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In Your
Silence


Grace Lowrie






Silence is more musical than any song.


– Christina Rossetti






Chapter One


She’d left me. My girlfriend of nearly six years just upped and left without warning. The first I knew of it was tripping over her house keys on the doormat and spotting an apologetic note stuck to the fridge. Which explained precisely nothing:


I’m sorry but it’s over. I can’t stay. Please don’t try to find me.


It’s not your fault, it’s nothing you’ve done, it’s just over, I’m sorry.


Goodbye, Cally.


Nonplussed I re-read it several times. Calm, practical Cally; this wasn’t like her. We never fought, never argued; I thought we were happy; content.


Dumping my muddy boots at the back door I searched the rest of our terraced two-bed house, room by room, ducking my six-and-a-half foot frame, stepping crab-like through doorways and scanning the remaining space as if it was all a mistake, a game of hide and seek, or an elaborate joke – I certainly felt like a fool. But it was the second of April today – the deadline for pranks had passed. She’d taken all her clothes, most of her toiletries, her laptop, mobile, passport; even that big old stuffed bunny of hers.


Returning to the kitchen I dug my own phone out of my pocket and speed-dialled her number, but it went straight to voicemail and I suspected she had it switched off. Having left a brief message asking her to call me, I rang Cally’s best friend, Marguerite. She was still at work in London and apparently surprised to hear from me. She claimed to have no knowledge of Cally’s plans or whereabouts, but then, what had I expected her to say? She was loyal to Cally – she’d only say whatever Cally wanted her to say, and I didn’t know Marguerite well enough to be sure she was lying.


Climbing into the van, I drove over to Marguerite’s flat above the gift card shop. I listened at the door before hammering on it; but there were no signs of life from within. Should I call Cally’s parents in Spain? Was that where she’d run off to? Did she just need a break; a holiday? Cally’s mum and dad had seemed to ‘approve’ of me on the one and only occasion we’d met, but they were unlikely to help me against Cally’s wishes. And anyway, I didn’t have their number.


What to do? Returning home again I paced about in my socks, dried mud flaking off the knees of my trousers as I brushed past the furniture that we’d picked out as a couple – evidence of the life we shared. The framed black and white photograph above the fireplace caught my eye, showing the two of us side by side, and smiling.


This wasn’t us – we didn’t do drama and she knew I didn’t like surprises. I had to find her; figure out what had gone wrong and fix it, so that the world could go back to normal.


My phone vibrated in my hand and I hoped it was Cally, but it was James. Muting the cheery ringtone I deliberated answering while his name flashed on the screen. He was my best mate; had been since school; ever since his mum died a few short years after my own. We never spoke about our grief, but it created a bond between us; a bond reinforced through playing rugby and helping each other survive our teens. Aside from a few years in which we’d attended different universities, we’d always kept in touch. And now that he’d moved back to Wildham our friendship was stronger than ever.


But I wasn’t ready to share my ‘news’ yet; my increasing sense of shame. James would be occupied at the garden centre for the next few days – Easter weekend was always busy – and that gave me time to find my girlfriend and put things right before anyone found out.


She would change her mind and come back, I was sure of it; she had to; all she needed was time.


*


Eight weeks later I was sat in my local with my head in my hands.


‘Orange juice or coke?’ James said.


‘I’ll have a pint of lager.’


‘Lager?’ I met James’s shocked expression with a standard blank one. ‘But you don’t drink.’


‘I do today.’


He hovered uneasily by our table and I sighed.


‘I’m teetotal by choice, not because I’m an alcoholic.’


‘I know, but... Liam... you haven’t had a drink for years, are you sure?’


‘Yes. I’ll buy it myself if it makes you feel better?’


‘No, no, you deserve a drink and I’m happy to buy you one, only...’


‘What?’


‘Well, you’ve coped without her for two whole months... are you sure you want to do this to yourself now?’


He was right of course. I was feeling frustrated, foolish and sorry for myself, but I’d gotten this far; did I really want to make things worse...?


‘Orange juice,’ I grunted.


‘Good choice.’ He was clearly relieved as he headed for the bar.


