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‘To look forward, I concluded, and to have courage – the courage of adventure, of challenge, of initiation, as well as the courage of endurance – that was surely part of fidelity. The lover, the brother, the friends whom I had lost, had all in their different ways possessed this courage, and it would not be utterly wasted if only, through those who were left, it could influence the generations still to be, and convince them that, so long as the spirit of man remained undefeatable, life was worth having and worth giving.’

VERA BRqITTAIN, Testament of Youth, 1933








Chapter One

Gloucestershire

December 1932

Robert had put on his Sunday-best boots this morning, having polished them with particular care the night before. They were wet from walking through the snow now and he wished he was wearing his old gardening boots with the heavier soles. His suitcase seemed to be gaining weight the further he walked and kept banging against his shin. Mrs Fitzgerald had said the house was only a ten-minute walk from the station, hadn’t she? Had he taken the right road out of the village? Why had he put so many books in his suitcase?

Finally, up ahead, Robert saw the old red-brick walls around the estate, as Mrs Fitzgerald’s looping green handwriting had described. He followed the wall along the lane until he came to a gate and a sign that announced the entrance to Anderby Hall. A driveway curved around towards the gatehouse and there was an ornamental lake on the eastern side of the house, iced over now, with ducks skidding upon it. Beyond, there was a view out over parkland, with fine spruces and Lebanon cedars, a redwood, an ilex and magnificent old magnolias. Robert recalled that Lady Maxwell, the previous owner of the Hall, had been a renowned collector of plants who had written accounts of her tours of Norway, Canada and North Africa. Might there be journals of those trips in the library of the house? Would he be permitted to read them? The idea of it conjured a howl of wolves, the scent of spices, and made him feel he would be taking on something worthwhile here. But could he yet be sure that his place was secure? He hoped that Mrs Fitzgerald had been satisfied by his letter of reference and hadn’t seen fit to pursue it further.

Robert stepped through the arch of the gatehouse. The path ahead was lined with overgrown box hedging and criss-crossed with a cat’s paw prints. There was nobody about; his were the only human footprints in the snow, and the sudden cry of a peacock – an eerie, otherworldly sound – made it all the more reminiscent of a scene from a fairy tale. He might have fallen through a hole in time or have been en route for a rendezvous with the Snow Queen. When he’d pictured Mrs Fitzgerald, he’d seen her in Indian shawls and turquoise bracelets, but his image now shifted to white furs, colourless lips and an icicle crown. The red of berries seemed to intensify in the bleached-out scene and the frost was like a chalk line picking out the seed heads of sedums and teasels and spires of sea holly. The scrolls of ferns might be cast in copper, the cardoons bronze sculptures stained with verdigris. Robert followed the path into an inner courtyard and then there was the house ahead.

The roofline of the Hall, with its crenellated parapets, spiked gables and clusters of ornate octagonal chimney stacks, matched the embossed heading of Mrs Fitzgerald’s notepaper. Was this architecture Elizabethan? The time-weathered brickwork was the colour of gingerbread in the winter sun. It was what one called a Fine Old House, with a façade built to impress, but Robert couldn’t help noticing that some of the windows were boarded over, that the rendering around the door was flaking and how the Virginia creeper was well on the way to smothering the far wing of the property. A string of red, white and blue bunting hung limply over the door portico and there was a mildewed banner printed with the words ‘Community. Creativity. Equality. Education.’ Hadn’t that been on the heading of her notepaper too?

Mrs Fitzgerald’s letter had instructed him to come to the front door. Perhaps this was equality put into practice, but Robert always had to use the kitchen door at Scarcroft Grange and he felt self-conscious as he stepped up to the main entrance. He realized, having come to the end of his journey, that his toes and fingers were quite numb with cold. Might there be hot tea inside and a scullery fireside where he could sit for a while? He stamped the snow from his boots and tried to bring the blood back into his feet.

The front door was of stout oak, studded all over with iron nails, and looked to be ancient and extremely heavy. To the right of it, within the porch, there was a bell pull and a slate with the words ‘Now please wipe your feet!!!’ chalked upon it. It was a bossy sign, Robert thought, but perhaps there was some humour in the fulsome punctuation. He wiped his boots, as instructed.

Robert pulled the chain and there was a muffled clanging beyond the door. A grey cat appeared and circled his legs, purring volubly as he scratched its ears, and he took in the garden while he waited. It had been a formal garden, he could see, a place of precise shapes and carefully maintained symmetries, but even with the covering of snow it was clear it had become overgrown. Robert’s palms itched for a pair of secateurs – and was that a goat he spied amongst the euphorbias? It surprised him to find this once-famous garden now neglected, but there would be purpose to his work here; it would be rewarding and he might make his mark. He’d spent the length of the journey listing positives so that he might not linger on the thought of everything he was being obliged to leave behind.

‘Mother won’t really go to the police,’ Esther had said. ‘She wouldn’t want talk. But you need to get away from here.’

Robert had agreed to go, in the end, both for Esther’s sake and his own. Nobody would know him here; he had no links to this place, and that was for the best, he supposed. Footsteps were approaching the other side of the door now. Robert told himself he didn’t need to feel any shame and wouldn’t have to justify himself to anyone here. He would never speak Esther’s name and there’d be no reason for them to ever find out. This was where he began again as a better man. He was determined to make it so. Still, anxiety threatened his resolve as the door slowly opened.






Chapter Two

The door scraped across the flagstones revealing the blinking lashes of an exceptionally tall woman with red hair and heavily kohled eyes. Robert had expected the door to be opened by a maid, a girl in modest black and white, but the poise of the figure in front of him indicated this must be the lady of the house.

‘Mrs Fitzgerald?’ he began, wanting to sound confident, but hearing a note of apprehension in his own voice. ‘Good afternoon. I’m Robert Bardsley. You’re expecting me? I’m sorry, I’m a little late.’

‘Robert, how do you do?’ The woman blinked again. She looked as if she might just have awoken from a nap, but then her lipsticked mouth parted and revealed very white, straight teeth. ‘I’m Gwendoline Fitzgerald.’ She extended a manicured hand. ‘But, of course, you already know that. Please, do come in. Have you had an epic struggle through the snow?’

His first sensation was relief – and then surprise at her American accent. He hadn’t heard that in Mrs Fitzgerald’s handwriting. Her silk blouse was parrot green – almost the same colour as her ink – and there were long strands of coral beads around her neck. Her height was accentuated by the great tumble of auburn hair piled high on her head and she kept her chin raised, as though she’d been taught as a girl to make the best of her profile. She reminded him of portraits of Good Queen Bess ready to repel an armada. She was an extraordinary-looking woman. The word for her was statuesque, Robert decided.

