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    For Eleanor— who taught us that the bravest thing you can do is put something in the ground and trust the future to take care of it.
And for everyone who tends a garden, whether in soil or in the heart.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves... Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer."
— Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet
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Chapter One
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The letter arrived on a Tuesday, which Sophie Hartwell would later consider appropriate. Tuesdays were unremarkable days, the kind that slipped through memory like water through open fingers, and yet this particular Tuesday would rearrange the architecture of her entire life.

She found it wedged between a electricity bill and a catalogue for kitchen appliances she would never buy, its cream envelope heavy and old-fashioned among the glossy modern post. The return address bore the name of a solicitor's office in Cheltenham, and for a moment Sophie simply held it, turning it over in her hands as though the weight of it could tell her something.

Her flat in Bermondsey was quiet at half seven in the morning. The silence was still new enough to notice — three months since Marcus had packed his things into matching leather bags and carried them down the stairs while she watched from the kitchen doorway, unable to summon either tears or words. Three months since she'd discovered that the man she'd been planning to marry had been conducting a parallel life with a junior account manager named Phoebe, and that the flat they'd shared was now a space defined entirely by absence.

Sophie tore open the envelope.

The letter was written in the careful, measured language of someone accustomed to delivering significant news with the emotional temperature of a weather report. Eleanor Hartwell, née Bancroft, of Thistle Cottage, Thornbury-on-Windrush, Gloucestershire, had passed away peacefully on the fourteenth of March. As sole beneficiary of her estate, Sophie was invited to attend a reading of the will at her earliest convenience.

She read it twice, then set it on the kitchen counter beside a cold cup of tea.

Her grandmother. She hadn't seen Eleanor in — how long? Five years? Six? The last visit had been a rushed weekend between events, Sophie arriving late on Saturday afternoon and leaving before lunch on Sunday, already checking her phone for client emails while Eleanor's vegetable soup cooled on the table between them. She remembered Eleanor's hands, the soil permanently worked into the creases of her knuckles, and the way she'd watched Sophie's phone with an expression that wasn't quite disappointment but something adjacent to it.

The guilt arrived like a tide coming in, slow and impossible to hold back.

Sophie sat down at the kitchen table and pressed her palms flat against its surface. Through the window, London stretched grey and indifferent, cranes dotting the skyline like mechanical birds frozen mid-flight. Somewhere in Gloucestershire, a cottage sat empty, and a garden that she remembered in disconnected fragments — the scent of lavender on a warm afternoon, the sound of bees in the foxgloves — waited for someone who was never coming back.

Her phone buzzed. A message from her business partner, Naomi: Client wants to move the Henderson reception to a marquee. Call me when you're up.

Sophie stared at the message until the screen went dark, then picked up the solicitor's letter again.

* * *
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She drove down on Thursday, taking the M4 out of London under a sky the colour of pewter. The Cotswolds announced themselves gradually — the flatness giving way to gentle hills, the motorway yielding to increasingly narrow roads lined with stone walls that had been standing since before anyone alive could remember.

Thornbury-on-Windrush was not the kind of village that appeared on tourist postcards, though it possessed all the necessary components. A church with a square Norman tower. A pub called The Woolpack whose hanging sign creaked in the wind. A village green bordered by lime trees and overlooked by a row of honey-coloured cottages. A post office that also served as a newsagent, a haberdashery, and — according to the hand-lettered sign in the window — a place where one could purchase stamps, report a missing cat, or enquire about the WI baking schedule.

Sophie parked her car near the green and stepped out into air that smelled of cut grass and wood smoke and something faintly sweet that she couldn't identify. The village was quiet. A dog barked somewhere behind a garden wall. An elderly man in a flat cap nodded to her from across the road with the particular economy of greeting that suggested everyone here already knew who she was and why she'd come.

