

CHAPTER 1

ISAAC
CORNWALL
BEGINNING OF SUMMER, 1914

It isn’t just the speed at which she runs past him that startles him the most, it’s the fact she’s barefoot, her shoes grasped in her hand, her long, cream, satin evening gown whipping her legs as she moves. From his position by the glasshouse, he watches her until she disappears into the line of trees that separates the garden from the lake. She’s fast. Silent. And then she’s gone. As she lets the darkness of the tree line engulf her, Isaac blinks, as if woken from a dream or enchantment. 

He looks back to the house to see if anyone’s following her, if she’s being chased in a late-night parlour game that has now detached itself from the house party – a party at which he had just been in attendance – and into the grounds. But the silence that was present in the garden only moments ago has now returned. All is still, as if she had never run past him, as if she had never been there at all.

Isaac inhales on his cigarette, allowing the breeze from the sea to reach him in the recesses of the garden. The smoke from his tobacco forms swirling circles, disappearing as the air takes it up and into the sky. The moonlight that shines into the garden – his garden as he has foolishly come to think of it – and down to the sea far below the cliffs is the only light in this part of the estate. But further up the sloping lawn the lights and sounds of the party drift out onto the stone terrace as a door to the outside opens and closes once again, letting the echoes of piano music briefly escape. Inside, people are singing.

Should he go after her? Just to check. He dislodges that thought, sending it far away on a cloud of smoke. It isn’t his place to go running after young women he hardly knows and he shouldn’t even be out here at this time of night. But in all the months he’s been staying here no one has ever found him in the garden out of hours. No one ever comes. She, only moments ago, hadn’t even seen him standing there.

Sometimes he returns to the garden in the late summer evenings to work his mind through his ever-evolving plans for it; to work the soil like a common gardener when no one can see him; and to think, to disappear until the light fades and he can see no more. 

This is where he escapes to think, when he needs to think, when his day’s work has ended and the gardeners under his command have returned home to their families and beds. In the evening he often walks back here from his cottage gifted to him for the duration of his employment and stands just off the stone path on the peripheries of the formal gardens, where the clipped yew and box hedges hold the flowers in so very tightly and then just beyond, ash trees hide the ornamental lake – far out of sight of the house. Here, in this exact position, all around him is quiet, wide and open, the ink-black starry sky so very high above him, provides the breathing space he finds he needs even after a day full of wide open space. 

The garden is different at night. The scents of the flowers are different. Evening primrose, jasmine – it all smells better at this time of night as the garden gives up the best of its nocturnal perfume. But he drowns it out regretfully now with his cigarette, inhaling, exhaling and watching the smoke plume and furl skyward. 

But he can’t relax as the seed of doubt has now planted itself in his mind and grows as rapidly as dandelion. Cordelia, that’s her name; he remembers being introduced to her when she arrived back from London a few weeks ago. She’s hardly ever been here, at least not while Isaac has. He looks in the direction in which she ran, even though she’s out of sight now. Why was she running? And towards the lake? 

He bends down, grinds out his cigarette and then stands up with it so no one has to clear up after him, holding the end between his fingers as he toys with ignoring what he’s just seen. But he can’t. Annoyed at her, annoyed at himself, he pushes away from the glasshouse, the sleeves of his evening shirt a little muddier than they were an hour ago. A minute has passed. Possibly two? 

Stalling for time while he thinks, he takes the pullover he keeps on a hook in the potting shed, placing his evening jacket on the hook instead.

Another moment passes and still she’s not returned. He’s not sure why he expects her to return now but it’s a strange thing to do, run into the darkness, run towards the lake. 

Now it will bother him all night and into the early hours of the morning when the light hasn’t quite penetrated his room but the birds herald the incoming dawn all the same. He’ll wake up, if he sleeps at all, and he’ll wonder if she’s in the lake, that ornate evening dress billowing around her legs, as she lies dead. A cold finger of fear traces its way down the length of his spine and he knows he’ll never forgive himself if he ignores that overwhelming feeling that really he should go and check. 

He should already have been there by now. 

