring. The widows and orphans can be very demanding.’ Esme heard her employer’s words echoing in her own voice.

‘Quite right. Mother always used to say that Cornwall did wonders for her constitution. I’m glad you’re here to provide a compassionate ear and a kind arm to lean on.’

Mrs Pickering had spent four hours in the millinery and mantle department of Thomas Kaye & Son at the weekend, so Esme couldn’t really see her requiring an assisting arm, but perhaps she would like to give the impression of slight infirmity to stimulate some tender feelings in her brother?

‘I’ve never been to Cornwall before,’ she said. ‘I’ve never been this far south. There were glorious views from the train. You had childhood holidays here, didn’t you?’

‘We did!’ Gilbert said, with noticeable enthusiasm. ‘Father used to take a house for July and August, and our summers were all crab sandwiches, saffron cake and dabbling in rock pools. There’s something special about this part of the country, there always was – the light, the old stones, the space, the tranquillity. It’s a rather charmed place to live. I hope it will work its charms on you.’

Esme remembered that she’d had a conversation with Gilbert about Alec two years ago. She’d told him how difficult it was to find peace of mind, to know acceptance and tranquillity. Had he recalled that? If so, she was grateful to him.

‘It’s a handsome old house,’ she said.

‘Isn’t she a gem? I looked at so many properties that had been cruelly modernised, all the soul ripped out, but this old place had its wainscotings and ghosts intact. Please, do be seated. Do make yourself at home.’

Esme lowered herself into an armchair. A knitted blanket was draped across it. Someone had clearly taken care to compose the folds, but she could feel where the stuffing was coming through the upholstery below.

Gilbert was stroking his beard when she looked up. He was leaning against the fireplace, and her eyes couldn’t help but skip between his profile and his portrait. Was he expecting her to comment on it? Was this a deliberate pose? Esme wasn’t sure exactly what she ought to say.
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