Mrs Fitzgerald stepped back from the door and beckoned him into a dimly lit entrance hall. There was a lot of old dark oak in the interior and a Christmas tree that had lost most of its needles. The panelled walls had the patina of treacle toffee and all the furniture was highly carved and emphatically antique.

‘Goodness, you’ve carried your suitcase all the way from the station? You should have let Teddy pick it up later.’

‘It was no trouble, madam,’ Robert replied, though he was glad to put it down now.

‘Madam?’ She laughed. ‘Oh, good God, not here, Robert! You must call me Gwendoline. I insist. I shall feel like a fusty old fossil, and be most insulted, if you call me madam again.’

‘I’m sorry. Thank you, Mrs Fitzgerald. Gwendoline.’

Could he really call her Gwendoline? Was this how it was here? It pleased him that she wanted them to be on first-name terms; that felt like a compliment – he’d never once called Mr Underhill George – but he wasn’t certain he could actually use her name.

‘I apologize for the fact it’s so frightfully cold,’ she went on. ‘This house is impossible to heat.’ Her breath whitened the air and Robert could see blue veins on her hands. ‘I’ve had the fire lit in the sitting room, but the rest of it remains like a larder. Perhaps it will help to preserve us?’ she mused brightly.

‘I don’t tend to feel the cold. I’m always outside.’

‘How politely English you are.’ Mrs Fitzgerald put icy fingers to his arm, but her voice conveyed warmth.

Robert observed her posture as he followed along the passage. He pictured a younger version of her circling around drawing rooms with a book balanced on her head. She left a scent of damask rose perfume in her wake and beneath that there was the building’s smell of damp stone, old timbers and possibly mice. He noticed there were watermarks on the plasterwork ceilings and cobwebs caught the light in corners. Mrs Fitzgerald looked as if she dressed with care, but the housekeeping seemed slightly lacking.

‘It’s a magnificent house – very stately, very imposing,’ said Robert, selecting his adjectives with care. He wanted to make a good impression. ‘Is it terrifically old?’

‘This building was constructed by the de Villiers family in the sixteenth century – you possibly noticed their coat of arms on the gatehouse? But it’s thought there might have been an earlier structure on the site, probably a priory. There were phases of modernization in the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, the wood-panelled walls and the plasterwork, but the great hall is much as it originally was.’ Her voice had slipped into a guided-tour mode. ‘Until the last war, the house had been in the same family since the sixteenth century. I sometimes wonder if I was a rude shock to it, but I’m passionate about these old buildings.’ She turned on her heels and looked convincingly passionate. ‘This place eats money, it positively devours it, but if I hadn’t bought Anderby it might have been split up into apartments, become a golf club, or even been demolished. Can you imagine?’

‘That would have been a great pity.’

‘A pity? It would have been an utter tragedy!’

They turned a corner and entered a narrower passageway. This house seemed to be a labyrinth of dark, winding corridors and staircases, and then light coming in at unexpected angles. Robert couldn’t help wondering if the place might be haunted. Did spectral women in Elizabethan gowns swish along these corridors at night, the dust lifting and resettling in their wake? Did long-dead babies cry in empty nurseries and once-upon-a-time housemaids mutter at the cobwebs while rubbing their eternally tender knees? The building had that feel about it.

The walls on this passageway were hung with framed photographs. There were images of a ballet troupe lined up by the gatehouse, an orchestra on the lawn, snaps from a fancy-dress ball and the costumed casts of various theatrical productions. Robert couldn’t help but pause and look. ‘These are all events here?’

‘Yes. See, this is the Auerbach ballet company. They were with us for several months. There were abandoned ballet shoes and semi-clad bodies everywhere, and rehearsals going on in the most unexpected places. It was pandemonium – and the queues for the bathrooms! But it was a delightful chaos. They’re considering leaving Germany permanently now. Herr Hitler is a very dangerous man, don’t you agree?’

There were framed newspaper articles on the wall too, reporting conferences of philosophers and peace campaigners, a festival of Slavic music and an exhibition of West African art. At Scarcroft Grange it was an event when Mrs Underhill hosted the Women’s Institute, Robert recalled. This was life on a different scale.

‘We have a lot of musical events here, and dance. I adore dancing!’ Mrs Fitzgerald exclaimed over her shoulder and looked as if she might be about to pirouette. ‘Don’t you, Robert? It can be such a unifying force.’

This house was perhaps four times the size of Scarcroft Grange, but her manner was much less formal than that of Mr and Mrs Underhill. Was that because she was an American? Because she was some sort of philanthropist and inclined to use words like equality and community? Robert had never met anyone like her before and wasn’t sure how he ought to behave in response. It was disconcerting not to know the rules.

‘Come through,’ she invited, leading him into a sitting room. ‘I really ought to have had Teddy pick you up from the station. You must be perished. I’ll make us some tea.’

The room had an enormous plasterwork chimneypiece, all clustered with carved saints, and yellowed from centuries of fires. The late-afternoon sun lit the diamond panes of the windows in the colours of barley-sugar sweets and two Siamese cats looked up from a brocade settee which they seemed to be diligently unravelling. A bowl of walnuts was balanced on the arm of a chair, someone had scattered fragments of nutshell all over the hearthrug, and a pot of cyclamens dropped soundless petals.

Mrs Fitzgerald invited Robert to take the armchair closest to the fire while she put a copper kettle on a gas ring. ‘The kitchen is a hike away. Oh, for the days of being able to ring a bell and have a butler appear with buttered crumpets!’ She smiled regretfully and pulled a paisley shawl around her shoulders. ‘The Hall employed twenty people before the war, and that was just the inside staff, but those days are long gone. Alas!’

‘There are no staff at all?’ He assumed he could ask.

‘Not one. But don’t worry – my husband has tutored me in the intricacies of making British tea.’

It was an enormous house to run without servants, Robert thought. And did this mean there were no other garden staff? Would he be here on his own, then? He hadn’t expected that. Mrs Fitzgerald threw another log onto the fire. Ashes fluttered and circled and a smell of wood smoke filled the room. Robert noticed the scorch marks on the rug and he could see where the springs had come through the bottom of the settee.

As Mrs Fitzgerald tended to the kettle, he looked at the portrait to the side of the chimneybreast. A young man in military uniform was posed against a misty, foreign-looking landscape. He had a white grin, eyes creased with amusement and a healthy, burnished glow about him. Robert would have liked to ask who he was, but had learned that enquiries about men in uniforms could provoke awkward responses.

‘Hughie,’ Mrs Fitzgerald said, catching the angle of Robert’s gaze. ‘My brother. He died in France. But he also brought me here. He sent me such beautiful poems from this part of England.’

‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ It was what you had to say, but the words always felt inadequate.