The solicitor's office was above a tea shop on the high street, reached by a narrow staircase that creaked under Sophie's heels. Mr. Pemberton was exactly as his letter had suggested — precise, courteous, and constitutionally incapable of hurry. He guided her to a chair, poured tea from a pot that was clearly kept warm for exactly this purpose, and explained the terms of Eleanor's will with the unhurried thoroughness of a man who charged by the hour.

The cottage. The garden. The contents thereof. All of it was Sophie's.

"Your grandmother was quite clear in her wishes," Mr. Pemberton said, adjusting his glasses. "She wanted you to have Thistle Cottage. She also left a letter, which I'm to give you separately." He slid a sealed envelope across the desk — the same cream stationery as the official correspondence, but this one bore Sophie's name in Eleanor's distinctive copperplate hand.

Sophie tucked it into her bag without opening it. Some things required the right moment.

"There is one additional matter," Mr. Pemberton continued. "The garden."

"What about it?"

"It's rather well known locally. Your grandmother maintained it for nearly forty years, and it's been included in the National Garden Scheme open days for the past decade. There's a — well, an expectation in the village that the garden will continue to be maintained. And there's the matter of the festival."

"Festival?"

"The Thornbury Garden Festival. It's held annually in June. Your grandmother's garden was always the centrepiece. A young man named James Lockwood has been looking after it since your grandmother became unwell, but I understand the arrangement was informal."

Sophie processed this. "Mr. Pemberton, I should be honest with you. I live in London. I run an events business. I haven't been to Thornbury in years. I'm not sure what I'm going to do with a cottage in the Cotswolds."

He nodded as though this was precisely what he'd expected her to say. "Of course. You're under no obligation to keep the property. But I would suggest visiting first, before making any decisions. Your grandmother was a remarkable woman, and the cottage is — well." He paused, searching for the right word. "It's worth seeing."

* * *
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Thistle Cottage sat at the end of a lane that was more suggestion than road, its surface a mixture of packed earth and gravel that Sophie's city car navigated with audible complaint. The lane was bordered on both sides by hedgerows so overgrown they formed a green tunnel, the afternoon light filtering through the leaves in shifting patterns.

And then the hedgerows opened, and there it was.

The cottage was built of the same golden Cotswold stone as everything else in the village, but where the other buildings had the neat, maintained look of properties that were regularly pointed and repaired, Thistle Cottage wore its age more honestly. The roof sagged gently in the middle like a contented sigh. Wisteria crawled across the front wall, its purple flowers hanging in heavy clusters around the doorframe. The windows were small and deep-set, their glass old enough to give a faintly wavy quality to the reflections.

But it was the garden that stopped her.

Sophie had remembered it as pleasant — a typical English cottage garden with some flowers and perhaps a vegetable patch. Memory, she now understood, had done it a profound disservice.

The garden spread out behind and around the cottage in a series of interconnected spaces, each one flowing into the next with a naturalness that disguised what must have been decades of careful planning. There were borders thick with emerging perennials — she recognised some of them from childhood visits, the tall spires of delphiniums still in bud, the silvery leaves of lamb's ear catching the light. A gravel path wound between beds planted with what appeared to be every shade of blue and purple that nature could produce, from the deep violet of iris to the pale lavender of catmint.

Beyond the formal borders, the garden grew wilder. A meadow area was scattered with cowslips and early orchids. An old stone wall, half-collapsed and covered in moss, enclosed what appeared to be a herb garden, its layout geometric and purposeful. Apple trees, their branches just beginning to froth with blossom, stood in a rough orchard beyond a weathered wooden gate.

And at the far end, partially hidden by a sweep of ornamental grasses, was something that looked like a folly — a small stone structure with an arched doorway, covered in climbing roses that were still weeks from flowering.

Sophie stood at the edge of it all, her car keys in one hand and her grandmother's unopened letter in her bag, and felt something shift inside her chest. Not quite grief and not quite recognition, but something in between — as though she were remembering a room she hadn't known she'd forgotten.

"You must be Sophie."