Several pints later James was drunk on my behalf. We were debating rugby tactics, reminiscing about school days, and studiously avoiding the subject of our failed search for Cally. She’d ignored all my messages, made absolutely no attempt to contact me and if her friends knew her whereabouts, they were keeping it to themselves. Like a couple of amateur pseudo-detectives we’d spent our spare time searching for clues and chasing leads but we’d come up empty. She simply didn’t want to be found. And if I was honest with myself, brutally honest, it wasn’t so much her absence that hurt – it was my pride.


At closing I made my way to the door while James visited the men’s room. Outside in the dark it was pissing with rain; it had been for days. I didn’t mind it so much; it matched my mood. Before venturing out there I half-heartedly scanned the community noticeboard, crammed with colourful bits of paper. Between a leaflet promoting a charity raffle and a depressing missing persons poster, my eyes alighted on a small, neatly-typed card:


WANTED: Qualified landscaper to renovate the dilapidated grounds of a local estate for a modest fee. Please enquire at the number below.


I snorted. The key phrase there was ‘modest fee’. In my experience the more money a person had, the more reluctant they were to spend it. Even so, the position piqued my interest and might provide the distraction I needed. For the last ten years I’d been working for my brother, Lester; helping him build up his gardening business. It was now a great success – we had more than fifty maintenance contracts, both commercial and residential, which provided employment for six of us all year-round. Between us we’d built up a solid local reputation to be proud of, and being able to work outside suited me; I would never survive being stuck in an office day in, day out. But mowing the same lawns, trimming the same hedges, and mulching the same flower beds week after week wasn’t enough for me.


At Cally’s suggestion I’d taken evening classes in horticulture, planting design and hard landscaping. Maybe it was time to put those new skills to the test. Ripping the advert off the noticeboard I slipped it into my back pocket as James ambled towards me.


‘D’you call a cab?’


‘Nah, let’s walk.’ I slapped him on the back and his grimace made me smile as I stepped out into the cleansing rain.






Chapter Two


Outside it was another dreary damp squib of a day. I’d put on a dress this morning in defiance of the miserable weather, and now, at last, the rain had stopped. My work had taken longer than anticipated and the sun had dropped below the horizon, but I was still keen to escape the house. Before leaving I switched the chandelier on in the formal dining room so that light spilled out of the windows, illuminating a patch of dark terrace outside. Bypassing the kitchen I grabbed a coat from the boot room, made my way out through the laundry room, and then around to the south-facing side of the house.


It wasn’t my coat – it was a heavy synthetic furry thing lined with silk, and it swamped my tiny frame, but I wore it often. The lining was starting to shred into ribbons and the once-white fur was now beige and caked with mud at the hem where it dragged behind my feet like a train. It was once Cornelia’s.


I had no recollection of her wearing it, but then I had few memories of her at all. The ones I did have I suspect I’d concocted from photographs. Lifting one side of the collar I sniffed at it, but instead of her perfume I smelled only damp earth and mothballs.


Below the dining room windows I settled myself on the terrace, where the sturdy nineteenth century stonework was sheltered from the worst of the weather and it was drier beneath my bum. The moon was not yet visible from here, but the clouds were dissipating like fog and a few stars were starting to burn through the indigo blanket above.


A sharp cry made me jump and in the distance a fox trotted out of the shadowy undergrowth and across the scruffy field that was once a sweeping lawn. His sleek form and nimble trot were compelling to observe, but this was a dangerous place for him to be. Picking up a crumbling piece of paving and weighing it in my hand I chucked it in the direction of the wild animal in warning. The rock landed several metres short of him and he simply continued his unhurried progress with aloof disregard for me. Before long he had disappeared from view. Goodnight Mr Fox.


Sitting out in the evenings gave my eyes a rest from the computer screen, allowed my lungs to fill with fresh air and reminded me there was a whole world beyond my own. Which was good to know, even if I no longer explored far beyond the back door.


As a kid, back when the grounds were floriferous and neatly maintained, I would spend hours outside; reading books on the lawn, climbing trees, collecting blooms and bugs, riding my bicycle, or simply hiding under a bush. But the elderly couple who did all the gardening had retired several years previously, and since then the manicured gardens had become a sprawling wilderness. It was still my own private territory, a place to escape to if necessary, but nowadays, with the paths overgrown with nettles and riddled with potholes, it was too easy to get stung, twist an ankle, or fall in the lake and drown. And who would notice? Who would come to my aid? Absolutely no-one.