Though he’d been surprised by the American accent, Mrs Fitzgerald spoke with a refined, moneyed voice, Robert considered, the voice of a woman who’d had governesses and inherited family jewels. He could imagine her rustling in silks and taffetas, gemstones sliding up her slim wrists, and heads turning as she entered ballrooms, surrounded by whispers of her money and marriage prospects. He supposed she’d only lately come to threadbare rugs and damp patches on the walls.

‘Your brother was a poet?’

‘Only an enthusiastic amateur, but I like to believe he had some talent. At one time I did think about trying to get a volume of his verse published. There’s always so much to do on the estate, though, and time speeds by.’

Robert took his chance to look around the room while Mrs Fitzgerald busied herself with the tea things. There were heraldic shields in the stained-glass windows, a collection of seashells under a glass dome, pieces of carved jade and coral, and a gilded crown that might previously have adorned the head of a saint in a church. He noticed large Chinese vases in the corners, lacquered with improbable patterns of foliage, silver candlesticks encrusted with dripped wax, and a vase of dried poppy heads all woven with spider silk.

‘I expect your previous employer was sorry to lose you?’ Mrs Fitzgerald asked, as she handed him a porcelain teacup.

Robert hesitated as to how to respond for a moment. He’d always got on well with Mr Underhill and it had grieved him when his employer had spoken of his disappointment. That word, more than any other, had pained Robert. ‘I enjoyed my time at Scarcroft Grange, but I felt ready to take on a bigger project.’ The teacup felt too fine and fragile in his hands.

‘Oh, we’re certainly a project!’ Mrs Fitzgerald laughed. ‘I should tell you that we haven’t employed a gardener since I bought Anderby. The community here liked the idea of managing the gardens themselves, making them into an expression of our values, but I’m afraid none of us are expert and most of us are short on time, so the only thing the gardens are expressing now is neglect.’

‘It can be put right, I’m sure.’ He didn’t let any doubt show in his voice. He needed her to believe that he could do this.

‘We made a priority of keeping the kitchen garden going – we earn an income from that, but everything else has become rather chaotic.’

Looking at Mrs Fitzgerald’s polished fingernails, Robert couldn’t imagine she’d done much work on the garden herself. She ran her strings of beads through her fine, white fingers as she talked and they made a soft clicking sound as they trickled into her palm. She kicked off her shoes and wound her long legs up underneath her on the settee. Her abandoned shoes were red Morocco, with straps and very high heels.

‘As I said, I wanted to take on more responsibility and I’m sure this will feel worthwhile.’

‘I’ve always dreamed of restoring the gardens to their former glory and was so pleased when most people agreed to the plan. I should probably explain that all the residents on the estate make an annual contribution to a trust, which supports our estate school and the upkeep of communal areas. Some of them rent and others have bought their own properties, but Anderby belongs to all of us. That’s how this community works: we’re all custodians and share both the advantages and responsibilities of running the estate. That said, my husband and I personally pay for the maintenance of the Hall, of course – and, as the renovation of the gardens is my initiative, I’ll be your employer, rather than the trust.’

Robert noticed the most people. Did that mean there were some who had objected? ‘I read a magazine article about the Greenfields community.’ Mrs Fitzgerald had apparently chosen that collective name for the residents of the estate. In the article, she’d referred to her endeavours here as the ‘Greenfields project’.

‘Oh, not that ghastly mean thing in the Tatler?’

‘No,’ Robert replied. What could the ghastly thing have been? ‘I can’t remember where I read it now.’ The article had spoken of charitable good work, artistic patronage and an aristocratic attempt to create a socialist paradise. Perhaps, on reflection, there might have been something slightly snide in its tone (had it called them ‘Gin-Rickey Bolsheviki’?), but its positive points had lodged in his thoughts and returned to his mind when he’d seen the advertisement for a gardener. ‘It’s essentially a community of artists?’

‘In the widest definition; we have sculptors and potters here, wood workers and textile workers, poets and musicians. We set out to create an environment that encouraged and inspired creativity – we sincerely believe that creative self-expression nourishes the soul – but, more than that, we wanted to experiment with new ways of thinking and living together. Our goal was that people might live as vividly and fully as possible here, working collaboratively, with their hands, heads and hearts engaged, and all of us with an equal say in decision making. These are the values we’ve tried to instil in the next generation through our school and I’d like to believe we’ve made some difference. Social atomism is the great challenge of our age, don’t you agree?’

Mrs Fitzgerald’s eyes widened as she spoke and she gesticulated with her hands. It sounded a little like a political pamphlet, Robert thought, and he wasn’t absolutely sure what ‘social atomism’ meant, but he could see she believed in everything she was saying. Having just been brought down to size at Scarcroft, bluntly reminded of his social inferiority, these ideas about equality and collaboration had an appeal. But could they really put them into practice here?

‘And your plan now is to open up the gardens to the public?’ he prompted. Dusk was creeping in from the corners of the room. In the gaps in their conversation he could hear a mouse scratching in the walls.

‘I’m afraid we do always have to be thinking of means to generate income for the estate. My idea is to charge a shilling for entry and it should bring more trade to the café too. I’d like to be open by midsummer – though, of course, I don’t expect the gardens to be in perfect order by that stage. I’m aware of the scale of the task and we will make it clear to visitors that we are a work in progress…’

‘Which doesn’t mean they get a discount!’ A man entered the room, kissed Mrs Fitzgerald rather enthusiastically on the cheek, and slid his fingertips along the length of her arm. He helped himself to a cup of tea before he turned to Robert and nodded an acknowledgement. ‘Do we get an introduction, Gwendoline?’ He said her name slowly, splitting it into its syllables. His Irish lilt seemed to make curlicues and scrolls spring from around the letters.

‘This is Robert. Remember? Mr Bardsley, the gardener? I told you he was arriving this afternoon.’ She smiled as she chastised. ‘Robert, this is Teddy, my somewhat absent-minded husband.’

‘Bardsley, of course. How do you do?’ He stepped to the fire and rocked on his heels as he warmed his back against it. He had strikingly bright blue eyes and the sort of pencil moustache that is generally only seen on the cinema screen. Though he was wearing a gentleman’s country tweeds, he looked like an actor dressed to play the part. His impeccably polished shoes seemed conspicuous against the genteel shabbiness of the room.

‘Robert has come to us from a place called Scarcroft Grange, up in the Pennines. Don’t you think it sounds deliciously Brontë-ish? I picture it with Gothic gables, smoke-blackened stonework and the wuthering wind flinging rooks all around its chimneypots. Tell me, is that how it is, Robert?’

It was a fanciful image – and Robert found that he didn’t want Mrs Fitzgerald to be picturing Scarcroft too closely. Moreover, he felt her husband’s eyes readied to judge his response. ‘They do say the house was known to Emily Brontë.’