The closer Isaac draws to the tree line, the quicker he moves, picking up pace until he too is running, his feet pounding as the clipped grass gives way to undergrowth and bracken. If he arrives to find her in a lovers’ tryst he’ll feel such a fool but at least he’ll know she’s safe. He pictures her just out of reach in the water and hurls himself the last few yards. He just has to know.

When he arrives at the boat jetty only faint ripples move across the water, slow and delicate, shimmering with silvery moonlight. He can’t see bubbles of air. If she’s gone in, it’s happened some time ago when he was dallying by the glasshouse, pondering, wasting precious time.

Has she gone in? Has she fallen in or jumped on purpose? He looks around, wonders if she really did see him earlier or if he imagined her, then wonders if this is a trick at his expense. 

Suddenly she surfaces, takes a breath and dives back under again. He’s torn between calling out to her and moving away, out of sight, out of whatever this situation is but she’s not seen him and now she’s back into the depths.

He should leave. And yet he doesn’t. Curiosity holds him with both hands and won’t let go. Cordelia resurfaces again, hair smothered over her face. She’s breathing deeply and lets out a wail of fear and frustration. 

She’s about to go under again and so he shouts, ‘What are you doing?’

She turns suddenly and cries in fright at the sight of him standing there.

And then she rallies. ‘He’s gone in,’ she cries. ‘Help me.’

‘Who has?’ Isaac calls, his attention gripped. He bends down and promptly yanks off his shoes because he knows it doesn’t really matter who’s gone in there – regardless, Isaac’s going in too.

‘Clive,’ is her simple reply. And then she’s gone. Back under.

Clive. Her younger brother. Six if he’s a day. How has he gone in? How does she know he’s gone in? How can she have seen … But she’s already under and Isaac reacts, moving swiftly, untying the pullover from around his neck, dropping it on the jetty as he takes a deep breath and dives into the water to find the boy.

Under the surface it’s cold, dark and murky; silky pondweed stretches and slow-dances in time with the movement of water. Within seconds he’s crossed paths with her. She’s spinning almost wildly, pulling her hair from her face and propelling herself forward with pure determination. 

Motivated, he swims in the other direction, searching for the boy, covering as much space as possible, heading down, down to the reeds that snake and wave where the sunlight never touches them. It doesn’t take him long to reach the bottom, the weeds blurring his vision. His eyes partially adjust and he can only see as far as his arm, as far as his breaststroke will allow him to see at such a short distance. And then his chest constricts as he runs out of air and Isaac forces himself up and resurfaces. 

She’s nowhere to be seen and neither is the boy. He hopes in that time she’s already swum to the surface, expelled dead air from her lungs, inhaled afresh and is trying again. He needs to find the child. He can’t worry about her again too – not now. And then a laugh from the edge of the bank stills him. He knew it. He knew he was being played for a fool. He turns, expecting to see her laughing at him. He’ll tell her what he thinks of her – to hell with whatever the consequences might be. He blinks water from his eyes, droplets from his lashes, and looks closer through the darkness. The figure laughing at him is short in stature and there’s relief in Isaac’s voice when he calls out, ‘Clive?’ If it’s not Clive then it’s his ghost and he’s not sure he believes in them.

Clive laughs. ‘Yes. I fooled both of you and I only meant to fool her.’

Some distance away, Cordelia resurfaces briefly, braces herself to go under again. 

‘Stop!’ Isaac yells. ‘Stop! Clive’s here.’

She turns to look at him and then at her little brother on the bank. She cries with relief, tears freeing themselves and then she swims, choking back her emotions. Isaac swims too and the two of them climb the steep bank into the bracken and the darkness of the low-hanging weeping willow trees that swoop over the edge of the water. She’s behind him and he turns back to her, wordlessly holding out his hand and she takes it, allowing him to help her, drag her upwards and away from the water. 

Her ivory dress clings to her wet body and he doesn’t know where to look or what to say. But he holds her as she climbs, one hand around her waist to help her along the last few feet of the bank.

‘You’re wet,’ Clive says and his simple observation brings them both round. 

She pulls at an overhanging branch to swing herself the final few feet towards the boy. Isaac winces. The tree is over two hundred years old or so he estimates. It doesn’t need her doing that to it. 

