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Part One

Sometimes you find yourself in the middle of nowhere, and sometimes, in the middle of nowhere, you find yourself.

—UNKNOWN








Case 752

14 March 2019





Saint-Waast, France

–Madame Marie Auch, while installing drainage to a field, uncovered the remains of two bodies.

–Also recovered one signet ring and one Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry badge.





According to the War Diary (WD) for the DCLI, four soldiers and one officer were reported missing presumed dead on 2 November 1918 in this area. Special mention is made of Captain St Loy.

–Captain Edmund St Loy, the Earl St Loy

–Sergeant William Bowman

–Private Zachariah Carne

–Private Samuel Lyons

–Private Benjamin Skewes





Action: Review records for enlistment details, begin relative search.








Chapter One

2019

At the start of her new life, Theo stood alone on a medieval bridge spanning the Tamar, shivering in the mist and murk, neither in Devon nor Cornwall. That was Theo, never taking a side – but she had to now. Epic adventures always ended or began with a river, she reminded herself, as she walked across the bridge towards the Cornish bank, whether it was the Styx, the Seine, the Thames or the Tamar.

According to the sign illuminated by her phone, Horsebridge had been built in 1437, and at this moment she felt older than it and certainly less solid as her finger traced the cold stones. It was midnight, the witching hour, and she stood, bone-tired, looking at her ancient Volvo estate with a flat tyre and a jack that was rusted to uselessness. A sensible person would have checked before setting off on a long journey and she hadn’t. If her car wasn’t blocking the bridge, she would have gone to sleep in it, praying that things would not only appear brighter in the morning with the dawn, but they actually would be… somehow. This flat tyre was only a small delay. It wasn’t final or fatal. It was flat and fixable.

Fortunately, she had phone signal and had been able to call for help. The irony hadn’t escaped her that emergency assistance was on its way to a Mrs Piers Henshaw, who didn’t exist anymore. Yesterday the decree absolute ending her marriage had come into effect.

Above an owl cried. No moon, no stars; just a soft mizzle. A few miles from here there was an old cottage. It was hers. She’d bought it, sight unseen. No doubt her mother, given the opportunity, would say that was typical. On the basis of nothing more than a few fuzzy pictures and the reasonable price tag, Theo had bought the cottage. It seemed to need her, and if her brother Martin was right, she needed the cottage too. Living there would be a fresh start. She pulled out her phone and looked at the details again while she waited.

Boatman’s Cottage


First time to the market in seventy years. A delightful two-bedroom cottage with ten acres of woodland on the Cornish bank of the Tamar in an area of outstanding natural beauty. Built in 1819, the cottage requires modernisation.

Originally constructed as part of the Duke of Exeter’s estate, Abbotswood, and designed in the picturesque style by Sir Jeffrey Wyattville, the cottage was used as staff accommodation until the 1950s. The dwelling consists of a large reception room, a kitchen, a pantry, a family bathroom and two double bedrooms. There are several small outbuildings in need of repair.

The ten acres of woodland rise from the banks of the Tamar and up the hill behind. The wood consists of native and several large specimen trees planted following the plans of noted landscape designer Humphry Repton.

The cottage is reached by a permissive drive along the Cornish bank of the Tamar, accessed after crossing Horsebridge when approaching from the north.



The Royal Inn was closed, and the few houses about were in darkness. The sound of an engine grumbled in the distance. Theo saw a vehicle’s headlights tracking across the wide floodplain on the Cornish side, picking out two boxing hares. Such a thrilling sight. She hoped that their courtship would be successful.

The dual beams of light left the hares in peace, and she watched as the vehicle came closer. Jumping in her car, she put the lights on to signal the driver. It couldn’t be her saviour in the form of a rescue repair man because the thing approaching looked more like a decrepit Land Rover. It would be her luck, with her car and trailer obstructing the bridge, to encounter an old farmer on his way back from a night on the town. The oncoming vehicle pulled right up to the bonnet of her car and a tall person climbed out of the driver’s side. The shape loomed in silhouette. She clutched the steering wheel and took a deep breath.

‘Can I help?’ the man asked, bending down to the slightly open window.

‘Not sure.’ She shrugged, pointing to the front passenger tyre. ‘I have a flat.’

‘A spare?’ He pulled a torch out from his pocket and switched it on.

‘Yes, but the jack is rusted shut.’

‘Shall I have a look?’ he asked.

She swallowed. He was being kind and his voice reminded her of her son’s. ‘That would be wonderful. Thank you.’

He stepped away, and in the dispersed light it was clear he was all of thirty with dark hair and a bright smile. She climbed out of the car to join him.

Turning the jack over in his hands, he said, ‘That’s beyond a bit of WD40 and I don’t think the one for the Landie will be any good.’

‘Agreed. I’ve already called for assistance.’

‘Have they said when?’ he asked, returning the jack to her badly packed car, which was stuffed with the remains of her old life.

‘Within two hours.’

He laughed. ‘Woman alone, after midnight, blocking the road. That’s good.’

‘Yes, isn’t it.’ She laughed along with him.

‘Allow me to introduce myself, I’m Hugo Mounsey.’

‘I’m Theo…’ She hesitated. ‘Pascoe.’

‘What brings you to Horsebridge at midnight?’ He glanced at the trailer. ‘Holiday?’

‘Not a holiday.’ She laughed, remembering her last proper break in Cornwall years ago… just her and her son David. ‘I’m moving here.’

‘Welcome to the Tamar Valley,’ he said.

‘Thanks.’ She leaned on the bridge, looking down at the water she couldn’t see. Both of them were becoming damp in the mizzle that was fast turning into proper rain. She glanced at him. ‘You don’t need to stay.’