‘You see, I knew it!’ Mrs Fitzgerald clapped her hands together.

Teddy pushed cushions, blankets and cats aside and made a space for himself on the settee. A scent of expensive hair pomade had entered the room with him and he hummed as he spooned sugar into his tea. Robert had never seen anyone take so much sugar.

‘I know,’ said Mrs Fitzgerald, catching Robert’s eye. ‘Isn’t it obscene? I tell him his teeth will rot. They’ll all fall out and how will he eat his mutton chops then? He’ll have to live on bread soaked in milk, like a baby.’ She looked at her husband with unguarded tenderness, but it was a little like hearing a mother speaking to a favourite son.

‘Nonsense,’ said Teddy, lighting a cigarette. ‘When my teeth fall out I’ll have a shiny set of dentures. They’ll be grinning at you from a glass when you step into the bathroom of a morning and I’ll chase you all around the house gnashing them.’

‘Ridiculous boy!’ Mrs Fitzgerald unwound her husband’s fingers from around the cigarette and took a long drag from it, before placing it back between his lips.

There was something too intimate in their behaviour, Robert thought. Had they forgotten he was in the room, or was this a display for his benefit? Mrs Fitzgerald was a striking woman, with good bones and bearing, a woman who would still turn heads, but the age difference was noticeable. She was perhaps in her mid-forties, while her husband must be at least ten years her junior. Robert wondered how they might have met. Which one of them had done the pursuing?

‘So that accent is Yorkshire?’ Teddy asked.

‘Lancashire, actually, sir – but right on the county border.’ Robert considered his accent in turn. Was it Dublin perhaps?

‘Hell’s bells! Don’t call him sir!’ Mrs Fitzgerald interjected. ‘His head is swelled enough already. We’ll never hear the end of it if you start calling him sir.’

‘I could get used to it.’ Teddy tilted his chin. ‘He can call me sir if he wants.’

Mrs Fitzgerald rolled her eyes. ‘Robert, please don’t.’

‘Isn’t Lancashire all cotton mills and cobbles?’ Teddy went on. ‘Do they have gardens up there?’

‘It’s not all factories. There are some grand old houses, though the money does generally come from textiles. Scarcroft Grange has an Arts and Crafts garden. Mr Underhill, my previous employer, was a great admirer of Gertrude Jekyll.’ Robert used to be proud to talk of Scarcroft’s garden, but now felt he mustn’t let the conversation linger here. ‘I was there for five years. Before that I worked for the Parks Department.’

‘The Parks Department, eh?’ Was there something mocking in Teddy’s grin? ‘So you can arrange begonias in patterns? And know how to plant up hanging baskets for bandstands? Is that the look you’re aiming for, Gwen?’

‘Robert, you mustn’t mind my husband.’ Mrs Fitzgerald gave Teddy’s shoulder a shove. ‘He’s a notorious tease. I warn you, he’s like this with everyone.’

Teddy smiled as he blew on his tea and balanced his cigarette on the edge of his saucer. Robert’s grandmother would have called that bad manners, but Mrs Fitzgerald gave her husband a look that suggested she was remarkably pleased with him.

‘If you don’t mind me saying, you’re a long way from home, Bardsley,’ Teddy continued. ‘You’ve not come all this way just for work, have you? What are you running away from?’

He said it jokingly – presumably this was an exhibition of the notorious teasing – but Robert felt himself being measured up. Could Teddy sense something amiss?

‘Teddy!’ Mrs Fitzgerald protested.

‘I’m ambitious,’ Robert said. That much wasn’t a lie. ‘I had a good position at Scarcroft, but I wanted to take on more of a challenge. I’d like to feel I’ve achieved something. I want to make my mark.’

‘Ambitious? Is that so?’ Teddy angled an eyebrow at his wife. ‘Is ambition permitted amongst your people? Are they allowed to admit that?’

‘Of course!’ There was passion in her voice. ‘We’re all ambitious. Perhaps not in the orthodox sense of working for monetary gain and social advancement, but we’re all striving to achieve change here. That’s what it’s all about! Some people would call that wildly ambitious.’

Teddy drained his teacup and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand before he announced he must depart to see a fellow about a dog. ‘So we’ll be seeing you around the place, Bardsley?’ he asked as he stood. ‘I’ll admit, I’m not convinced this garden plan is the soundest money-making venture, but it’s Gwen’s project and she believes in it. I’d tarmac it all over myself, it would be far more practical, but then I have no feeling for these things.’ He leaned over the back of the settee and wound a curl of his wife’s hair around his finger like an amber ring. ‘I believe we’re putting you in the cottage next to Trudie. She’ll be thrilled with you! A bit of fresh meat, what?’

Mrs Fitzgerald shook her head and smiled as Teddy closed the door. ‘I’m afraid my husband passes through rooms like a whirlwind.’

Robert turned the teacup in his saucer. Teddy had looked at him with narrowed eyes as he’d departed. Had he picked up that he was being selective with the truth? And what had he meant about fresh meat?

‘You said in your letter that your previous employer collected old roses?’ Mrs Fitzgerald asked.

Sensibleness and order felt to return to the room with Teddy’s departure, and Robert was glad of it, but he wished they didn’t have to linger on the subject of Scarcroft. He tried to remember what Esther had written in her reference. To his mind, that letter had been blatantly composed in the handwriting and phrasing of a nineteen-year-old girl. She’d signed it with her father’s name, but it didn’t sound like Mr Underhill’s voice at all. Mercifully, Mrs Fitzgerald didn’t seem to have sensed that. ‘We put in a rose walk and an arbour trained with climbers.’

‘I’m afraid you’ll find our roses rather under the weather. They were famous once, though. People travelled to see the topiary and the de Villiers roses.’ Mrs Fitzgerald stood and walked towards the window. She turned to Robert and he sensed he was being invited to join her there. ‘You know, when I first came here I remember looking out and thinking the view must hardly have changed for four hundred years. Imagine, Robert!’ She took a sprig of holly from the window frame and turned it between her fingers. He noticed that the curtain behind her had been eaten away by moths. ‘I’d trailed around a dozen properties with an agent, but I felt an immediate attachment to Anderby. It instantly caught my heart and my imagination. Oh, it was a sight when I first came here!’ Her voice lifted as she recalled. ‘The main public rooms had been occupied during the war, but other parts of the house were in a shocking state. Pigeons were roosting in the oratory, ivy had climbed through the windows and wound around the furniture, and water was dripping from the ceilings. I was probably insane to take it on, but I looked out at the view and knew this was the place I was meant to be; I needed Anderby and it needed me. I could make it sound again, give it a future, and we might begin to address why this dear peaceful old house had become a hospital full of tragically damaged young men. There was an irresistible metaphor in it, I suppose – though, in retrospect, falling for a metaphor might not have been my most sensible financial decision ever.’