The voice came from somewhere to her left. She turned and found a man emerging from between the apple trees, carrying a pair of secateurs and a canvas bag. He was tall, with dark hair that needed cutting and the sort of tan that came from working outdoors rather than lounging on a beach. His boots were caked with mud, and there was a smear of green across the front of his shirt where he'd clearly been doing something with the hedge.

"I'm James Lockwood," he said. "I've been looking after things."

He extended his hand, then appeared to notice the state of it and withdrew it, wiping it on his trousers instead. This did not noticeably improve matters.

"Mr. Pemberton mentioned you," Sophie said. "Thank you for maintaining the garden."

James looked at her with an expression she couldn't quite decode — somewhere between curiosity and wariness, as though he were trying to determine what category she belonged in. "Eleanor was a friend. It wasn't a hardship."

"Still. It's clearly been a lot of work."

He glanced back at the garden, and something in his face softened. "Your grandmother built something extraordinary here. Some of these plantings go back thirty years. The wisteria's older than either of us." He paused. "Are you planning to sell?"

The directness of the question surprised her. In London, intentions were approached obliquely, through layers of inference and social calibration. Here, apparently, things were simpler.

"I don't know yet," she said, which was honest.

James nodded slowly. "Right." The single word carried more weight than seemed possible, as though it contained an entire argument compressed into a syllable. "Well. I should let you look around. The key's under the boot scraper by the door — Eleanor never did lock up properly." He shouldered his bag. "If you need anything, my workshop's just past the church. The place with the slate roof and too many plants outside."

He left the way he'd come, disappearing between the apple trees with the unhurried gait of someone who knew every stone and root in his path. Sophie watched him go, then turned back to the cottage.

The key was exactly where he'd said it would be.

Inside, Thistle Cottage smelled of beeswax and dried flowers and the particular mustiness of a house that had been closed up for weeks. The ceilings were low, the beams darkened with age, and every surface seemed to hold something — a china jug filled with dried hydrangeas, a stack of gardening books with cracked spines, a collection of smooth stones arranged along a windowsill in order of size.

The kitchen was at the back, overlooking the garden through a window above the sink. Sophie stood there for a long moment, watching the light move across the borders as a cloud passed overhead, and then she reached into her bag and took out Eleanor's letter.

She opened it.

My dear Sophie,

If you're reading this, then I've finally joined your grandfather in whatever comes next, and you're standing in a house that I hope still smells of lavender and beeswax.

I know we lost time, you and I. I know your life in London is full and fast and important, and I know that a crumbling cottage in a village most people can't find on a map must seem like an odd inheritance. But I'm going to ask you for something, and because I'm dead and therefore impossible to argue with, I hope you'll hear me out.

Don't sell. Not yet. Stay for a while. Let the garden show you what it can do in spring. Walk the paths I walked. Read the journal I've left in the study — the green one, on the shelf by the window. It will explain things I never managed to tell you in person.

The garden is not just a garden, Sophie. It's a conversation that's been going on for forty years, between me and the land and the seasons and the memory of everyone I've loved. I'd like you to hear what it has to say before you decide its future.

And be patient with James. He's a good man who expresses himself better through plants than words. Rather like your grandfather, in that respect.

All my love, always, Eleanor

Sophie folded the letter carefully and placed it on the kitchen table. Through the window, the garden glowed in the late afternoon light, and somewhere among the apple trees, a blackbird was singing with the extravagant confidence of a creature that knew exactly where it belonged.

She pulled out her phone and called Naomi.

"The Henderson marquee can wait," she said. "I'm going to be here for a while."

* * *
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Sophie woke the next morning in Eleanor's bed, disoriented by the quality of the silence. In Bermondsey, there was always noise — the distant hum of traffic, the bass vibration from the pub two streets over, the irregular percussion of her neighbours' complicated domestic arrangements. Here, the silence was so complete it had texture, broken only by birdsong and the occasional creak of the cottage settling more deeply into its foundations.