He chuckled. ‘Well, I could go to Greystone Bridge, but that would take some time and I don’t like the idea of you waiting here on your own.’

‘Predators in the area?’ She glanced over her shoulder into the darkness.

He laughed. ‘Definitely… wild animals galore. Shall we sit in the Landie and keep dry and warm?’

She followed him and climbed into the passenger side of the old vehicle; it smelled of earth, damp dog and comfort. Weary, she closed her eyes and allowed herself a moment to relax. It would all be fine when she reached her new home.

It was past three a.m. when Theo finally manoeuvred her car and trailer along the rutted mud-filled track that was her new drive. In spite of her exhaustion, she kept her eyes wide open, peering through the heavy rain, looking for Boatman’s Cottage.

She parked beside Hugo, who, she had discovered during their wait, was the manager of Abbotswood Hotel across the Tamar in Devon. She had been there years ago with her paternal grandmother, Claire Pascoe. A sharp stab of grief ran through Theo with the memory. Grannie had died a few days ago. Right this moment she could use a large dose of her grandmother’s optimism and outlook. Climbing out of the car and into the heavy rain, she wasn’t so sure about her rash purchase.

In the Defender’s big headlights, she saw the gutter hanging from the house like an arm open wide for a hug but with an artery cut and gushing. Water rushed down in torrents, not only from the gutter but also off the roof, drowning the sides of the cottage. It was her new home, her new start and it looked more worn and broken than she felt. What in the name of heaven or hell had she bought? The survey had said it was sound and she supposed the great stones that made up the walls were strong enough to last until the next coming. But the roof, the window frames – and the floorboards too, she imagined – were all in doubt.

Hugo walked towards her with a large golf umbrella and she was grateful for his presence. ‘I always wondered what this place was like,’ he said, turning to her.

She brushed the rain from her eyes. ‘Do you know anything about it?’

‘Not much.’

She squinted at her home. It was nearing four in the morning, and she’d been in her car for too many hours. As her torch picked out the looming shape that was her new home, she thought tears might be mixing with the rain. What on earth had made her think she could do this on her own? She was a fool, as her mother had always said. The cottage in front of her proved it.

He touched her arm. ‘You’ve had a long day. I can offer you a bed at the hotel and hopefully this won’t look as… challenging in the daylight.’

She laughed, not quite hysterical yet but she could feel it bubbling up. Tempting as the offer of the hospitality was from a complete stranger, although a nice one, she wasn’t taking that route, no matter how tired she was.

‘Thank you but this is my home.’ Theo glanced at it. She would sleep in the car.

‘If you’re sure.’ He touched her arm and she noted the concern in his expression.

‘I am,’ she said with more certainty than she felt.

He handed her a business card. ‘My mobile is on there.’ He smiled. ‘Don’t hesitate to ring.’

‘Thanks.’ She tucked the card into a pocket, safe from the pelting rain, and watched him head to his 4x4 before she turned back to Boatman’s.

Buying a house sight unseen was the most reckless thing she had done in a long, long time. She promised herself it would be an adventure.








Chapter Two

The pain in Theo’s hip broke through her dream of sitting at a café in Paris with the sun warming her face. She opened her eyes and groaned. The gear stick pressed into her left hip and her head rested on the steering wheel. But the morning sun shone, and the bonnet of her faded red car glowed in the light filtering through the branches of the trees. Soon leaves would begin appearing. The words the estate agent had used were ‘a bijoux retreat from the world’. It looked nothing like that at the moment; more like the setting for a noir film with the woodland smothering the cottage one bramble at a time.

She sighed. There were many things she had to look forward to… like summer by the river and creating a garden.

Uncurling from behind the steering wheel and opening the car door, she stood and took a deep breath. The air was sweet with the scent of damp earth. Raindrops beaded on branches backlit from the rising sun like magical fairy lights. The bright-yellow petal of the Ficaria verna, lesser celandine or pilewort, covered swathes of ground under the trees. She hadn’t loved the plant at her former home, Higston Manor, but had tolerated them because they were early flowers for the bees. However, she adored the name pilewort… so descriptive. Right now, the happy flowers brought colour to the woodland floor.

Birdsong filled the air along with the rush of the fast-flowing Tamar. This soundtrack calmed her. Buying a remote cottage in need of work rather than a safe bungalow was impulsive but she relished the challenge. After all, Higston had been in a dire state when her ex-husband Piers had bought it for a song: his words not hers. With four years of careful planning, and living only in the three heated rooms, she had – with a team of skilled builders and Piers’s money – transformed the house into the jewel it was today. She evaluated the cottage. This should be a lot easier, but she was fifty-four now, not twenty-five.

As if to remind her, her back ached from the ridiculous sleeping position. She stretched, longing to make a start on pulling the woodland away from the cottage. Brambles and bracken vied with overgrown trees. This didn’t worry her. It was a task she was more than up to, but the house… that would be a different issue without local knowledge of tradesmen and the seemingly bottomless coffers that she’d had with the Higston renovation. At least the slate roof in the daylight appeared whole. That was a relief. And the gutter needed reattaching, nothing more. She could do that once she bought a ladder. In her hand she held the key. She hadn’t been brave enough to venture inside in the dark. But now with a need for coffee and the loo she was ready.

The front door was ajar. She hadn’t noticed this last night. Animals? Squatters? Taking a deep breath, she pushed it all the way open. The hinges complained. She added WD40 to the ever-growing shopping list in her head.