She turned to Robert, her expression both fond and wistful. He’d taken the chance to observe his new employer as she’d spoken this soliloquy. The light from the window showed the fine lines on her face, but her skin was the colour of the top of the milk and her turquoise eyes were intelligent. She had the long straight nose of a Grecian statue and a wide, amused mouth. It was a face that could have been haughty, but there was humour in the creases around her eyes.

‘I’ve done what I can with the garden over the years,’ Mrs Fitzgerald continued, ‘and I’ve always been keen to thrust pruning shears into the hands of volunteers, but I know it’s looking shamefully neglected.’ She took a hairpin from between her teeth and pushed a wayward curl back into place. ‘I’ve not left it too late, have I? Could it still be revived? The scale of the work required hasn’t put you off?’

Robert looked out. How enchanting the garden was under its cover of snow. In his imagination it melted away, the box hedging sharpened into straighter lines, the bindweed and bramble disentangled, and the formal beds bloomed into harmonious colour. It was enchanting in that vision too. This would be more responsibility than he’d ever taken on before, and a test of his skills and his knowledge, but he would apply himself to it. As the house’s romantic ruination had evidently appealed to Mrs Fitzgerald, so he found himself drawn to the idea of saving the gardens from dereliction.

‘It will be a push to get it into shape within six months,’ he admitted.

‘I appreciate that. But not impossible to make it vaguely respectable?’

‘It would be a privilege to work here. I will do my utmost for you.’

He would give it all his energy and attention, tire his mind and his muscles, and perhaps he might once again be able to fall into a dreamless sleep at the end of his days? He craved that. This was a peculiar place, and not quite what he’d expected, but he was intrigued by it and he needed this chance. There was no going back now.






Chapter Three

The terrace of cottages was to the rear of the Hall. They had low slate roofs and tall chimneys, and might once have housed estate workers, Robert supposed. As they stepped towards the door, there was a sound of barking dogs from the neighbouring property.

‘I’m afraid it’s rather simple,’ Mrs Fitzgerald said, walking ahead with the key, ‘but the previous tenant made herself comfortable here.’

There was a faint whiff of mildew and mouse dirt as they entered, and the walls could do with a fresh coat of paint, but it might have been much worse. Robert put his suitcase down.

‘It will do me very well,’ he replied.

‘I appreciate it might need some refreshing, but it’s yours to do with as you see fit.’ Mrs Fitzgerald lifted a pugnacious-looking Staffordshire spaniel from the mantelpiece, blew dust off it, sneezed and said, ‘What a sweetheart! The girls have left you some things on a tray, I believe, and Mr Ingram has filled the wood store, but if there’s anything else you need this evening, just hammer on the door.’

‘I’m sure I’ll have everything I require here. Thank you.’

Finally left alone, Robert explored his new quarters. The downstairs room had a black-leaded range with an armchair in front of it and a kitchen corner with a sink, a meat safe, a gas ring and a dresser stacked with blue and white china. A tray had been left on the pine table and he lifted the cloth over it to see a plate pie, a bottle of Bass beer, a large Eccles cake and a note that said ‘Don’t be a stranger!’ Ascending a steep, narrow staircase, he found a room furnished with a brass bedstead, a marble-topped washstand and a bedding chest filled with blankets and the smell of camphor moth balls. The window looked out over a little rear garden that was becoming indistinct in the gathering dusk.

Robert stood and listened, hearing only the wind under the roof tiles and his own breath finally steadying. He’d handed his door key back to his brother that morning, leaving behind a house full of family jokes and arguments and his nephews endlessly thundering up and down the stairs. It was so very quiet here by comparison. As the hours had passed in the ever-colder railway carriage, he’d questioned whether he’d needed to come quite so far. When might he see his family again? Did Esther appreciate just how much she’d asked him to give up? Still, this was a clean start, Robert told himself, and he could choose who he wanted to be here; he’d show these people that he was diligent, capable and reliable, and would prove to himself that he was an honourable man. Catching the reflection of his own eyes in the window, however, he was conscious that this was a new beginning built on lies.



Robert licked his palm and smoothed his hair as he waited on the doorstep. His hands smelled of the paraffin he’d used to get the fire going. He batted a flake of ash from his trousers and thought he probably ought to have scrubbed his fingernails before he came to call on his new neighbour. But the porch in front of him contained a rumpled dog bed and a crate of unrinsed milk bottles. Whoever his neighbour might be (as yet, she was merely a disembodied female voice that knew a lot of swearwords), she was unlikely to be a stickler for well-scrubbed nails.

He’d heard her voice raised to the barking dogs when he’d first arrived and then, as he’d descended the staircase, there’d been a beat of music coming through the wall. If he’d heard her, she’d probably heard him, and so he’d reasoned that he ought to introduce himself. He did want to get off on the right foot. The music was louder as he waited on the doorstep now and the dogs were barking excitedly and leaping against the door. There sounded to be an awful lot of them in there.

The woman who eventually opened the door on the far side of the porch was wearing a black silk dressing gown embroidered with red dragons, had platinum blonde hair cut shorter than his own, and Bakelite bracelets all up her arms. She was perhaps in her mid-thirties, and though the smudged make-up around her eyes gave her a look of disarray, she was striking. She reminded him of the sort of woman who was always being photographed leaving London nightclubs in the magazines that Mrs Underhill used to give him to cut up for compost. The sound of a raucous jazz band was playing behind her, Robert could hear it more clearly now, and a pack of small white dogs seethed around her Turkish slippers. So was this what Mrs Fitzgerald’s creative types looked like?

‘Push them back,’ the woman instructed as she opened the door. ‘Don’t let them out!’ She tried to corral the dogs with her feet and eventually issued another stern growl, which sent them scampering back into the interior of the cottage. Though she addressed the dogs in a commanding voice, she showed a brilliant smile as she made eye contact with Robert and switched to an altogether different tone.

‘My new neighbour, I’m presuming – am I right? I heard Gwendoline at the door with you earlier. Is it Mr Bardsley?’

‘Robert,’ he offered his hand. ‘Yes, I’ve just moved in.’ He nodded towards his own door unnecessarily. Why did this woman make him feel nervous? ‘I thought I perhaps ought to introduce myself.’

‘How sweet of you, darling.’ She shook his hand vigorously. ‘Gertrude Carr. But do call me Trudie. Everyone does. I say, my beasts haven’t disturbed you, have they?’

Her voice was unusually deep for a woman’s, warm and faintly husky, and had a sound of old money about it. It wasn’t a wireless voice, it was less clipped and bouncy than that, but it was a voice that spoke of perfect self-assurance and a pleasure in the finest things.