From the other side of the house came the creeping crunch of gravel beneath car tyres; signalling the approach of the black Mercedes which spent most of its life parked at the airport. My heart sank. He was back a day earlier than expected. Drawing my knees up I wrapped the fur coat tighter around me. It was getting late, maybe he wouldn’t bother to come and find me. I should have left the lights off to make myself harder to locate.


After fifteen minutes or so I began to relax, serenaded by the haunting hoot of an owl. But his voice sliced through the hush.


‘Beautiful night, isn’t it?’ Pungent cigar smoke preceded him, unfurling, and invading the still air. Not waiting for a reply, Gregory advanced across the terrace to the crumbling balustrade, his Italian leather shoes sharply accenting his footsteps and leaving a trail of crushed weeds in their wake. ‘I think it’s about time we got the grounds tidied up, don’t you? It really is a jungle out here,’ he added, taking another puff on his cigar.


A few moments ago I’d been lamenting the loss of the pretty landscape of my childhood, but now that he was suggesting reinstating it, I hated the idea.


‘I can feel that look from here,’ he said, turning back to me with a jarring smile. ‘I know you don’t like having workmen about the place, but the grounds are really letting this place down. And it would be far nicer to have tidy plants to look out at instead of this mess, wouldn’t it?’


As he walked towards me, his suit jacket hanging open and one hand placed in his trouser pocket, I pressed my lips together. He stood over me and I refused to look at him. ‘Come on, Melody, let’s go inside.’ He held one hand out to help me up and the whiskey on his breath made my stomach roll. Folding my arms across my chest I turned away. ‘You can’t stay out here all night. I’ll carry you inside if I have to...’ he warned.


Reluctantly I got to my feet, without his help, and ducked past him, but not fast enough. Grabbing my hand he halted me mid-step. The amused, glassy look in his eyes was one I recognised from previous occasions when he’d come home drunk. It made me uneasy.


‘I wish you’d smile more,’ he said softly. ‘All I’ve ever asked for is your happiness... I... there are things I...’ He hugged my hand to his chest, where his stale body heat leached through his silk shirt. Withholding the emotion from my face I stared blankly back at him and at length he released my hand with a defeated sigh. He didn’t try to catch me as I fled back inside, coat billowing, and took the main stairs two at a time.






Chapter Three


The vast entrance gates to Wildham Hall were like something from a fairytale – an elaborate tangled briar of wrought iron, topped with ornate rose finials – Gothic and imposing.


I had driven past them countless times without ever catching a glimpsing of the property they guarded within. But now I was here by invitation, and despite the bright June sunshine and the birds singing in the trees, a shiver ran up my spine as the gates clanked slowly open before me.


The narrow drive was walled in with overgrown shrubs and roofed by woven tree branches, blocking out the sun and creating the impression of a long, winding tunnel. Beneath the tyres of my van the gravel was balding, potholed and lumpy, making for a slow and bumpy approach. Pruning back the trees and relaying the drive would be my first suggestion for improving this place, but I had a feeling the restoration list would grow and grow.


Where the trees cleared, the drive opened out before a large, elegant, stone-built house adorned with an array of tall bay windows, Gothic pinnacles and chimneys. Though weathered with age, the house appeared to have been well-maintained compared to the grounds; the woodwork freshly painted and the glazing reflecting the sky like mirrors.


As I parked up and headed for the front porch, a man in a tailored navy suit and a purple tie descended the steps towards me. His smile faltered slightly as he took in my size, but he politely extended a hand in welcome and I shook it.


‘Mr Hunt?’


‘Yes. Please call me Liam.’


‘Welcome to Wildham Hall, Liam, I’m Gregory Sinclair – we spoke on the phone.’


He was about my age, though considerably smaller in stature; then again, so were most people. In a bid to minimise the height difference between us he had stopped on the lowest step, but from my vantage point it was still obvious that he used gel to try and disguise the thinning of his hair.


‘Have you been in an accident?’ he asked.


‘Oh, no, excuse the state of me – I play rugby for the Wildham Warriors – we were practising yesterday and my face got in the way of another player’s knee...’


