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PRAISE FOR

The Quiet Between Us

“A tender, unhurried romance that lingers long after the last page.”

— The Reader’s Circle

“Proof that the quietest love stories are often the ones that stay with you.”

— Countryside Fiction Review

“Hartley writes longing the way old gardens grow — slowly, and completely.”

— The Parish Gazette

For everyone who has learned that love, like a garden, asks only for patience.

“The garden does not hurry, and yet everything is accomplished.”

— Old gardener’s saying
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CHAPTER ONE

The Arrival

The rain had been falling on Ashworth Hall since Tuesday, and by Friday Eleanor had stopped expecting it to stop.

She stood at the tall window of the estate office with a ledger under her arm, watching the drive for a carriage that was already forty minutes late, and told herself that her irritation had nothing to do with nerves. A botanist was coming. That was all. A stranger hired by the trustees to walk through her late husband's glasshouse with a notebook and a magnifying glass, to count and catalogue and, in all likelihood, to inform her that the roses James had spent a decade breeding were being kept alive by habit rather than skill.

She did not need a stranger to tell her that. She already knew it.

When the carriage finally came, it arrived without ceremony, mud to the axles, and the man who climbed down from it was not what she had pictured. She had imagined someone older, whiskered, self-important. Instead a tall figure in a plain grey coat stepped into the rain, turned back to lift down a wooden case with the careful two-handed grip of a man carrying something alive, and only then looked up at the house.

“Mrs. Ashworth.” He said her name like a question he intended to get right. “Thomas Wren. I believe you were expecting me an hour ago.”

“I was expecting you at eleven,” she said. “It is now half past twelve.”

“The bridge at Cauldbeck was out. I apologise for the roads, though I confess I had no hand in their construction.”

There was nothing insolent in it, only a dryness that caught her off guard, so that for a moment she forgot to be irritated at all. She recovered quickly.

“Mr. Wren. The glasshouse is this way. I trust you'll want to see it before the light goes.”

“I would like that very much,” he said, and shifted the wooden case in his arms as though it mattered more to him than the house, the rain, or the woman who owned both. “Though if it isn't an imposition, I would first like to know what I am walking into. Your trustee's letter was very long on the estate's income and very short on its garden.”

No one had asked her that in two years. Eleanor found she did not know how to answer, and said only, “You will see for yourself,” and led him around the east wing without waiting to learn whether he followed.

He followed. She heard his footsteps behind her, unhurried, and when she glanced back once, she found him not looking at her at all, but at the black, rain-slicked hedges, the shape of the beds beneath their winter cover, reading the garden the way another man might read a face.

It would be, she thought, a very long season.

CHAPTER TWO

The Ledger and the Roses

He asked for the garden ledgers on his second morning, and Eleanor gave them to him with more reluctance than the request seemed to warrant.

They were James's books. Ten years of his handwriting, cramped and hurried in spring, careful and satisfied in autumn when the counts came in high. She had not opened them since the funeral. She told herself this was because there had been no need, not because turning the pages felt like turning him over in his grave.

Mr. Wren took the stack from her with both hands, as he seemed to take everything, and did not open them in front of her. “Thank you,” he said. “I'll return them in good condition.”

“See that you do.”

It was three days before she went looking for him in the glasshouse, ostensibly to ask whether he required more coal for the stove, in truth because the house had become very quiet and she had grown tired of her own thoughts. She found him kneeling in the north bed with the ledger open on the brick beside him, comparing a spidery rootstock to a diagram James had drawn in the margin, and murmuring to himself in a way that suggested he had entirely forgotten he was employed by anyone at all.

“Your husband was not a trained horticulturist,” he said, without looking up, “but he had an excellent eye. This grafting union should not have taken. By every rule I was taught, it should have failed within a season.” He glanced at the thriving cane above it. “It did not fail.”

“No,” Eleanor said. “He was very stubborn.”

“I find I admire stubbornness in a gardener. It is, in my experience, indistinguishable from faith.”

She had not expected to laugh, and the sound surprised them both. Mr. Wren looked up at her properly for the first time that week, and something in his face eased, as though a door he had been holding shut had been permitted, briefly, to stand open.

“You need not stay,” he said, gentler than before. “I imagine there is little pleasure in watching a stranger handle his roses.”

“There is some,” she admitted, and was startled to find it true. “You are the first person in two years to speak of them as though they were still becoming something, instead of a monument.”

He considered that for a long moment, the way he seemed to consider everything, turning it over to find its shape before he answered.