‘What were you doing?’ she shouts to Clive through chattering teeth. 

‘I told you I’d get you back for spilling hot cocoa all over my Boy’s Own Annual,’ he says, arms folded, smug.

Isaac closes the gap between them.

She screams at the child, her teeth gritted in a mix of cold and rage. ‘I told you I didn’t mean to. I told you it was an accident. I told you I’d buy you another one.’

Isaac doesn’t mean to but he laughs. It slips out. He can’t help it. She’s twenty, if what he’s heard is true. The child is six but it sounds as if the siblings are both still in the nursery arguing. Cordelia spins to look at him and their eyes meet properly for the first time. Isaac stops laughing but the smile is still on his face. It takes her a second and she looks back at Clive. ‘You did this on purpose. You tricked me. You scared me.’

‘And me,’ Isaac mutters.

‘Yes,’ Clive proudly announces. 

Before Isaac knows what’s happening Cordelia reaches out and slaps the boy, the sound reverberating in the stillness of the night. The child turns his head automatically, looks away in shame and shock, his gaze connecting with Isaac’s in a brief moment of solidarity. 

‘I thought you were dead! I thought you were dead!’ Angry tears streak her still-damp face. She raises her hand again, anger has the better of her. 

It reminds Isaac of the time when he was small and he ran out in front of a horse and cart. It was his late father who pulled him out the way and then in sheer relief he hadn’t been hurt, gave Isaac the thrashing of his life. He darts forward, behind her and grabs her raised hand to stop her hurting Clive a second time.

‘You’ve made your point,’ he says into her ear, not quite realising the implications of what he’s done until she lowers her arm and looks at him. She stares at him, dumbfounded. His hand is still on her wrist. 

Slowly he unravels his fingers and she looks at the place where his grip had been. 

‘I’m sorry,’ Isaac says quietly. ‘I didn’t want you to hit him again. Have I hurt you?’

She shakes her head, says stiffly, ‘No.’ Her brother is temporarily forgotten. ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘For your intervention.’ 

‘I didn’t do anything. The boy was standing there the whole time. Safe. Which is the main thing.’

‘Yes,’ she says, ‘Yes, it is. I don’t know what I’d have done if he hadn’t been.’

Isaac has no answer. He wants to tell the boy he’s an idiot. He wants to tell him that he really could have killed his sister – she could have been tangled in the reeds looking for him. If Isaac hadn’t seen her, she’d have been completely alone in there. She could very possibly have drowned. Was she a strong swimmer? She’d have been good enough for a few minutes more, he thinks. And then … he doesn’t dare think anymore. 

She’s still rubbing the place where he’d held her. 

‘Are you sure I didn’t hurt you?’ he asks.

Her hand drops to her side and she looks at him. ‘I’m sure.’ 

Neither of them speaks. She has blue eyes. He can see that now. He’s never been close enough to see before and whenever she’s entered the garden to stroll through since she returned from London, she’s never once looked in his direction. Even at the party tonight, before he left early, their paths hadn’t crossed. But in this pale moonlight he can see her fully now – this close. Her mouth is partially open and he looks at it, straight teeth behind lips turned pale from cold. 

It’s Clive who breaks the silence. ‘Are you two going to kiss?’ he asks, awestruck. 

‘No, of course not,’ she snaps, turning away. ‘He’s a gardener.’

Isaac tries not to laugh. She does remember who he is then. And then he realises, damningly, that she’s played down his job and then had the audacity to use it as a crime.

Then he notices the cold visibly prickling her skin. ‘I’ve got a pullover on the jetty.’ He looks down. ‘Where are your shoes?’

She nods her head towards the water. ‘In there I should imagine. I think I just threw them somewhere as I jumped in.’

Cordelia starts to walk gingerly over the mud and bracken. Isaac attempts to ignore her gasps of wincing pain as long as possible as he too picks his way carefully across the ground close behind her. 

Clive trails behind, subdued, the game long since over. Isaac looks at him and offers him a sympathetic smile, putting his hand on Clive’s shoulder as they walk. The boy knows he’s in for another dose of wrath from his sister when Isaac’s no longer nearby to shield him. Clive smiles dejectedly in return and rolls his eyes precociously, forcing Isaac to stifle a chuckle. 