‘They haven’t disturbed me at all. I’ve barely noticed and I love dogs.’

‘Do you?’ she replied. Her stare was penetrating. ‘I think you can tell an awful lot about a person by how they react to dogs. They immediately sort out the wimps and the bullies. Don’t you agree?’

‘I couldn’t agree more.’ He found himself wanting to be relaxed and friendly with this woman’s dogs.

‘Anyway, come in! Do you drink Dubonnet? Do you like Latin jazz?’

Robert stepped into a remarkably untidy room. With the excitement of the dogs, the blaring of the trumpets, and Trudie swinging her shoulders as if she might break into a samba at any moment, the atmosphere teetered on the precipice of chaos. The place smelled of a heavy, spicy perfume, dog beds and Turkish cigarettes.

‘Goodness! Forgive my directness, but you are a great improvement.’ Trudie shut the door behind Robert and gave him an unabashed up-and-down examination. Her eyes scrutinized his face with an enquiring attention to detail that he found slightly embarrassing. ‘I had Miss Bentridge next door until last Easter. She was stiff as an old herring and spent her days muttering Middle English poetry and weaving on a hand-loom. She had absolutely no sense of humour. None at all. And she never stopped complaining about the dogs. I say, things are looking up!’

Robert heard himself laughing in a self-conscious way. ‘Thank you. I shall do my best.’ He was accustomed to being invisible to this class of woman, a background figure only attributed a name if the lawns were looking neglected, but he felt thoroughly seen in Trudie’s presence.

‘Let me switch this off. It’s easier not to have to lip read, isn’t it? Though you have a very attractive mouth, if you don’t mind me saying. Show me your smile. There. Yes. Oh, you darling boy!’ Trudie went to still the gramophone needle. ‘Do you like Arlo Marvell? Have you seen him with his band? We were together for a while some years ago, but he’s gone back to New York now. God of a man! How did I ever let him slip through my hands? Of course, it horrified my mother. She’s an appalling old reactionary. I took him home on the same day she was hosting the church ladies’ coffee morning. I didn’t intend to – it just happened that way, as these things do. Well, the pince-nez fell off Mrs Sinclair’s nose when we walked in – quite literally! – and Lily Dixon choked on a coconut macaroon. Ha!’ It was a forcible laugh. ‘I abhor colour prejudice. It makes my blood boil. I’m passionately against it. Aren’t you? But then the hoo-ha over Arlo was nothing compared with the hysterics over Guy. Dear Lord, the wailing and gnashing!’ She rolled her eyes theatrically. ‘Mother is such an old cow. She cut me off. Don’t you think it’s outrageously Victorian?’

She was like a juggernaut. Esther had friends who wore make-up and went out dancing, confident young women who spoke in loud voices, but Trudie was from a whole other world. The rush and forcefulness of her words made Robert want to take a step backwards. ‘Will she get over it?’

‘No one holds grudges like Mother. She told me I won’t get a penny more. Well, to hell with her! I’ll get by. Shrivelled old witch. We haven’t spoken for eight years and really it’s for the best.’

The shoal of small white dogs was rippling around Robert’s ankles. He bent down to them, taking the excuse to break away from Trudie’s examining eyes momentarily, and they whimpered and nuzzled at him. Small pink tongues and tiny teeth rasped at his hands.

‘See, they adore you already! You’re going to be the best of friends.’ Trudie stood with a hand on her hip as she looked down at him. ‘We are a bit overcrowded just now, but Queenie’s puppies will start to go out to their homes next week.’

‘You breed them?’ he asked as he straightened.

‘It’s a relatively new venture. I started with angora rabbits, but there’s more money in Sealyham Terriers. And they are sweethearts. Such lovely natures. Would you like one?’ She lifted one of the smaller white bundles and pouted her lips as she nuzzled it against her cheek. ‘I could do you a special price.’

‘Perhaps in time. If you need a walker or a dog sitter, I’d be happy to oblige.’

‘Oh, aren’t you a treat? Wherever did Gwen find you?’ She put the dog down and clapped her hands together. ‘We must have a drink. Look at the state of this place! What must you think of me? Here, help yourself.’

She threw a packet of Lucky Strike in Robert’s direction and lit her own cigarette from a shagreen-covered table lighter. As Trudie wafted over to a cocktail cabinet (waft was the only word for that walk), her dressing gown billowed behind her and Robert was relieved to see she was wearing slacks and a sweater beneath it. After speaking with Mrs Fitzgerald, he’d imagined the residents of the estate might be worthy and earnest, all homemade sandals and wholemeal bread, but Trudie was shaking apart his suppositions. Like Mrs Fitzgerald, she was tall, but she was also broad-shouldered and angular, as if she might have been athletic in her youth. Robert could picture her playing energetic tennis on well-tended lawns and swearing like a docker at the umpire.

With Trudie’s back turned, he took his chance to look around the room. There was a great deal of furniture in it, much of it gilded and lacquered in an oriental style, and all of it draped with drying laundry. There were fashion papers everywhere, framed photographs of dogs, rosettes and trophies, and was that a funeral urn sitting on the mantelpiece?

‘I don’t have any ice. You won’t take offence, will you?’

‘Not at all.’

The cocktail cabinet was all mirror panels and walnut veneer. She was throwing measures into glasses with speed, confidence and some ostentation. The bouncing of the dogs made the bottles on the cabinet chime.

‘It’s a Corpse Reviver,’ she said, finally handing Robert a glass. ‘It will warm you up.’

‘Thank you.’ The glass was painted with a design of fighting cockerels and the scent of the drink was combative too. For the first time today, Robert didn’t feel as if he needed warming up. The fire was roaring in here and Trudie’s company made him feel rather hot and bothered. ‘I’ve never had one before. What’s in it?’

‘Gin, Curaçao, absinthe, whichever bottle next happened to catch my eye…’ She waved her hand dismissively. The bracelets stretched from her wrist to her elbow and clattered as she gesticulated. ‘Tchin-tchin, old thing.’

Robert took a sip. He wanted to give the impression he was accustomed to strong drink, but it was remarkably potent and he tried not to cough when it hit the back of his throat. Trudie’s mouth kinked up at one corner.

‘Is it like the Arctic next door? You must take some extra blankets home with you or a hot-water bottle. Perhaps you’d like to borrow a puppy? I have to admit, I do let them come up to bed with me at night. Do you think that’s appalling? Will you tell people? They wriggle about a bit, but if you can persuade one of the little chaps to sleep on your feet, it’s divine.’

She pursed her lips and sighed as she let out a long ribbon of smoke. Trudie didn’t look like the sort of woman who might possess a hot-water bottle, but then she seemed to be a curious mix of contradictions.

‘I lit the range before I came out. It should have warmed up by the time I go back.’ The drink was very warming. He felt his cheeks beginning to glow.

