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The New Arrival

‘The first rule of a new garden: don't touch anything until you know what it is.’

— Agnes Burrow, private journal, undated

The removal van left at half past two, and by three o'clock Nora Bassett was standing in the middle of what the letting agent had described as 'a charming rear aspect' and what she was now privately calling the situation.

The garden at Wisteria Cottage was not, strictly speaking, a disaster. It was more of a considered neglect — the kind that takes years of deliberate inattention to achieve. The lawn had gone to seed in tall, feathery columns. The beds along the south-facing wall were a tangle of self-seeded foxgloves and something she suspected was bindweed masquerading as morning glory, which was frankly the oldest trick in the botanical book. A single rose, unpruned for so long it had become architectural, leaned against the fence post with the air of something that had long since given up waiting to be asked.

Nora set her mug of instant coffee on the windowsill — the kettle was the one thing she'd packed in the car rather than the van, on the grounds that survival required it — and looked at the garden with the particular attention she usually reserved for specimen drawings. Stem structure. Leaf shape. The way something grew told you almost everything about what it was and what it wanted.

The wisteria, at least, was magnificent. Hence the cottage's name, presumably. It had colonised the entire back wall and half of the fence, its woody trunk as thick as her forearm at the base, and though it was past flowering now — late September had seen to that — the vine itself was a thing of tremendous, confident beauty. She found she was already planning the illustration. Wisteria sinensis, she thought. Or possibly floribunda. She'd need to look at the leaves more carefully.

This was the problem, and also — she suspected — the point.

Nora had come to Thorne's End for quiet. She had come because London had become very loud in the particular way that cities become loud when your life is coming apart at its seams, and she had needed somewhere that asked nothing of her except that she pay the rent on time. She had come because a freelance botanical illustrator who had recently lost her largest contract, her long-term relationship, and her conviction that things were, broadly, fine — such a person needed, above all else, a place to work.

The cottage had a north-facing studio. That had been the deciding factor. Everything else was secondary.

She took a sip of the too-hot coffee and thought: the rose needs cutting back before November. The bindweed needs to come out entirely or it'll strangle everything by spring. The foxgloves can stay — they're good for the bees, and whatever else was wrong with Thorne's End, she'd noticed on the drive in that the meadow at the village edge was alive with them.

She was examining the rose's hips — a good rust-red, worth drawing — when she heard the gate.

❖  ❖  ❖

He came in as if the garden were already his, which she would later understand was simply how Gerald Fairweather moved through the world.

He was tall, silver-haired, ruddy in the particular English way that suggested a lifelong relationship with outdoor air and indoor port, and he was carrying, with great ceremony, a bunch of dahlias from which the autumn mud had been only partially cleaned. He wore a waxed jacket over a checked shirt and carried himself with the posture of a man who had never once doubted whether he'd been invited.

'You must be the new one,' he said, with a warmth so practised it arrived before the handshake. 'Gerald Fairweather. Fairweather Hall — just over the wall there. I saw the van this morning. I always call on new arrivals. The village expects it of me, I think, though I confess I'm rather happy to oblige.'

His handshake was firm and lasted precisely half a beat longer than felt comfortable.

'Nora Bassett,' she said. 'Thank you — you didn't have to—'

'Dahlias,' he said, presenting them. 'From my kitchen garden. Café au Lait, those — you won't find better. I grow them from tubers I've had since 1998, if you can believe it. The original stock came from a grower in Herefordshire who has since, regrettably, retired.' He looked at the flowers with proprietary satisfaction. 'They travel well.'

Nora took them. They were, she had to admit, extraordinary — the blooms the colour of pale milky coffee flushed with dusty rose at the petal edges, and enormous, the size of side plates. She could feel herself already wanting to paint them.

'They're beautiful,' she said, and meant it.

'My garden usually is.' He said this not with arrogance exactly, but with the calm authority of a man stating a well-established fact. He glanced past her shoulder at the wisteria. 'That's a good specimen you've inherited. Old Crane planted it, I believe, back in the seventies. Before Mrs. Alderton had the cottage, and then the Prices. You're the fifth tenant in eleven years.' He paused, smiling. 'Don't let that worry you. The previous ones all had their reasons.'