The large room was bare except for an old mirror. She ran her finger along the wood panelling that covered the walls. The grain was fine, but it was dry and in need of oil and elbow grease. She stepped back, seeing the room as a whole. The connection of the cottage to the Abbotswood estate across the river was obvious. Even years later, she could picture the beautiful wooden panels in the hotel’s hall. But unlike the hotel’s wide floorboards, beneath her feet the large thick slabs of slate reminded her of gravestones. Not a good thought. Turning around she studied the massive fireplace. The proportions were way off kilter. It would look more at home in a castle. Perhaps an exaggeration, but nonetheless she could stand in it.

Walking through the room, she opened a door that led to the kitchen. Here she was confronted with the 1800s. It belonged in a museum. No, it belonged to her, but maybe she too belonged in a museum. She laughed, adding a camper stove to her list when she spied the state of the rusting Cornish range that had featured on the estate agent’s list of desirable fixtures. She snapped a picture with her phone and sent a WhatsApp message to Martin and David captioned:


Arrived in the early hours of the morning. Slept in the car. Looking at this cooking breakfast might be a challenge, but all is well. xx



She hoped it would send as the signal was sketchy.

A huge ceramic sink sat under one of the windows looking out to the west onto trees, which, even though still bare, let in little light. Her heart and her true skill lay with what was outside the cottage but the inside of it was the first priority. She pulled out her phone and began a proper list.


To Buy:


	Ladder

	Woodworm treatment

	Linseed oil

	Wood soap

	Vinegar





Her mind wandered and she started to write a list of all the plants she wanted for her future garden. With little effort she pictured hydrangeas with their delicate lace cap flowers scattered among the trees; and, for a soft scent and rich colour, lonicera. Honeysuckle – the way it wildly grew from the hedgerows – always reminded her of Cornwall. Would David see or feel the connection to the idyllic childhood holidays? He’d been a support through the divorce but distant. She longed for their earlier closeness, yet she understood that it was difficult for him. Even at thirty-two, divorcing parents and the arrival of your father’s love child were awkward at minimum, and made more complicated because he worked with Piers at the long-established building firm Henshaw and Son. Hopefully this discomfort would ease with time.

With Piers’s pride in the growing baby bump on his secretary, no one questioned who was at fault in the divorce. But even without her mother’s bitter words she knew in her heart it was never only one sided. She had made it easy for him to stay and he had made it hard for her to leave. Through the lawyers he’d pleaded poverty because of the business and its constant need for money, yet when pressed he wouldn’t sell Higston. So, she let him have his grand manor and his dreams of being more important than he was. She laughed drily. David had mentioned recently that Piers had traced his lineage back to a baronet, and his mistress to a lord, and the couple had taken DNA tests to see if they could connect the missing dots. Piers had always longed to be more than he was.

She was under no such illusions as the middle-class daughter of a vicar and not the brightest spark in the box according to her mother who’d descended from a long line of academics. That was the one thing Theo had never been: academic. Unlike her mother who had a PhD in Classics, her brother who had a PhD in Astrophysics and their late father who had a PhD in Theology. Theo was a continual disappointment. Her Latin was restricted to plants and in the end she had never finished her degree from the agricultural college. She sighed, still regretting the last bit the most. What she was… was a loving mother, a gardener, a floral designer and she had tried to be a good wife. Could she have been more? Best not to think about it.

Her phone beeped. David had messaged her.


Oh, Mum. You OK?



She responded.


Yes all good. Xx



He replied.


Phew x



In the trailer she had her cuttings; later she would take them out. That last day at Higston, she’d walked through her garden stretching down to the upper reaches of the Thames for the final time, taking cuttings. Foolish really. She’d had no garden for them then or home for her for that matter, nor had she known what the divorce settlement would be. But it was clear the old manor and her garden would be hers no more no matter what. She had insufficient income to sustain the upkeep. The heating alone was the equivalent of someone’s yearly wage. With the settlement, when it was finally all released, she would be able to live carefully.

But losing Higston still stung. It had been part of her life since David was three and the longest she had lived anywhere. The challenge of restoring the remains of its neglected garden had lifted her and used every skill she possessed. She had created something special. No doubt Piers’s mistress would rip it all out.

Taking a deep breath, she left behind thoughts of her beloved garden and returned to the to-do list, then stopped. If she wrote it, it would be overwhelming and an obligation. Instead she would throw herself into the work, then she wouldn’t be a success or a failure each day but take the days and the tasks as they came.

Her phone beeped with Martin’s reply.


Good thing you like a challenge, sis. X



She laughed and quickly typed.


Hmmm. Time will tell but exciting nonetheless. xx



She went through the door off of the kitchen to the back of the cottage where she found the larder and the bathroom. The old bath in front of her still had its enamel and, to her relief, the high-rise loo worked. The pipes creaked and groaned ominously as the cistern refilled. A plumber was definitely required, and as she walked back towards the kitchen, she spied an ancient fuse box above the door. Dead flies fell on her when she peered inside. She hadn’t seen one with wired fuses like these in decades. According to the estate agent’s details it was supposed to be functional.

Back in the kitchen she climbed the stairs, praying woodworm hadn’t made them unsound and she wasn’t taking her life in her hands. On the small landing, she despaired of the peeling, yellowed, floral wallpaper. That would go and a soft white paint would brighten it no end. She flicked the light switch. A brief moment of illumination, a loud pop then darkness. So much for the electrics. So much for a coffee or a tea.

The left-hand door led into the larger of the two bedrooms situated above the sitting room. The floorboards were wide and dark. The room was dual aspect with a large window facing north towards the river. Once it might have had a view of the water but no longer. However she could hear it. Across the room from the south-facing window, the view consisted of trees and the rising hillside. Light was going to be an issue, but she could resolve it with lamps, fresh white paint and a tree surgeon.