Ahead, the girl cries out in pain again as her bare foot finds something sharp. Isaac can stand it no longer. 

‘Enough of this,’ he announces, picking her up in his arms. Without resistance she’s almost limp, one arm around his neck. Her breath warms his cheek, the satin dress cold against him. Her fair hair has come down around her shoulders. Somewhere in that lake is probably a hundred of her hairpins gently sinking their way to rest on the soil for all eternity.

She shivers uncontrollably while he’s circumnavigating the lake until he reaches the edge of the jetty, placing her on the wooden slats, holding her in case she might faint, although she seems hardier than that. But her teeth chatter and Isaac watches her carefully. Beside her, Clive has the good grace to look sheepish at the result of his own actions. Genuine concern for his sister slips onto his face as he watches her shake with cold.

‘I’m sorry,’ Clive says quietly, shamefully. 

‘Why did you do it?’ Isaac asks. ‘What possessed you?’

‘She ruined my copy of Boy’s Own,’ Clive says, less forcefully than he had before.

‘So you said,’ Isaac replies. 

Isaac lifts his pullover from the jetty and rolls it up, placing it over her head and pulling it down over the top of her damp clothes, helping her lift her arms into the sleeves. 

‘There we go,’ he tells her reassuringly. She’s unable to reply. Her teeth chatter harder. Isaac watches her carefully.

‘It was only supposed to be a trick. She knows I can’t swim properly yet. I’m still learning how,’ Clive reveals. ‘I waited up especially for her,’ he continues. ‘I told her where I was going and then I ran past her and out the door. She wasn’t quick enough to catch me. I knew she wouldn’t be. I only meant to scare her …’ he attempts to justify. ‘I didn’t think she’d stay in the water for so long.’ 

There’s no time for this. Isaac turns to Cordelia. ‘I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that you should get out of your wet things as soon as possible. Get your maid to run you a hot bath. I can run ahead to the house and ask her for you.’

‘No,’ she says as she shakes uncontrollably. She’s not even got the words to reprimand her brother again. ‘You’ve been … kind enough,’ she stutters with cold. ‘I can do it.’

‘You haven’t got any shoes. I can help you back or you can probably walk it all right from here,’ he says. ‘It’s just lawn from here until the house.’

‘Yes,’ she says although to what, he’s not sure. He turns to find his shoes and when he looks back, she’s already walking towards the house. 

‘Will she be all right?’ Clive asks. ‘I only meant to scare her,’ he repeats.

The boy is shame-faced and doesn’t wait for Isaac’s reply. Instead Clive runs after her, his hand slipping into hers. She clutches her brother’s hand tightly as if she’s considering the alternative outcome to tonight’s events, one in which the boy really had drowned. 

Isaac stands for a moment and watches them, ignoring his own shivering, and then decides to follow at a distance. He needs to make sure she really does make it back without issue. He pictures her swooning on the lawn and the boy having to summon help as she lies in wet clothes. She looks and sounds capable enough but his actions tonight will all have been for nothing if she dies of cold now. 

Isaac follows them quietly back to the house and watches as Cordelia and her brother choose not to enter through the French doors, by which they’d no doubt shock the party-goers. She has the foresight to keep going, presumably to use the servants’ entrance where she’ll find her maid, order a hot bath, climb the servants’ stairs and none of the guests or family will be any the wiser. 

Satisfied, Isaac walks to the edge of the estate and to the cottage he’s been loaned for the duration of his time here. He’s aware of his cold wet shirt sticking uncomfortably to his skin. Above him the clouds gather together, conspiring with the Cornish sea breeze that smothers the moon. He shivers, his body reminding him that he too has been immersed in cold water. He needs to dry off, warm himself by the hearth, climb into bed. And not think about those blue eyes.

A sliver of moonlight appears, shining down on the lawn. On the ground in front of him something sparkles in the blades of grass. He walks towards it, stoops and picks it up, turning it over in his fingers. It’s an ornate diamond hair clip. He watches the object sparkle and dance in the moonlight. It has to be hers.