‘Isn’t this weather ghastly? I’m normally at a friend’s villa in Nice in December, but it wasn’t practical this time with the dogs.’ She made an exaggeratedly glum face. ‘Isn’t Gloucestershire vile in the winter?’

Robert could imagine this woman flying down to Nice, but what was she doing living in a one-up-one-down cottage in deepest rusticity? ‘I thought it was beautiful today in the snow. I enjoyed walking from the station.’

‘Ah, you see, you’re a Romantic, Robert. You probably enjoy climbing hills for no good reason too, don’t you? I have no imagination, I’m more bodily than cerebral, and I absolutely can’t stand to be cold.’ She said this with feeling and visibly shivered as she stabbed her cigarette out in the ashtray. She had a way of saying certain words in capital letters. ‘Anyway, you must sit down. Let me make some space.’

Trudie addressed her attention to the table. The surface of it was covered with boxes, many of which seemed to contain coloured beads. She pushed them aside and removed some silky garment from a chair, urging Robert to sit.

‘They’re beautiful colours,’ he said, nodding to the boxes and trying to divert his eyes from her laundry. ‘Are they oriental?’

‘Some of them are old Venetian glass,’ she said, dipping her hand into a box of beads that looked like boiled sweets and letting them trickle through her fingers. She reached for a pair of oversized horn-rimmed spectacles and her eyes became larger. Her voice took on a seriousness too. ‘Those are Nepalese. I buy some made from yak bones, these are from Afghanistan, and I get a lot from a trader in Morocco. I’m careful who I buy from. If you source from the right people, you can do some good in the world, but buy from the wrong sorts and you can find yourself funding all manner of heinousness. My business is called Perles du Monde. Don’t you like it? Costume jewellery, you see? I’m a whizz with a soldering iron!’ Her voice brightened again.

‘And you find dog breeding and jewellery compatible?’

‘I know, it’s an unlikely-sounding combination, isn’t it?’ She folded her spectacles away and sat back in her chair. ‘But my mother is always bedecked like a Christmas tree – not this stuff, all the handed-down rocks – and Daddy spent every hour he could hunting with hounds. Much as we might try, we can never entirely escape our inheritance, can we? What do your people do?’

‘Textiles,’ he replied. Should he tell Trudie that both his parents had been operatives in cotton mills?

‘But you became a gardener?’ She leaned towards him, seemingly genuinely interested.

‘I enjoy being outdoors.’

‘Do you? I can’t stand it!’ She stamped her glass on the table with emphasis, spilling a little of her drink. ‘But I like a man who works with his hands in the earth. I think it’s noble. I say, have you read Lady Chatterley?’ She smiled at him again, a wide, roguish smile, and he recalled what Teddy had said about fresh meat.

‘What brought you to Gloucestershire?’ He could ask, couldn’t he? He felt it best to divert away from D. H. Lawrence. Esther had read passages of Lady Chatterley aloud to him and it was all a little too close to home.

‘Gwen was a friend of a friend and I heard about what she was doing here. She was putting the word out, wanting to gather like-minded souls together, giving them grants and studios and encouraging them to find ways to work collaboratively. The talk was all healthful and hopeful, and my life in London had become the opposite of that. It came at the right time for me.’ She made expansive gestures with her hands and the bracelets rattled all up her arms. ‘You’ll probably find us an odd lot at first. You might feel you’ve accidentally stumbled into a madhouse. We’re quite an exhibition of alternative beliefs, fervently held political opinions and unorthodox lifestyles, but there’s a great deal of freedom here and we do genuinely try to support one another. We might fall out over politics periodically, but there is a common sympathy amongst us. Tell me, Robert, what is your opinion of Mussolini?’

Nobody had ever asked him that before. ‘Don’t they say he’s a vegetarian and a teetotaller? I read that he spends hours every day doing fencing exercises and eats nothing but fruit. Apparently, he never swears and he drinks camomile tea.’

Trudie gave him a look that suggested this wasn’t an adequate response. Robert supposed she wasn’t wrong.

‘Of course, the local society and clergy have us all down as morally degenerate,’ Trudie said with some glee, ‘but they love to have Gwen on the guest list at parties.’

‘Degenerate?’

‘I don’t mean to shock you, Robert, but certain couples here aren’t joined in wedlock.’ She made a faux-horrified face. ‘We’ve harboured divorcees, men have been sighted holding hands, women regularly flaunt their legs in trousers, and the sexes officially have equal rights here! Can you feel the earth quaking beneath your feet?’

‘What have I got myself in to?’ He returned her smile.

‘A veritable moral cesspit.’ Her eyes glittered.

‘So how many residents are there? Do a lot of them live in the Hall?’

‘There are just under thirty of us here now, including the children, variously scattered about the estate’s cottages. The personnel has changed as time has gone by and we have lost quite a lot of people in recent years. The house was packed at the start, they were crushed in there like sardines in a can – I suppose it was what you might call a commune – but that was in pre-Teddy days. Teddy isn’t a sharer. He’s not a joiner-in. He has a horror of finding other people’s wet towels in the bathroom, apparently, and he does have a way of influencing Gwen. Most of the house is closed up now. They can’t afford to heat it. These old piles aren’t practical any longer, are they?’

‘And there are really no staff?’

‘She let the cook go last year, so now they live on toasted teacakes and tinned soup heated up on a gas ring,’ Trudie replied. She took a small dog up onto her lap and began brushing it, almost absent-mindedly, with a metal comb. ‘They used to have Hettie come up from the village to do the cleaning, but even she’s finished now. Between us, I’m not sure Teddy was best pleased about that. We must all make economies in these straightened times, though, and you have to respect Gwen’s resilience. She Vims out her own bathtub, you know, and she’s extremely energetic with a carpet sweeper.’ Trudie pulled dog hair from her comb and dropped it into a Chinese vase at the side of her chair. Returning one dog to the floor, she scooped up another and began again.

‘The estate didn’t come to her through family?’ As Trudie was in a flow, there didn’t seem to be any harm in giving her a further nudge.

‘Goodness, no! Gwen’s father had factories all over America. Something to do with motorcar parts, as I recall.’ The comb stilled and Trudie looked up to the ceiling as she made an effort to remember, but the specifics evidently evaded her. ‘He was a self-made man. He went out there from Liverpool as a boy, I believe, and pulled himself up by his bootstraps, right up to the top of society.’ She held a peppermint between her teeth and let the dog on her lap take it from her mouth. She turned to Robert and grinned as if this delighted her.

‘Motorcar parts?’ Robert pictured a corpulent man in a brash checked suit and a Homburg hat, a man with a booming voice and big ideas, with the ear of politicians and vast paintings of angry buffaloes on his walls. He would never have guessed that Mrs Fitzgerald’s gentility might have been bought with oily valves and sprockets.