The smaller bedroom was similar, but it wasn’t entirely empty. It contained a simple wooden chair and a built-in cupboard on the left of the normal-sized fireplace on the end wall. She would set up her study here where it would have afternoon sun from the west-facing window. She could picture it all done up and not as it was at the moment with cobwebs, woodlice and droppings, which she hoped were mice and not anything more sinister.

Downstairs she tried the kitchen ceiling light and nothing happened. She reset the main switch and still no electrics. Pulling out her phone, she texted Hugo. He might be able to recommend an electrician and a plumber. She also wanted to thank him for his help in the early hours. A reply came almost immediately, and she called and left a message with both tradespeople.

That done she checked on her plants in the trailer, setting them out in the dappled sunlight for a few hours. She grabbed the cleaning equipment from the car, trying not to feel overwhelmed by the task in front of her. After all, she had taken on four acres of wilderness and a dilapidated house before and made them both shine. But then she’d had plenty of money: Piers’s money from the business he’d grown developing new properties all over the country. That had paid for the skilled heritage workmen and the gardeners. Once, she and Piers had been full of promise and plans. Back when they’d met, she was in her final year at agricultural college and he was learning the business from his father. Oh, the ideas they’d had, with him building the new houses and her developing the gardens around the new estates.

That was history. Boatman’s was all down to her. She rolled up her sleeves and began scrubbing down the kitchen and the bathroom. The work was hard, but it left her with little time to think other than planning her future garden. Osmanthus delavayi would add much-needed fragrance, with its white flowers in spring. Certainly better than the caustic scent of bleach currently assaulting her nose. And maybe adding a Viburnum plicatum, or the wedding cake tree, Cornus controversa, would add some elegance with its white flowers in May.

In a matter of hours both rooms gleamed as much as possible, given their age. For the next task she headed up to the spare room with her mind still on the garden. It was safe to think of the garden. If nothing else, reciting the Latin names of plants blocked all other thoughts, and plants carried no emotion for her other than joy. With plants she was safe. They could rip her skin, bring up a rash or even kill her, but she knew where she stood with them and what they needed.

She decided to clean the built-in cupboard first, as then she would be able to unload some of her things. With dustpan and brush she began at the top; years of accumulated dust and dead insects piled up in the rubbish bag. She scrubbed until her hands hurt. Her knees ached too as she scoured the bottom shelf. Martin would say her knees ached because she didn’t kneel enough and pray. But a Jesuit would say that. She smiled thinking about him. Martin was the rebel of the family. Her devout Church of England father, the Rev Thomas Pascoe, had been initially horrified when Martin had announced his intention to become a Jesuit priest in the final year of his PhD. She chuckled.

Scrubbing with renewed vigour for laughing at her father’s reaction, she acquired a splinter for her effort. After extracting the piece of wood, she took a closer look at the bottom shelf. There was a plank askew. She tried to fit it back, but it wouldn’t go. Pulling it out, it was clear the nail had sheared. Using her phone’s torch, she shone the light in and saw not the rest of the nail but a metal box. A secret hiding place. She grinned. As a teen she had hidden her things from Martin under the loose floorboard in an old rectory where they had lived briefly.

Theo pulled the box out and sat back on her heels. Would she find treasure or simply a teenage diary? She put it down on the floor and the lid popped open like a toothless mouth.

And, of course, there were no gleaming gems. She found some letters tied together in faded blue silk ribbon. A quick look showed most were unopened. A few were a faded green. The one on top was addressed to a Des Jenkins, Gate Cottage, Abbotswood Estate. Probably love letters, given they were hidden. What would they tell her about the previous occupants of her cottage? She looked about the simple room, half expecting to see people waiting in the corner.

It was almost six p.m. and her joints complained as she stood, taking the box downstairs with her. She propped it on a pile of her belongings in the sitting room and she heard her phone beep. It was another message from David checking on her. She smiled and replied almost truthfully that all was well. She might not have heat or electricity but the weather was mild. Her son was thinking of her and the cottage was hers entirely; that was all that mattered.

Theo’s wandering thoughts were interrupted by the electrician returning her call. He would try and come tomorrow morning. She set out candles for the evening. She wasn’t sure living in the 1800s was her thing, but candlelight could be flattering, and she needed that if the mottled mirror was reliable at all. Earlier she had put up the camp bed in the living room, along with a folding chair. Several boxes acted as tables, and, as she lit the candles, the wooden panels seemed to glow in the gentle light. It would be beautiful when she had restored them.

Her stomach growled. She picked up her pasty, taking it outside, and followed the path down to the river’s edge. The setting sun reflected off the windows of the hotel opposite. It sat proud on the rise of the hill. Abbotswood’s sturdy stone was all cast in a golden light, softening it and highlighting its charming irregular shape. From this distance it looked like a fairy-tale cottage, but it was far larger than most cottages.

Leaning against a tree trunk, she ate the pasty and crumbs covered her top. The peppery taste instantly transported her to a wide stretch of beach with Grannie. Pasties, ice creams and sunburn. She’d been six and her mother was about to have Martin so Grannie had taken her to Cornwall. It had been the first of many magic holidays wandering beaches, visiting old houses and gardens. Claire Pascoe, school matron extraordinaire, had been a wonderful grandmother and was always on hand with a willing ear and sensible advice. They had shared a love of Cornwall and visiting gardens. Grannie had been so vital it had seemed she would go on forever.

Theo missed her so much. Buck up, Grannie would say. You can do this. Her funeral was next week. Theo, Martin, and their mother Virginia would meet with Grannie’s solicitor and pack up her apartment in Saltash. All this brought back the loss of her father ten years ago. Theo was grateful her father hadn’t been around to witness the fallout with Piers. Grannie, unlike Theo’s mother, had been understanding about the collapse of Theo’s life. Her mother’s words still stung: ‘The failure of the marriage was your fault. You weren’t good enough.’ Theo flinched hearing the next bit as clearly as if Virginia were standing here and delivering it. ‘He never would have knocked up his mistress if you had given him another child or had taken sufficient care of his needs.’ The sad thing was that Theo had wanted another child but it had never happened, despite her ‘seeing to his needs’ as her mother had put it.