She'd spent the previous evening conducting a tentative inventory of the house. The ground floor held the kitchen, a sitting room with a fireplace large enough to stand in, and a small study whose walls were lined with books — gardening manuals, botanical illustrations, novels with sun-faded spines, and poetry collections bookmarked with dried leaves. The green journal Eleanor had mentioned was exactly where she'd described, a cloth-bound book with pages softened by years of handling. Sophie had picked it up but hadn't opened it. Not yet.

Upstairs were two bedrooms and a bathroom that featured plumbing of a distinctly vintage character. The water came reluctantly and made sounds that suggested the pipes were conducting a private conversation. Eleanor's bedroom had a window that looked directly over the garden, and Sophie had fallen asleep watching the last of the twilight settle over the borders.

Now, in the weak morning light, she assessed her situation with the analytical clarity that had made her good at event planning and, according to Marcus, exhausting to live with.

She was thirty-two years old. She had a business that was solvent but not thriving, a flat she couldn't quite afford alone, and a personal life that could be accurately described as a recently cleared bombsite. She had inherited a cottage that probably needed a new roof, a garden she didn't know how to maintain, and a letter from a dead woman asking her not to make any hasty decisions.

She also had no clean clothes beyond what she'd packed for what was supposed to be a day trip.

Sophie showered — a process that involved negotiating with the ancient boiler and accepting water pressure that could charitably be described as meditative — and put on yesterday's clothes. Then she went downstairs to the kitchen, where she discovered that Eleanor's cupboards contained flour, sugar, several jars of homemade preserves, a tin of Earl Grey tea, and nothing that could reasonably be called breakfast.

The village shop, then.

Thornbury-on-Windrush was a fifteen-minute walk from the cottage if one took the lane, or a ten-minute walk if one cut through the churchyard, which Sophie did, picking her way between headstones whose inscriptions had been softened by centuries of rain. The church was unlocked — she tried the door on impulse — and inside it smelled of cold stone and furniture polish and the particular Anglican compound of faith and routine.

The village shop was run by Dorothy Pearce, known universally as Dot, who combined the roles of postmistress, shopkeeper, and primary intelligence agent for all matters relating to the private lives of Thornbury's two hundred and forty-three residents. Dot was somewhere in her sixties, compact and energetic, with reading glasses permanently stationed on top of her head like a displaced crown.

"Sophie Hartwell," Dot said before Sophie had fully crossed the threshold. "Eleanor's granddaughter. Pemberton said you'd be down." She looked Sophie over with the frank assessment of someone who had long since abandoned the pretence of subtlety. "You look like you could do with feeding up."

"I'm looking for some basics. Milk, bread, eggs — that sort of thing."

"Milk's in the cooler. Bread's behind you. Eggs are from Janet Moss's chickens — she drops them off on Wednesdays and Saturdays. Today's Friday, so they're fresh enough." Dot began gathering items with the efficiency of someone who'd been anticipating this visit. "Butter. Cheese. Some of that ham from the farm. You'll want tea bags — proper ones, not the dusty stuff Eleanor kept in that tin."

Sophie started to protest that she hadn't asked for all of this, then decided against it. Dot clearly operated on the principle that knowing what people needed before they did was a public service.

"We were all very sorry about Eleanor," Dot said, her brisk manner softening by a degree. "She was — well. She was Eleanor. This village won't be the same without her fussing over the garden and telling the vicar his sermons were too long."

"Thank you. I'm still — I hadn't seen her in a long time."

Dot gave her a look that communicated sympathy and mild reproach in equal measure. "No. Well. You're here now." She placed a jar of honey on the counter. "That's from Tom Farthing's bees. He'll want to meet you — he and Eleanor were thick as thieves. And you'll have met James, I suppose?"

"Briefly."

"Good lad, James. Came back when his dad passed, took over the landscaping business. He'd have done anything for Eleanor." Dot paused in her assembly of Sophie's provisions. "He's protective of that garden. You should know that."

"I'm getting that impression."

"I don't mean it as a warning. Just as — context." Dot rang up the purchases on a till that appeared to be older than Sophie. "The garden festival's in eight weeks. I don't know if Pemberton mentioned it."