‘Ah, I see,’ he said, relaxing slightly. ‘Well, thank you for coming, shall I show you around and then you can ask me any questions as we go?’


‘Great, thanks.’


‘The Hall is Victorian, as you can see.’ Sinclair set off across the drive. ‘It was built in 1870 by my ancestors and has remained in the family ever since.’


I followed him around the side of the house to where a vast York stone terrace, in need of re-pointing, was edged with a crumbling, ornate balustrade. At intervals, wide, generous steps led down to the garden below, flanked by long parterres, over-run with weeds. The box-hedge borders were ballooning and in desperate need of clipping. Beyond these once-formal beds, a large, flat meadow of grass, which I was informed was once a manicured lawn, spread out like the skirt of a dress before the land dropped away. From that point a seemingly wild, rural landscape of lush fields and trees unfurled as far as the eye could see. By squinting I could picture the tidy parkland of yesteryear; sweeping grassland dotted with specimen trees, wild deer, and sinuously criss-crossed with compacted-gravel paths.


As we advanced across the terrace I sensed I was being watched from the upper windows of the house, but politely refrained from turning to check. I made copious notes and took pictures while Sinclair pointed out key features – a procession of blobby shrubs that were once identifiable topiary animals; a long avenue of unruly lime trees that marched away into the distance; a sunken area overwhelmed with brambles.


‘This was originally a rose garden I believe...’


I had no ready reply for this and simply gazed in awe at the sheer scale, majesty, and potential of the place. It was a lot to get my head around and a huge project to quote for.


On the east side of the house, we came to an intricate iron gate set in a high brick wall, which led to an enclosed and abandoned kitchen garden, complete with a Victorian-style greenhouse; most of the panes were cracked or missing.


‘I’d like everything reinstated; the glass house, the orchard, veg beds, fruit cages, herb garden...’ Sinclair said, glancing up at me.


Nodding, I scribbled it down.


Beyond the walled garden was a stretch of woodland; about an acre, Sinclair estimated, as he led me along a muddy path. Despite having worn a collared shirt and my smartest suit jacket over my jeans and boots, I felt distinctly low-class and shabby next to the well-groomed owner of the estate. But at least my footwear was appropriate for the occasion. Mud splattered my host’s expensive-looking shoes and soaked into the legs of his trousers, and I imagined his socks must be damp.


‘This woodland will need attention, along with everything else; I believe some of the trees used to be coppiced regularly, but you’re the expert; you’ll have to let me know.’


I nodded as my eyes adjusted to the gloom and registered oak, beech, birch, hazel, hornbeam... mostly native, deciduous trees with the odd horse chestnut or sycamore thrown in for good measure. Set in a clearing was a roofless stone building clothed in ivy, and we stopped in front of its old wooden door.


‘I believe this is a grotto; a fernery dating back to some time soon after the house was built,’ Sinclair said. ‘I think it was commissioned by an eccentric uncle but I’ve never been inside. It’s completely overgrown and I was banned from playing in it as a child because it was considered too dangerous.’


‘Dangerous?’


‘Yes, I believe there’s a natural spring, a well or something, inside... caves and boulders... I’m not too sure exactly; as I say I’ve never been in, but I think I’ve got a key somewhere. If you’re able to clear it out I’d be interested to see what it’s like...’


‘OK,’ I shrugged. ‘I’ll add it to the list.’


I wasn’t about to admit it, but I was desperate to get my hands on the grounds of Wildham Hall. It was a massive challenge; far larger and more complicated than any project I’d taken on before, but it was exactly the sort of work I’d always aspired to. The before and after photos would look stunning in my portfolio, and it would also keep my mind from thoughts of Cally.


Sinclair shifted uncomfortably. ‘Right, if it’s alright with you, I’ll leave you to explore the rest of the twenty-five acres of the estate on your own. But I look forward to receiving your quotation in due course.’


‘Great, thank you.’


He nodded. ‘The gates will open automatically on your way out, and if I do decide to hire you I’ll provide you with a fob so that you can open them from the outside.’


‘Sounds good,’ I said, as he turned and headed back towards the house without further hesitation.