“A monument only grows in one direction, Mrs. Ashworth,” he said at last. “A garden has not yet decided what it means to be. I should like to spend the year finding out, if you'll permit it.”

She told him he might, and left before he could see how much the answer had cost her.

CHAPTER THREE

The Language of Roses

By February she had taken to bringing him tea in the mornings, a courtesy that required no explanation to the staff, since it was, after all, only good manners toward a guest of the estate.

He always thanked her as though the tea were an unexpected kindness rather than a daily habit, and always found some small fact to offer in return, as if trade were the only language he trusted. The names of the roses, she learned, were not merely pretty words. Each one recorded a decision, a hope, sometimes a small private joke that only James and, now, Mr. Wren seemed able to read.

“This one,” he said one morning, indicating a thorny, unremarkable-looking cane at the bed's edge, “is marked only with your initials and a date. No cultivar name. He was either planning to name it later, or—”

“Or it was for me,” Eleanor finished. “Our wedding anniversary. He never told me he'd planted anything.”

She had not meant to say it aloud, and braced herself for the small, careful silence that usually followed any mention of James — the silence of people deciding how much sympathy to perform. Mr. Wren did not perform anything.

“Then it hasn't bloomed yet,” he said simply. “We'll want to know what it becomes.”

It was, she would think later, the first time in two years that someone had spoken of her husband's death as an unfinished sentence rather than a full stop. She found she wanted very badly to know what the rose became, and was unsettled to notice that the wanting had very little to do with James at all.

“You speak of them as though they have intentions,” she said, to cover the thought.

“Don't you think they do? A rose does not climb toward the light because it has been told to. It climbs because something in it recognises what it is reaching for, long before it arrives.” He glanced at her, and there was nothing forward in it, only a kind of careful honesty that she was coming to understand was simply how the man was made. “I find that rather encouraging, in a garden or otherwise.”

“And if it climbs the wrong direction?”

“Then someone kind redirects the cane,” he said, “and loses nothing for the trouble. It is only wood, Mrs. Ashworth. It forgives quickly.”

She was not entirely certain they were speaking of roses any longer, and judging by the sudden interest he took in his own notebook, neither was he. She left him to his ledgers with her tea gone cold in her hand and her heart, for the first time in longer than she could account for, beating with something other than grief.

CHAPTER FOUR

Rain at the Glasshouse

The storm came up so quickly in March that Eleanor was caught in the garden with no more protection than a shawl, and made a dash for the glasshouse rather than the house, which was, she would later admit, considerably farther away and considerably less good an excuse.

Mr. Wren was already inside, having abandoned a half-finished sketch of a root system to watch the sky go the colour of a bruise. He held the door for her without comment, though his eyes went, briefly and involuntarily, to the shawl plastered to her shoulders, before he had the grace to look instead at the rain.

“You'll take a chill,” he said, and shrugged out of his coat before she could refuse it, draping it over her shoulders with the same careful two-handed attention he gave everything he valued. It smelled of pipe smoke and cold earth and, faintly, of the ink he used for his diagrams.

“And you will take one instead, which hardly solves the problem.”

“I am considerably harder to kill than a countess,” he said. “It is one of the few advantages of an unremarkable birth.”

They stood together at the glass, watching the rain turn the beds to silver, close enough that she could hear him breathing, far enough that neither of them had to acknowledge it. The glasshouse, usually so full of small industrious sounds — his pencil, her ledger pages, the drip of the watering can — had gone entirely quiet except for the weather.

“May I ask you something impertinent?” he said at last, still watching the rain.

“You may ask. I reserve the right to refuse an answer.”

“Do you intend to spend the rest of your life keeping his garden exactly as he left it? Never adding, never changing, only maintaining?”

It should have offended her. She found, instead, that she had been waiting for someone to ask it. “I don't know what else there is to do with a thing you loved, once the person who taught you to love it is gone.”

“You could keep loving it,” he said quietly, “and let it become something more, instead of something frozen. I don't think he'd have wanted a monument either, from everything his own hand tells me.”

She turned to look at him then, properly, and found he had already been looking at her, and did not glance away as a more careful man might have. There was a long moment in which the rain seemed very loud and the glasshouse very small, and Eleanor was startled to realise that she was not thinking of James at all, but of the particular grey of Thomas Wren's eyes, and how very unwise it would be to notice such a thing.

“The rain is easing,” she said, though it was not.

“So it is,” he agreed, and did not ask for his coat back until
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