The sky was darkening when she walked back to the cottage. Despite time out for a two-hour shopping expedition during the day, she had achieved a great deal. Standing outside the cottage, the air was cool and scented with the pine. All around the wilderness had encroached, obliterating what once would have been a cultivated landscape according to Humphry Repton’s plan.

Now, two hundred years on, it had a certain stateliness about it. Squinting into the twilight, she longed to begin work on making a woodland garden, but it would have to wait. She went to the car and put her tender young plants back into the shelter of her trailer. April could be cold. It was too soon for them and for the garden. Their time would come.

Inside she wound up the radio that Martin had given her as a housewarming present in case of power cuts, or, as in now, no power. Theo opened the bottle of aged whisky, which was a treat to herself. Raising the glass, she toasted her new beginning. Despite the fact that the cottage needed several coats of paint, furniture and God knows what else that she hadn’t considered, in the candlelight it looked welcoming.

Radio 3 provided a soundtrack of Puccini as she sank into the camping chair then pulled a candle and the metal box she had discovered earlier closer. She grabbed her reading glasses and took a sip of the whisky wondering what she would discover.

Opening the first envelope, she found no note or letter, but a green envelope enclosed. As she pulled the page out of that, her hand shook a bit when she saw the date and the location.


France

30 September 1915

My Lady,

We arrived in France months ago and went straight into battle. It should have been beautiful. Summer should have been everywhere, but nature only gives me glimpses that it hasn’t abandoned us. Swallows gather above on their journey south and are beautiful like at home. A reminder that somewhere life continues. It is hard here with the sound of the heavy artillery to think of normal everyday things. I can’t even call to mind the quiet of the riverbank.

The lieutenant tells me news of Penhale. He is well and has grown into his role for one who had never planned to fight. But you know this. Most of the officers including the NCOs are a good lot, which is lucky as being here is not. Yesterday I lost two men I’d signed on with. Do you remember Timo Tonks who worked in the kitchen garden? He died yesterday as did a fine young farmer from Bodmin.

Like the news above I have attempted to write letters to you. I have written many and not sent them. I have been trying to understand but I do not. It only makes sense if we were a lie as you said we were. But my heart won’t accept that. I do not have your learning, but I thought I knew people. I could tell whether they had the right temperament for fishing. You had the right way about you. You caught the fish and you caught me, heart, body and soul.

I go through the motions of being alive, but I am not. I may breathe, I may eat, I may sleep but I only exist. Your betrayal has taken the future from me. Despite the late summer days and blue skies, all I can see is bleakest winter. Trees barren, fields unproductive, where before the sky above was an endless wonder. Now it is neither blue nor grey, nor dark nor bright. It is simply there, and I am in a limbo that is more like hell because I can never be with you. You have married. I am alone. I had given you my heart, my promise, and you had given me yours.

I still remember your words when I last saw you, which were so different from the words you had spoken in passion – how could those words of love have been lies? That’s what torments me when darkness falls, and the guns go quiet. My sleep-starved distorted mind plagues me and I remember your hands on me. I remember you calling out my name. Not his name but mine. And yet your words can never be unheard.

I am still full of anger so I don’t know why I am writing other than I must. I talk to you in my head all the time. I hear your laughter and mostly I ache. I ache from my innards to the last hair on my body. I tell myself to let go but I can’t so I hate myself. The sooner this war kills me the better. It will be the only way to be free.

Z



Theo dropped the letter onto her lap and picked up her whisky glass. Taking a glug, she let it burn in her mouth before swallowing. It will be the only way to be free. Had the lady in question seen the letter? Had they lived here in the cottage? Who were they? Was Z the boatman of the cottage’s name? She took a last glance at the remaining letters while she stifled a yawn. As intriguing as they were, she knew she needed to sleep and reading in candlelight wasn’t all that easy.

But the emotion in it lingered as if physically touching her. She blew out the candles, trying not to imagine this Z and his lady here, but when she crawled into bed, zipping up the sleeping bag, she felt them all around her. She shivered and the healthy slug of whisky in her didn’t dull her thoughts or warm her cockles. A fire would warm up the room, but she didn’t dare light one until the chimney was swept. She had to be patient. In time the cottage would feel like home and not like she was on a camping trip. She snuggled into the sleeping bag that was supposed to keep one warm on Arctic expeditions.

There was an upside to everything: she just needed to find it.








Chapter Three

Theo’s eyes opened wide. Her body tensed. There was something or someone walking upstairs, making a lot of noise. It sounded like it was moaning as it moved. Did she lie still and pray that if she didn’t budge it would leave? But she was so hot she was going to self-combust and burst into an explosion of heat that would do a nuclear power station justice. Who needs another renewable energy source when all you needed was menopausal women with night sweats and daytime flushes?

With some wriggling, she freed one arm and undid the zip on the sleeping bag. The noises upstairs became louder. Right about now it would be good to have someone with her so she didn’t have to face whatever was upstairs alone. Hell, even Piers had been useful at this sort of thing. But her ex-husband wasn’t here. She was and she was alone.

This had been a lovely thing hours before, listening to the music she wanted to and not having to talk or watch television. But now, as she flung a leg out of the sleeping bag and onto the cold slate, she would rather have someone here. She shivered as she sat up. Even her heat had deserted her at this crucial moment. Standing, she pulled on her coat, grabbed the torch, and found her shoes. Whatever was moving and moaning upstairs was not disturbed by her presence.