Nora wasn't sure if that was a reassurance or not.

'Are you a gardener?' he asked, with the particular inflection that suggested he already had an opinion on the answer.

'Amateur,' she said. 'Botanical illustrator, mainly. I know plants better on paper than in the ground, I think.'

His face changed, just slightly. A brightening. 'A botanical illustrator. Well.' He seemed genuinely delighted. 'You'll have to come and see my walled garden, then. I have a few specimens in there that I suspect you won't find in any book. Not labelled, not catalogued — I keep meaning to do something about that.' He waved a hand. 'Of course you must come to the garden club first. Thursday evenings, village hall. You'll meet everyone worth meeting in Thorne's End. I'll introduce you personally.'

He said this last part as if he were offering her a significant service.

The thing was — and she examined this later, turned it over — she hadn't actually said yes.

❖  ❖  ❖

She said yes, obviously. That was the power of Gerald Fairweather, or at least part of it.

After he left she put the dahlias in the only vase she could find, which was a rinsed-out jam jar, and spent an hour unpacking the studio. The north light came in exactly as she'd hoped — cool, even, the kind that doesn't lie to you about colour. She stacked her drawing boards against the wall, lined up her brushes in their jar, set her magnifying glass on the shelf where it always lived. By the time the light started failing she had the room half-assembled and it already looked, almost, like somewhere she could work.

Outside, the Wisteria Cottage garden had deepened to shadow. Over the wall, she could just make out the silhouette of Fairweather Hall — the roof line, a chimney, and what seemed to be an expanse of formal garden that she'd only glimpsed in passing. Tall clipped shapes. A wall, stone, with something growing along it. The corner furthest from her — east-facing, she thought — was in deep shade even now, somehow separate from the rest, enclosed rather than open.

She made a note of it, the way she noted things she wanted to understand. Then she went inside and ate toast standing at the kitchen counter, because all her plates were still in boxes.

❖  ❖  ❖

The garden club met in the village hall on Thursday, as promised, and Nora arrived eight minutes late because she could not find her keys and then, having found them, could not find her jacket, and then stood for an uncertain moment outside the hall door listening to the sound of many voices and wondering what she was doing.

She went in.

The hall was warm and over-lit, with the particular atmosphere of a room where the same group of people has been meeting for decades — a slight warping of space around them, as if the walls had adjusted to accommodate their habits. Folding chairs had been arranged in a rough horseshoe. Several folding tables along the far wall held an impressive array of homemade baked goods, a large urn of tea, and a number of jars of preserve.

The talking did not stop when she entered, but it recalibrated. She felt it — a small, collective adjustment. The new one.

Gerald Fairweather was already there, naturally, stationed near the centre of the horseshoe with the ease of a man who was always at the centre of things. He raised a hand when he saw her and began making his way over, and she noticed, as he crossed the room, how the group shifted around him. Not obviously. Just: a reorientation. The way plants grow toward light.

'Nora,' he said, and took her arm in a companionable way that managed to feel both welcoming and proprietary. 'Come and meet everyone. You'll like them enormously. Or most of them.'

He steered her first toward a small, round woman in a floral blouse who was already smiling before they arrived — as if she'd been smiling in preparation.

'Dorothy Crane,' Gerald said. 'Dot to everyone. Garden club president these eighteen years. The person who actually runs things, as I'm routinely told. I merely contribute the prize-winning garden.'

'And the prize-winning modesty,' said Dot, with the ease of someone delivering a line she'd delivered many times. She clasped Nora's hand warmly in both of hers. 'Nora, we are so glad you're here. A botanical illustrator! I looked you up, I hope you don't mind — I found that series you did for the RHS journal, the native orchids? They were extraordinary. Really, extraordinarily good.'

Nora felt herself warm despite herself. 'Thank you — that was a while ago now.'

'Art doesn't date,' said Dot, firmly, as if settling a matter. 'Now, you must have some of this lemon drizzle. I made it this morning. And you must tell me everything about yourself.'

She said this with such natural authority that Nora found herself accepting both the cake and the premise simultaneously.

There was something enormously comfortable about Dot Crane. She had the quality of a room with a fire in it — you wanted to stay, felt better for being near her. She knew
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