‘Of course, she was brought up by nannies and governesses. Only the best would do. The newspapers used to speculate about who she might marry. They called her the most marriageable heiress in New York State.’ Trudie was doing her capital-letters voice again. ‘How excruciating, eh? Is it any wonder she wanted to turn her back on all of that?’

How had she ended up with Teddy, then? The newspapers couldn’t have predicted that outcome. And where had all the money gone? Robert’s imagination conjured a forbidden romance, a rushed elopement and an angry severing of family ties. But had it been like that?

‘And what does Teddy do?’

‘Do? As in work?’ The question seemed to surprise Trudie. ‘Heavens, Teddy doesn’t work! He’s professionally Gwen’s husband, I suppose. He claims not to be able to do any physical work because of the gas – the war, you know? – so he polishes his motors and goes to the races.’

‘He was gassed in the war?’ Robert hadn’t expected that. Teddy looked as healthy as a stallion.

‘Don’t ever mention it. The tales of Teddy’s valour are very tiresome – and quite possibly fictional,’ she added with a wink. ‘To be frank, he is more decorative than functional, but then we all have our whims, don’t we?’

‘Does Mrs Fitzgerald still own factories?’

‘Not any longer. All of that has gone. Her father got into armaments manufacturing during the war, and lined his pockets very nicely, but it felt like dirty money to Gwen. She didn’t want any part of it. Well, you can understand that, can’t you? And then with her losing her brother too… She deliberately wanted to break away from the values of her father’s generation, to turn her back on all the old hypocrisies and hierarchies and the money hunger, because as far as she was concerned, only loss and heartbreak had come from that. Anyway, when her parents passed away, she decided she could perhaps do some good with her fortune.’

‘She gave it away?’

‘She donated much of it to charitable causes and the remainder went into this project. She had to have the greatest experts in to restore the pargeting and the wall paintings, to advise on the forestry and farming and setting up the school, and there were all the conferences and lecture series and arts festivals to finance. But then the stock market crashed and now there’s nothing left in the coffers to fix the roof. Sometimes great chunks of plaster fall down from the ceilings and they only venture up to the top floor to empty buckets.’

Robert recalled Mrs Fitzgerald speaking so fervently of her attachment to Anderby Hall. Might it also be her folly?

‘Anyway, listen to me rattling on! Don’t I sound like a wicked old gossip?’ Trudie widened her eyes and let out a bark of laughter. It startled the dog on her lap. ‘But I do enjoy a cosy chitchat. Don’t you, Robert? I feel you and I shall get along very nicely. Do you know you’ve got heavenly eyes? Like chocolate buttons. Like a faithful dog. Shall I teach you how to make a Corpse Reviver?’






Chapter Four

Robert awoke to the noise of dogs barking distantly, a message being passed down the valley from farm to farm, and finally picked up by the pack next door. He then heard Trudie letting them out into the back garden and singing as she did so. Hell, she had more stamina than he did. He’d ended up drinking several Corpse Revivers with her last night and had passed out as soon as he’d crawled up the stairs to his bed. He wasn’t sure that much could revive his corpse this morning. He was in no mood for singing.

Though Robert was warm under the blankets, he could see his own breath whitening the air and there were ferns of frost on the windows. He stared up at a damp patch on the ceiling, debating whether it was closest to the shape of Australia or Africa – and contemplating if he could feel settled here. Mrs Fitzgerald had seemingly been convinced by his reference and there was no reason for there to be any further contact between her and the Underhills, was there? He resolved that he must give her no cause to question her decision to take him on.

He’d slept in his clothes last night, he realized now, with his overcoat thrown over the bed. Just how much had he drunk? He tried to remember, but parts of the evening were a disconcerting blank… Had he danced with Trudie at some point, or had he dreamed that? There was a sour taste in his mouth and his head hammered dully. He supposed he deserved it. Getting tipsy with Trudie probably hadn’t been the most sensible way to begin his career at Anderby.

He could gladly have pulled the blankets over his head and had another hour in bed, but the barking of the dogs was becoming insistent and he could hear a mouse scratching in the walls. No, however delicate he felt, it was time to get up, to light the range and begin the process of making a new life – a sober, focussed life in which he’d make well-considered decisions.



Robert folded his shopping list into his pocket and set out towards the gatehouse. A pack of children, dressed as cowboys and angels, were playing a boisterous game of pursuit. They weren’t exactly attired for the weather, but the boys cracked cap guns and the girls made un-angelic ululations, and all of this energetic chasing must be keeping them warm. Robert tried to smile pleasantly – he supposed they must be the children of families who lived on the Anderby estate – but all the shrieking and running around in circles didn’t do much for his fragile head.

‘Are you the gardener, mister?’ one of the older girls asked in a bold voice. Her cheeks were flushed with running. She was perhaps about thirteen, he guessed, and though dressed in chaps and a Stetson, she held herself in a way that was unmistakably coquettish.

‘Yes, my name is Robert. And you are?’

‘I’m Kitty Carter-McKay. This is Erin and Unity and Ariel and Tristan.’ She wafted a shiny pistol at each of the children in turn. They’d stopped running around and all eyed him unabashed. ‘I live in the gatehouse with Nancy and Phyllis. My bedroom is up in the battlements. Did you like the Eccles cake?’

Kitty dipped her chin and looked at him from under her hat. It was the pose of a starlet on a cigarette card. Had she practised it in front of a mirror? Robert tried not to laugh.

‘It was an excellent Eccles cake. Possibly the best I’ve ever had.’ After drinking several Corpse Revivers with Trudie, he’d consumed the pie and the cake ravenously. He couldn’t say he’d eaten with any great discernment, but the alcohol-absorbing pastry had been just the ticket. ‘Who made it?’

‘Phyllis. She’s good at pastry. She says it’s because she’s got cold hands. But she let me sprinkle the sugar on top.’ A smile of childish satisfaction briefly replaced the studied pout.

‘Will you tell Phyllis thank you for me? I was very grateful.’

The girl nodded, serious-faced now. ‘Is it true you won’t let us play in the gardens any longer?’

Where had this come from? ‘No. Of course you can play in the gardens. Why did you think that?’

‘Because that’s what Miss Faulkner said. She told us you’d have a cage and would lock us in it if we walk on the lawns. She said you’d growl at us, have big yellow teeth, like a donkey, and would call the police constable if you caught us climbing the trees.’

‘I suspect she might have been teasing you.’

Kitty seemed to consider this. She twisted the toe of her boot in the snow and looked down to admire the effect. ‘Miss Faulkner doesn’t like you much, but you haven’t got yellow teeth, or hair coming down your nostrils, and I don’t think you’re scary.’
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