The worst she could face was a rat. That was all. It wouldn’t be a ghost despite the moaning that sounded like old Marley. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but she did believe in rats. She had seen them often enough. Normally darting around the compost pile. She walked carefully into the kitchen, shining the torch around into all the dark corners just in case. In case of what she didn’t know. She could shout the house down and no one would hear her. And why would anyone be lurking in a freezing kitchen in a cottage in a wood in the middle of nowhere. Come to that why was she? Because she was a fool.

‘You love Cornwall,’ she replied aloud to the voice in her head that sounded like her mother. ‘It’s perfect… just across the border, not too far.’

On each step upwards, she paused, listening, praying, and not really breathing. She could picture what she must look like… a mad fifty-something woman with bedhead hair damp from night sweats, wielding a torch like it was a sword. She started to laugh – not the mad hysterical sort but the punch-drunk kind. One night in her own home and she was fit to be committed to the nearest asylum.

The door to what would be her bedroom was shut. It had been open earlier. No doubt the noisy wind had closed it. Maybe that was the sound that had woken her. She turned the handle and, stealing herself, she pushed the door inch by inch. The beam of light from her torch wobbled. Good God she was a mess. It would be a rat if anything at all. She was far bigger than a rat.

With the door fully opened, two yellow eyes stared back. Theo screamed. The thing jumped up onto the window bar. It was nearly eyeball to eyeball with her. When her heart relodged itself in its normal spot, she realised she was looking at a large cat. Not as big as the beast of Bodmin but big, furry, and clearly unafraid of her. The animal gave her one last look then jumped onto the floor and sauntered out of the door.

Theo collapsed against the wall. A bloody cat had been trapped and had been pacing. A moan exploded into the room. She jumped again. ‘Get a grip, Theo,’ she said aloud. She walked to the north-facing window and pulled it firmly closed but a cool draught wound around her fingers. The putty holding the thin glass was missing. Here was the cause of the noises. She had nothing with her that could fix it now. Another trip to the hardware shop was on the cards, the first of many, she suspected.

Closing the door firmly behind her, she went to the kitchen, longing to make tea. Instead she took a sip of water and prepared to crawl back into her sleeping bag only to find the very large cat sound asleep on top. She hoped it didn’t have fleas. When she prodded it, the cat opened an eye and glared.

‘Look, mate, this is my bed.’ Theo lifted the sleeping bag and the cat adjusted accordingly.

‘Well, I did want company,’ she said to no one in particular. She shimmied into the sleeping bag. The cat curled into the bend in her legs when she rolled on to her side into the foetal position, hoping for some sleep before the sun rose.

Dawn arrived with the cat kneading her stomach and the birds not quite in tune. Coffee was the one thing on her mind and the one thing she didn’t have. Hopefully the electrician that Hugo had recommended would turn up first thing.

The cat settled just as Theo wanted to move. Theo shifted and he, or was it a she, opened an eye and glared. Judging by its size and the length of its fur, this creature wasn’t a stray cat. It had the look of breeding about it with its big tufted ears. Maybe a Maine Coon or a Norwegian Forest cat. Either way it would have a home somewhere and her little cottage wasn’t it. She put a tentative hand out and stroked its head. The purr began low and soft but soon reached the point that she was surprised the camp bed wasn’t shaking.

‘OK, cat, I need the loo. You can have the bed.’ She slid out. The cold of the floor travelled up her legs so swiftly she was afraid her heart would stop. She quickly found her shoes. However, if she’d thought the floor had been cold in the sitting room it was nothing on the bathroom. Yesterday she’d scrubbed the bath and looked forward to the moment when anything but ice water would flow through the taps.

Back in the sitting room, she dressed in haste, stealing a quick glance in the old mirror. She ran her finger on the edge of the bevel connecting herself to something that had lived here longer than she had. Turning, she watched the cat curl into the sleeping bag. It opened one eye but didn’t move until they both heard the sound of a vehicle. Theo glanced at her watch: 8.30 a.m. If this was the electrician, she was impressed, but looking at the ancient Defender she didn’t think that was the case.

The vehicle parked behind hers and a young woman climbed out. Her blonde hair was tied back but a piece had come loose and rested on the side of her tanned face. Even if Theo hadn’t spotted the serious boots, she would have known this woman worked outside and relished it. There was a glow of confidence that covered happy outdoor people.

‘Morning,’ she called, pulling out a large thermos and a bag. She strode towards Theo and the house.

‘Hello,’ Theo said, hiding her surprise as she walked towards her.

The woman studied the house. ‘I’m Gayle, the head gardener over at Abbotswood.’

Theo smiled.

‘When Hugo told me that Theo Pascoe had bought the boatman’s cottage, I had to come and say hello and find out if you were the Theodora Pascoe.’

Theo laughed. ‘I’m not sure about the THE, but, yes, I was a garden designer of sorts.’

‘Of sorts!’ Gayle was beside her now. ‘You’ve exhibited your designs at Chelsea and won a gold medal.’ She drew a breath and continued, ‘Your garden at Higston Manor, perfection.’

Theo held her smile in place. Even her gold medal winning design hadn’t been seen as an achievement by her mother or by Piers. ‘That was years ago; fifteen to be precise.’ Making her use her maiden name for her flower dabbling, as Piers had put it, had backfired on him. The Chelsea gold and then the book on the flower arranger’s garden were in her maiden name. His face had gone puce when he had been addressed as Mr Pascoe at one function.

‘And now you create flower designs,’ Gayle said.

Theo sighed, leading the way into the cottage. ‘No, now I do derelict house repair.’

Gayle chuckled and handed her the thermos. ‘Hugo thought you might need coffee as you don’t have electrics.’