"He did."

"Right. Well. People are wondering."

"Wondering what?"

"Whether it'll happen this year. Without Eleanor." Dot met her eyes. "Whether you'll be the one to decide."

Sophie carried her shopping back to the cottage along the lane, turning Dot's words over in her mind. The hedge-rows were loud with birdsong, and the morning had the particular crystalline quality of an English spring day — bright and cold and fragile, as though the warmth were a promise that could still be revoked.

* * *
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She spent the morning cleaning. Not because the cottage was dirty — Eleanor had clearly maintained it with the same meticulous care she'd given the garden — but because the physical work gave Sophie something to do with the anxious energy that had been building since she'd arrived. She swept floors, wiped surfaces, opened windows to let the spring air push through rooms that had been breathing their own recycled atmosphere for weeks. She found fresh bed linens in an airing cupboard that smelled of cedar, and made up the bed properly.

In the study, she paused at the shelves. The green journal sat where she'd left it, patient and unexploded.

Not yet.

Instead, she opened her laptop at the kitchen table and spent an hour on emails. Naomi had handled the Henderson situation — marquee booked, client appeased, crisis averted. There were three new enquiry forms on the website, a request for a proposal from a corporate client, and a message from their accountant about quarterly VAT. The machinery of her London life continued to turn, indifferent to her absence.

Sophie closed the laptop and went outside.

The garden in morning light was different from the garden in late afternoon. The colours were cooler, the shadows longer, and there was a quality of expectation to it — everything reaching upward, still waking up. She walked the gravel paths slowly, trying to see what Eleanor had seen, to understand the logic of the design.

It wasn't random. She could see that much, even with her limited knowledge. The borders had been planted in drifts of colour that moved through the spectrum — blues and purples near the cottage, shifting to pinks and whites in the middle distance, warming to golds and ambers at the far end by the orchard. The effect was of walking through a sunset, if sunsets happened at ground level and lasted for months.

She was crouching to examine a cluster of plants she didn't recognise — grey-green leaves, tightly furled buds that might be purple or might be blue — when she heard footsteps on the gravel.

"Nepeta," James said from somewhere behind her. "Catmint. It'll be covered in bees by June."

Sophie stood up and turned. He was dressed almost identically to the previous day — work boots, canvas trousers, a shirt that had been washed into submission. He carried a toolbox in one hand and a flat of small plants in the other.

"I wasn't expecting you," she said.

"I come most mornings. There are things that need doing — the sweet peas need their supports, and the roses want pruning before they get away from themselves." He set the toolbox down by the garden wall. "I can stop, if you'd rather."

"No, it's — fine. Please. I don't know what any of this needs."

He looked at her with that same assessing expression she'd noticed the day before, as though he were trying to determine whether she was a weed or a wildflower. "Do you want to learn?"

The question caught her off guard. "I hadn't thought about it."

"Right." He opened the toolbox and began removing stakes and twine with the practised ease of someone who'd done this ten thousand times. "Well. If you change your mind, I'll be here."

Sophie watched him for a moment, then went inside and put the kettle on. She made two cups of tea and carried one out to where James was crouching among the sweet pea supports, his hands working the twine with unconscious precision.

"Thank you," he said, taking the mug without looking up. Then, after a pause: "Eleanor always brought tea at about this time."

It was such a small thing — the shared rhythm of a kettle boiled at ten o'clock — but it landed in Sophie's chest with unexpected force. This was what she'd missed. Not just the visits, but the accumulation of small moments that, stacked together, constituted a relationship.

"Tell me about the garden," she said, sitting on the low stone wall that bordered the herb garden. "Tell me what she built."

James looked up then, and for the first time something in his expression shifted — the wariness receding, replaced by something that might have been hope or might have been simply the pleasure of being asked about something he cared about.

"She started it in nineteen eighty-five," he said. "The year she moved here from London. The cottage had been empty for three years, and the garden was just grass and nettles and a single apple tree — that one there, the
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