He turns back and looks at the space by the house where she’s disappeared. He won’t follow her inside to give it to her now. She’ll be long gone up the back stairs, slipping out of his pullover, out of her dress, out of calling distance, out of reach – as she always will be.

Isaac puts the jewellery in his pocket for safekeeping. He’ll run it up to the house in the morning, say he found it in the grounds while assessing the landscaping progress. Half of that story is true. There need not be any further elaboration. He doubts very much Clive or Cordelia will tell their parents about the events of tonight. Why would they? It would reflect poorly on both of them, he imagines.

He wonders, after she’s dressed will she return to the party? Will she forget about tonight so easily? She should. He’s aware he occupies that halfway space between servant and ‘one of them’, although he’s not one of them. Not really. Nor would he ever want to be. He’s employed and with that comes a certain level and expectation of enforced distance. A distance he’s happy to keep, despite the invitation to show him off, his progress and plans for the grounds at tonight’s party. 

On those rare occasions when he’s reminded he’s not one of them, when he enters the servants’ hall after the kindly cook offers him something to eat, he hears stories; gossip from the upstairs staff who went to London with the family and returned to Cornwall with tales of Cordelia and her wildness in London. The men she was seen with. The men she wasn’t seen with. 

He wonders if she’ll tell her lady’s maid exactly what happened tonight, if Isaac will be mentioned or if his part in tonight’s adventure will be conveniently discarded. Now he thinks about it, he hopes very much it’s the latter. No good would come of him being mentioned. 

To be forgotten entirely would be the best thing of all.

   


CHAPTER 2

CORDELIA

There is no chance of sleep, in that darkest of hours between night and day. Cordelia sits at her bedroom window and looks out towards the garden. She’s still cold, despite the hot bath, despite wrapping herself in her blanket and her nightdress, despite the hot cocoa she’s just drunk.

She told her maid, Ada, a fib as the bath was filled, as the salts were added, as she slipped into the heat of the water, scalding against her icy skin, her dress heavy, sopping on the floor.

‘A silly game that got out of hand. A dare. I was the only one that went in. Is Father’s birthday party still in full flow?’

Ada’s frown was unmissable. 

It wasn’t, in the end, that she wanted to keep Clive from trouble; it was that she wanted to keep that gardener out of it. But why, she didn’t know. None of them had done anything wrong. Perhaps when she’d slept on it, it would all make sense. 

But at the window, she holds his pullover in her hands. It’s dry now, all trace of the dampness from her shoulders shaken from it. She draped it in front of the fire and then dismissed her maid, saying that she could bathe and get herself into bed quite easily, ‘but maybe another hot cocoa first?’

The cup sits empty on her dressing table, among her ivory brushes and what remains of her hairpins. The moon focuses its energy on the North Cornish coast, the fishing village of Pencallick, from which the house gets its name, is a short walk and where most of the outdoor staff travel in from, and in the distance the sea. 

But closer, Cordelia can just about make out the tops of the ash trees that give way to the lake. Of course, he’s not still there, down by the water. Not now. Why would he be? It’s been hours. But she finds her eyes drawn to that spot, all the same.

Why was he there in the middle of the night, in the dark? Why wasn’t he at the party? She’d not seen him slip out. But then, she reasons, she’d not been looking especially hard, or at all. Too busy with her brother Edwin’s friends from university, due to return to their various homes tomorrow. Even now they’re still revelling. They’ve left the French doors open and the few of them still awake at this hour are singing something by Irving Berlin. She yawns. She must try to rise when Ada brings her morning cup of tea, and wave the men off for the early train. Boys really, not quite men. Not yet.

She looks at her wrist where his fingers had held her. He’d not bruised or marked her. And she’d been honest when she’d told him he hadn’t even hurt her. Nor had he intended to, she thinks. But she looks at the place where his hand had been all the same.

In the distance, a sliver of orange brightens the depths of the sky, a low coronet of gold to crown the Cornish horizon. Day is breaking. Soon a housemaid will slip quietly in to rebuild the fire and tea will be brought soon after, signalling silently that she must rise, dress for the day. 

The same as she did yesterday. 

The same as she will do tomorrow. 