Theo raised an eyebrow.

Gayle laughed. ‘Small world around here and he also sent some fresh croissants from the kitchen.’

‘My God, he’s a saint.’ Theo sniffed the air, savouring the buttery aroma.

‘Hmm, he’s not bad.’

Theo was about to disagree but decided against it. She twisted the top of the thermos asking, ‘Will you join me?’

Gayle glanced at her phone. ‘Love to.’

In the kitchen Theo grabbed two mugs off the nearly bare shelves. Two plates, two glasses, two forks and so on. Everything she had collected over the years that she thought she had needed for a happy life was no more. Now she was the owner of charity shop finds and it was better than before. Freedom.

Back in the sitting room she spied Gayle stroking the cat. ‘Do you know him or her?’ Theo asked.

‘No, but what a beautiful animal.’

‘Yes.’ Handing her a mug, Theo said, ‘Sorry, I don’t have any milk.’

‘I think there’s some in the bag with the croissant,’ she said.

Theo dug in and next to the still warm croissants was a small glass milk bottle, two pots of jam, a tiny jar with brown sugar and a container of butter plus napkins and a bamboo knife and spoon. Attention to detail.

‘Croissant?’ Theo asked. The aroma was divine.

‘No thanks, had bacon and eggs earlier.’ She looked around the room. ‘I remember coming over to take a look at this when I first started working at Abbotswood.’

‘And?’

‘It was shut up so I couldn’t see much.’ She took a sip. ‘People said it was haunted.’

Theo laughed.

‘Is it?’ Gayle asked.

‘Well, if you’d asked me in the early hours, I might have said yes, but that was when I discovered the ghost cat—’ she paused to stoke its head before she continued ‘—locked in the bedroom and the wind moaning through a gap in the window.’

Gayle laughed. ‘A good night’s sleep then?’

‘Absolutely.’ Theo rolled her eyes then asked, ‘Do you know any of the history of the cottage?’

Gayle shook her head. ‘Not much. It hasn’t been used in years and I wondered who would buy it when we heard it was for sale.’ She took a sip of the coffee. ‘Hugo may know something or be able to at least put you in touch with the archivist for the Duke of Exeter.’

Theo tilted her head. ‘That would be good.’

‘I know he’d spoken to her regarding the history of Abbotswood when he was putting the potted history of the house together for guests.’

‘That makes sense,’ Theo said, cradling the mug in her hands and looking out at the towering trees. She turned back to Gayle and asked, ‘Do you have the name of a good tree surgeon?’

‘Yes.’ Gayle smiled.

‘I knew you would.’ Theo inhaled the coffee again before asking, ‘How is it to work on a Repton garden?’ Abbotswood had been Theo’s first Repton garden and, though only ten years old, Theo had fallen in love with it, and she remembered Grannie telling her what was special about it. The setting of the house in the landscape so that it had presence yet felt entirely natural to its environment. It elicited the emotion that Repton wanted from a landscape. What made the biggest impression on her then had been the dingle, a sound garden created by controlling the flow of water down through the valley and finally into the Tamar. She had raced over the bridges and through the tunnels all made to look natural and enhance the landscape.

‘Now fine, but when I started, I was afraid to dead head.’ She laughed. ‘But it’s kind of magic to keep the design alive, still creating the impact he sought.’

‘Have you seen the red book for Abbotswood?’ Theo asked, recalling her studies and poring over a few of them. Repton had made a red book for the landscapes he had designed.

Gayle nodded. ‘There’s a copy in the hotel. You should come over and have a look.’ She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘You might even find out what the plans were for the space around the cottage.’

‘What a brilliant idea.’ Theo grinned. ‘How long have you been there?’

‘I began as a junior gardener straight out of college.’

In the distance Theo heard the rumble of another vehicle making its way to the cottage. ‘That will hopefully be the electrician.’

‘Yes, my uncle.’

Theo’s eyes opened wide. ‘Very small world.’

‘Small community.’ Gayle grinned.

Theo placed her mug on a box and walked out to greet the man who could be her saviour.

Gayle followed her. ‘I’ll send Jim over later to have a look at your trees.’ She gave her uncle a kiss on the cheek before she disappeared into the old Defender.

‘Mr Thompson,’ Theo said.

‘Rich, please,’ he said holding out a hand.

She took it. ‘Theo Pascoe.’

‘Pleased to meet you and I’m glad someone’s going to live in this old place. Been needing it for a long time.’

‘Do you know any of its history?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘Two sisters owned it most recently. My mother may know more. She used to work at Abbotswood. I’ll ask her if you’d like.’

‘Yes, please.’ Theo smiled and then continued, ‘I looked at the fuse box and it appears like it was done pre-war… First World War, that is.’

He laughed. ‘Let’s have a look then.’

She stopped as they passed the fireplace. ‘Before we do, you don’t know a chimney sweep by any chance?’

‘Happens my nephew is one.’

‘Gayle’s brother?’ she asked.

‘No, my sister’s son. Here’s his number.’ He reached into his pocket for his phone. After a few taps he handed it to Theo who quickly snapped a picture of the contact details. Her phone had become her brain. It kept not only the contacts and lists but visual aids and reminders of inspiration or necessities. She wasn’t sure what she had done before she’d had it.

‘Thanks.’ Theo handed his phone back and led him to the old fuse box before she dialled his nephew. If she was lucky, she may have light and warmth before long. But then she heard Rich’s low long whistle as he opened the fuse box. Maybe she wouldn’t.