And every single day after that. 

Cordelia decides not to tell anyone what happened at the lake, or the silly events that led up to it. She and Clive agreed it would not do to storm through the party, dripping wet with tales of japes and potential drownings. After having been caught in a tryst with the second son of an earl in the palm house during a ball, Cordelia needs to rebuild her reputation. One should only be considered so reckless in the space of a long summer. 

She has bribed Clive for his silence with promises of using her allowance to send off to Fortnum & Mason for his favourite confectionery. 

But now as the sun rises, glint by dazzling glint, she wonders how it is she is bribing Clive for his silence when it was he who’d started all the trouble off in the first place. 

‘Where did you creep off to during the party?’ 

Cordelia looks up from her breakfast in the dining room as her brother Edwin, older by nearly a year, enters the room. Until his arrival, she’s been dining alone at the large table under the watchful gaze of the Duke of Wellington whose portrait graces the wall in oversized glory.

‘You were missed,’ Edwin continues, holding on to the back of a walnut Chippendale dining chair and looking at her across the table.

Cordelia shakes her head, holds his gaze. ‘Nowhere. Bed.’ A slip of a fib. She had, at least, gone to bed eventually, although sleep had evaded her and her eyes now sting with tiredness. They’re red. She can feel it. 

‘Snuck off?’ Edwin queries. 

‘Not so as you’d notice.’

‘I noticed,’ he replies warmly and then lets it drop.

‘Where are your friends?’ Cordelia asks.

‘They’ve gone,’ Edwin says eyeing up the breakfast spread out in silver dishes on the sideboard. He begins lifting the lids, nosing inside. ‘Ate in their rooms, or not at all. Then caught the early train. I don’t even think Mungo went to sleep.’

‘Which one was he?’

‘The short one.’

‘Oh yes.’ She really must make more effort to learn people’s names.

‘It’s going to be hot later today,’ Edwin points out. ‘Fancy a game of tennis before lunch while it’s still a bit cooler?’

‘Maybe,’ she replies. ‘How do you have the energy after last night? I might sleep a little first,’ she says with a yawn. ‘Or take a walk in the garden.’ 

‘The new bit or the old bit?’

‘The bit that’s finished,’ she replies. 

‘I’m pleased they installed the tennis court in time for this glorious weather,’ Edwin continues. ‘That was good timing.’

‘Yes, it was. And the croquet lawn.’ She had no idea what other plans were being put into practice outside and she’d been paying such little attention to the upheaval in the garden, her eyes glazing over when Father had shown her the plans for endless parkland, only lighting up at the formal gardens and the plans for abundant flowers.

But the tennis courts had been a pleasant surprise when they’d been unveiled. The Palladian-style Pencallick House had been in the family since Cordelia’s grandfather had purchased it in 1835 but it had been built at some point in the 1700s. During the change in ownership, the formal gardens had never truly been ‘formalised’, as her father had put it. Now bits of it were new and bits of it were old and it seemed an arduous and, dare she say it, boring task to be in charge of.

Hence what that man was here to do: not only plan it and draw it all up, which she assumed had been done, but he actually seemed to be digging most of it himself too, with help from the various gardeners and apprentices. That was what had swung it for her father probably, having a man on site who wasn’t too proud to carry out the hard tasks. 

Also, presumably, he was cheap. 

‘You enjoy your garden walk then,’ Edwin says, stretching like a cat before helping himself to eggs from the sideboard. He picks up some bread. Flicks it. ‘Toast’s cold. Any more coming do you know?’

‘Probably,’ she replies absently. ‘Mother having a tray in her room?’

Edwin shrugs. ‘Always.’

‘No sign of Father?’ 

Her older brother turns from the sideboard and wiggles his hand near his mouth as a sign of too much drink – a gesture that Father might still be sleeping off the effects of the party. Cordelia laughs and pushes her plate away. For some reason she can’t eat. 

   


CHAPTER 3 

ISAAC

He rises early, as usual. The cottage isn’t big but it has two small bedrooms upstairs, in one of which his brother David, younger by eighteen months, sleeps. David pretends he’s a keen and able landscaper and while he’s good at the jobs he’s tasked with, Isaac knows his heart isn’t in it. But what else is David going to do? One day he’ll find his calling and until then Isaac could do with the help. 

‘Get up,’ he calls to David, knocking on his brother’s door and entering when no reply is issued. ‘You’ll miss breakfast.’ 

A fundamental perk of employment is that they’re given breakfast in the servants’ hall – at least, when a house is already staffed and built. At the last gardens he’d landscaped, the house had been finished but remained eerily quiet, awaiting the arrival of both servants and masters. 

‘Not hungry,’ David says groggily, turning in his state of sleepiness.

‘If you were anyone else, I would fire you, because of your lateness.’ 

‘Never,’ David rally cries, punching his fist in the air. ‘You love me far too much and besides, I’ll be on site on time, shovel in hand, don’t you worry.’

Isaac ignores this ridiculous comment. ‘Can I borrow this?’ He withdraws a pullover. 

‘Where’s your one?’

‘I lost it,’ he says immediately. ‘If I told you how, you’d never believe me.’

‘Fair enough.’ David rolls back over, closes his eyes. ‘It’s going to be hot today. You won’t need it.’

But Isaac’s already gone. From the bottom of the stairs he calls to David, ‘Get up.’ And then he leaves the cottage. 

When he’d returned to their shared cottage last night, Isaac had found himself alone. He’d drawn himself a bath from the tap outside, heating the water and bathing in the tin tub while the flames crept up the chimney, and waited for the heat of both the fire and the water to withdraw the chill of the lake from his bones. 

David had stumbled through the door an hour or two later, returned from the Fox and Moon public house, only a little intoxicated. 

‘What’s that?’ David had asked last night, ignoring Isaac wallowing in the tin tub. He’d seen the sparkle of the diamonds as the hair jewellery sat, safely, on the scrubbed kitchen table, placed there when Isaac had stripped his wet clothes from his body and hung them near the fire to dry. 

‘Nothing,’ he’d said instinctively. ‘I found it. It’s one of theirs.’ He gestured his head towards Pencallick House and then resumed soaking himself.

‘Of course it’s one of theirs,’ David had scoffed. ‘It’s hardly yours, is it?’ He’d stumbled over, picked it up and whistled at it with wide eyes. ‘Mother used to have something very like this, do you remember? What do you think it costs?’ he’d asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Isaac had replied.

David had replaced it on the table, turning to open the doorway that led upstairs. ‘I’ll bet whoever owns it doesn’t even know it’s gone,’ he’d called over his shoulder.

Isaac sat back in the bath, watching the steam rise from his arms as he’d rested them on either side of the tin bath. He didn’t like to say he’d been thinking the same thing himself. 

He’d found his gaze drawn to the item, looked at it sparkling in the firelight and then took it with him upstairs, placing it behind a book on his shelf for safekeeping. He’d meant to put it in his pocket and take it with him today but he’d forgotten it. He curses himself that he’s not remembered to bring it as he walks across the parkland. 

The way she’d spoken to him last night made it entirely obvious she considered him less than her. The thought makes him smile, laugh almost. Isaac is used to it, the divide is stark between those who own land and those who work it. Even if Isaac’s education rivals hers – probably exceeds it, and his life experience too – them and us is just the way it is. Perhaps he should have chosen a profession that didn’t involve holding a spade every now and again. He might look like one of them, he might sound like one of them, but they all considered him something else entirely. 

   


CHAPTER 4

CORDELIA

On her walk she stumbles across him by accident in the newly constructed walled garden. There’s still one wall left to be built on the far side and the gates have yet to be hung in the brick arch. She doesn’t know whether to turn back or continue. Cowardice or bravery? She plumps for bravery and makes her way over to him.

He’s on his knees and she watches him put a small tomato into his mouth, the action shocking her into pausing. And then she tries to forget she’s just seen him eating the produce. ‘Hello,’ she says as she stops behind him. He turns abruptly, surprise evident.

‘Hello,’ he replies confidently, rising and looking at her. The sun is already focusing its intensity onto them and it isn’t even late in the morning. He wipes his brow with the back of his arm, his movements unselfconscious. ‘I found your ornament,’ he begins.