[image: Paragraph break image]

Well, things were only half bad or half good depending on how Theo looked at it. She had electric power to the kitchen. The whole cottage needed rewiring, but she had expected that. She hadn’t anticipated the cost, nor had she thought she would now be restricted to light and power in one room only. However, she had that, and she could charge her phone and boil a kettle. She could cook using the two-burner hob she had bought. Washing herself would be a brisk experience. Laundry would be trickier but the nearby town had a laundrette.

In the late afternoon, Rich’s nephew, the chimney sweep, had arrived and from the main chimney he dislodged years of debris including old birds’ nests and several small skeletons of the animal variety. Thankfully no human ones. It was now clean but in need of repointing and preferably lining. He’d said under pressure that it was mostly safe to have a fire as long as it was not left unattended and that she needed smoke and carbon monoxide alarms. She had laughed rather too heartily when he mentioned she didn’t need to worry too much about ventilation at the moment. If she replaced the windows with double glazing, then it would become an issue.

Right now, as she looked at the fading light through the old glass, she didn’t think she’d be rushing to replace it. In the top right pane, she made out two letters intertwined: A Z… the beginning and the end. She went to it and used her hankie to wipe the grime from the pane. Was this done by the Z of the letters? Resting her head against the window, she connected herself to those that had lived here before her. A and Z had, and no doubt others too, including the cat who laced its way through her legs, leaving a trail of long grey hair on her black leggings.

Her phone pinged with a text from Gayle.


Fancy a drink at the pub tonight and the chance to meet a few locals?



Theo was tempted but a yawn arrived to call her to her senses.


Can I take a rain check? Am absolutely shattered and wouldn’t be much company.



Theo’s phone vibrated with Gayle’s response.


Of course. I asked Hugo about the archivist. He’ll send the details. Keep in touch!



A swell of excitement rose in her. With a bit of luck and some digging, she might discover Boatman’s history. Another message arrived. Hugo sent her the details of the archivist for the Duke of Exeter. After a quick reply thanking him, Theo glanced at the box containing the letters. There was no time like the present. She began an email.


Dear Ms Jones,

Hugo Mounsey of Abbotswood Hotel has given me your contact details. I have recently purchased Boatman’s Cottage on the Cornish Bank of the Tamar, which was once a part of the Abbotswood estate. While I was cleaning, I discovered a stash of letters hidden in the bottom of a cupboard. I have not yet read them all, but they were written during WW1 by a man signing the letters Z to someone he refers to as his lady.

I would love to discover who they are if possible and if they lived here at the cottage. I would also be grateful of any other information you have regarding the cottage.

Yours sincerely,

Theo Pascoe



She added her phone number before she pressed send then dropped the phone onto the wooden table. She had found it in the lean-to shed along with two chairs. While the electrician had worked his magic, she’d cleaned and polished them. Now the sitting room contained her camp bed along with the table and chairs. Her maternal grandmother’s silver candlesticks looked perfect on the old oak table. As would have the beautiful blue and white old willow plates she had collected over the years to fill Higston Manor. She had furnished the house with care and love so that it matched the garden she had created. Theo stood and shook off the ‘might have beens’. Higston and its garden were gone.

With the fire going all afternoon the room had some warmth now, but she suspected that most of the heat was heading up the chimney. However, the room had come alive with a fire, as if the soul of the place had returned. The cat was already curled up on the camp bed. It had eaten its dried food in one go and seemed to have settled in for the night. Theo had buried the present of the dead mouse she’d found earlier, in the far reaches of what would become her garden. For the first time in ages she felt the urge to design, to create, to make her mark. She had been treading water and living on past laurels for a while. The messy divorce had sucked her dry.

Restless, she opened a box of her things she’d brought in from the trailer. On the top was the old, battered, red Edwardian Baedeker’s guide to Paris. It acted like a portal to a different time. She stroked the cover while she sat down by the fire with a glass of whisky. She had treasured this old book for so long, yet it had no value despite its age. The cover was faded and the spine ripped. Some pages were dog eared and the map nearly falling out. Yet her hand held it as if it was as precious and fragile as a new-born. It represented the old her, the more adventurous her. The one she had lost all those years ago.

Theo shivered, remembering, but she was not in the warmth of the sun on a June day in Paris in 1986. She was sitting alone, alone with a cat, in a not quite derelict house in Cornwall. She stood, throwing another log on the fire. She had wasted so much time marking it. The changing seasons in the garden and the doorframe in the utility room that recorded David’s growth from toddler to man were her key markers. But, rather than continue to simply mark time, she would now use it. She could be like Grannie who lived until a hundred and hadn’t wasted a moment.








Chapter Four

Theo leaned against the door jamb, watching the plumber, and praying that the ancient contraption wasn’t as bad as it looked. The plumber laughed as soon as he spotted it. She paled. Laughter meant one thing… unsalvageable.

‘Well, in my time I’ve seen old and vintage, but this boiler classifies as truly antique.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s so old it should be listed.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘Coal-fired and hasn’t been used in my lifetime, at a guess.’

‘So, it can’t be fixed, or it’s not worth it?’

‘I wouldn’t want to try, and coal isn’t clean…’ He trailed off and Theo pictured pound signs going up the flue.

‘Then what are my options?’

‘Well,’ he said, pulling the pencil from behind his ear, ‘you’ll need a boiler that could be either gas- or oil-run as you’ve got enough room for a tank but whether they would come down the track to fill it is another problem.’ He glanced at her. ‘So, I think liquified gas in canisters would be the answer.’

‘When the new boiler is in, can heating be installed?’ she asked.

‘Radiators?’ He looked about the room.

She glanced down, before saying, ‘I was thinking more underfloor heating.’

He looked at the large slabs of slate under his feet. ‘Doubt if there’s anything but earth under these. Mighty expensive to lift the floor and lay concrete and insulation. Then are you going to use electric
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