‘Ornament?’ She’s thrown off track at this.

He gestures to her fair hair. ‘The diamonds.’

Instinctively she touches her hair, looks blank and then remembers what she was wearing last night. ‘Did you?’ she asks in wonder. ‘Where?’

‘In the grounds. Last night. I didn’t bring it with me today. I forgot. I’m sorry. I’ll bring it tomorrow, or later today if you’re desperate for it.’

She gives him a quizzical look. ‘I’m not desperate for a piece of jewellery. I didn’t even realise it had fallen from my hair, neither did my maid. It was so late when I got in. And I was a little bit distracted.’

He offers no comment, just glances away from her as one of the younger apprentice gardeners appears, heading towards Isaac, clearly with a question. The boy thinks better of it on seeing her and turns the way he came. She watches as Isaac looks back to her with a frown on his face.

‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘For last night. For trying to help.’

He looks down at the tomatoes as if he wants to get on with eating them and Cordelia stifles a laugh. Or perhaps it’s because he’s having trouble holding her gaze today, when he didn’t seem to have a problem with it yesterday. 

‘I’m just glad the boy was safe,’ Isaac says.

And then he smiles, as if to himself.

‘Why are you smiling?’ she asks.

He glances back at her. ‘I don’t think he’ll do that again anytime soon.’

‘Let’s hope not,’ she says knowingly. ‘I didn’t tell anyone and I don’t think Clive will and I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t either.’ She rushes out the words. ‘It’s complicated, I can’t explain it but … well, it wouldn’t do, really if people knew Clive and I had been in a silly spat and it had ended with me being in the lake in the middle of the night with a …’ She stops herself just in time.

‘A …?’ Isaac queries his tone knowing. She can’t tell if he’s teasing her or not.

‘Gardener. Landscaper. Whatever it is you are,’ she says dismissively. 

‘I’m an architectural landscaper,’ he replies. 

‘Yes. That,’ she says in a hurry. And then, ‘What are you doing? Other than eating the tomatoes,’ she asks conversationally, looking at the vibrant, red fruit. 

He smiles. ‘Oh you saw that, did you? I’m pinching the side shoots from between the leaves.’

‘Is that your job?’ 

‘No,’ he says. ‘But I’m here and wondering where the bricklayer’s got to. Thought I’d take a look at the vegetable beds while I’m at it and help out with what’s actually a very quick task.’

‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ she asks.

He laughs, far too loudly for her liking. It seemed a sensible question. ‘With the vegetables or in general?’

He’s teasing her. She knows he is. ‘With the vegetables. With the … whatever it was you said, the pinching.’ 

‘Yes,’ he says. Is it her imagination or does he look a bit bored? 

‘May I ask why you’re pinching the side shoots. What does it do?’ She surprises herself by being interested in this. She’ll only wonder why for the rest of the day if she doesn’t find out now and she can’t be bothered to go and look it up in a book.

‘Pinching the side shoots between the leaves, allows these newly planted out tomatoes to grow one main stem so all the energy can be focused on that,’ he says pointing to the healthy row of scarlet fruit.

She wants to ask, ‘Why,’ again but instead she replies, ‘Oh.’ She wasn’t quite sure what he meant by all of that. ‘Do you enjoy it?’ 

He frowns again. Cordelia’s losing count of how often he does this. ‘Yes.’

‘You’re not just doing it because you have to?’

‘I don’t have to,’ he reminds her, the frown still in place.

‘No, that’s right.’ He’s put her on the back foot. How has he done that so swiftly? She knew she should have plumped for cowardice and kept walking. 

His frown evens out and his eyebrows rise instead. She feels silly now, steps from one foot to the other. 

‘I mean …’ she starts.

‘I know what you mean,’ he says, saving her. ‘I do enjoy it, yes, bringing new life to something, tending the garden, encouraging growth. I’ve always enjoyed it. I’ve done it my whole life. And once you’ve learned how to do something, it’s hard to simply forget it. Your father handed over most of the gardening team to help with landscaping and I can see they’re thinly stretched. So, I may as well help where I can.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Why did he hand them over to me or why are
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