With my skin still prickling from the sensation of being observed, I followed the great avenue of limes to its focal point – a classical domed folly with a marble seat inside – a Jane Austen type place in which to shelter on a rainy day. From there I travelled a ribbon of hoggin path along the bank of a stream. The water course appeared to be clogged with silt and plants, and the path had been completely destroyed. This, along with the mud and debris spread across the surrounding area, suggested the stream had burst its banks recently, probably more than once, which was something else I’d like to rectify given half a chance. A small rusty iron bridge carried me safely across the stream to where it fed into a wide lake. This too was cluttered with reeds and rushes and in need of dredging, though the water looked surprisingly clean and clear. At the lake edge, a modest boathouse attached to a matching timber dock invited further investigation, but it was all locked up and I couldn’t see much through the dusty windows.


By the time I’d made my way back up to the Gothic mansion and climbed into my van, the sun was high overhead, my notebook was full, and my stomach was rumbling. But I was hooked. Now that I’d seen the full scale and potential of this place, I’d be gutted if I didn’t get the chance to restore it to its former glory.


As I turned down the dark tunnel driveway I checked my side mirror and glimpsed a slight, pale figure in a window of the house. I was too far away to tell if it was a man, woman, child, or ghost, but as I drove away I experienced the heavy weight of their gaze, long after the dense trees had shielded me from sight.






Chapter Four


Jeez Louise, bugger off already. Gone were the days when I would miss Gregory; yearn for him to return from his frequent business trips abroad; pine for his company and misbehave simply to get his attention. Lately I simply wanted him to go away and stay away. I’d rather have the big old house to myself – free to roam the rooms undisturbed, eat whatever, whenever and wherever I wanted, and play my music loud. His mere presence, with all his particular preferences and outmoded rules, put me on edge and made me irritable. Yes Gregory loved me; provided a roof over my head and food for my belly... but right now I wanted to be left alone.


It was Wednesday and he was still here. Thankfully he’d spent most of each day holed up working in the study, but I could smell him in every room. At meal times I had to sit and listen to the click and grind of his teeth as he carefully chewed each forkful of food, and endure his habit of dabbing at his mouth with a napkin after every other bite.


Between meals I focused on my own work. Three more manuscripts had arrived for me over the weekend, and proofreading always required an intense level of concentration – kept my brain occupied. I’d completed my work ahead of schedule, but I wasn’t about to email the agency and let them know in case they increased my workload.


So now I was using new and creative methods to bypass the usage controls and content filters on my laptop so that I could browse the internet. It was ridiculous; I was a twenty-one year old woman and Gregory was still trying to preserve my so-called innocence. I let him believe his own delusions. With some covert help from a couple of hackers I’d met in an online chat room, I was navigating loopholes and virtually exploring the world for myself, regardless of Gregory’s wishes. I happened to be browsing a website on Victorian pornography, of all things, when the entry system rang, and I crept along the landing to investigate.


The landscaper that Gregory had invited to come and take a look at the grounds was a hulking great brute of a man, unlike anyone I’d ever seen before. He’d turned up in a white van with ‘Hunt Garden Services’ in green letters down the side; his jacket straining across his massive back and shoulders as he climbed out. His denim-clad legs were the size of tree trunks and he looked capable of crushing a person’s skull with his large hands. The purple bruising around his eyes and his crooked, almost-certainly broken, nose gave me the clear impression that he was violent and dangerous.


I couldn’t hear what was being said, but instead of turning the stranger away, Gregory led him around the side of the house. Incredulous, and afraid to let them out of my sight, I rushed from window to window, leaving fingerprint smudges here and there as I pressed against the glass.


On the terrace below, the landscaper scribbled down notes with the worn stub of a pencil in a battered notebook, and held his phone aloft to take photographs while Gregory waffled on, presumably about the work he wanted doing. Surely he wasn’t considering hiring this ugly oaf? Even his name – Hunt – it sounded so threatening! What about when Gregory went away again? What if he tried to force his way into the house and steal my virtue? I shivered.


Surreptitiously I tracked the man around the estate from all the bedroom windows and even from the tower room up on the second floor. But he did little other than gaze around, taking more pictures and writing in his book. Once he’d driven away and the gates had safely clanged shut behind him, I scrawled a message on my forearm and stomped downstairs.


Gregory was back in his study, seated behind his desk, carefully cleaning a hunting rifle with an array of small rags and brushes. The smell of the solvent tickled my nostrils as I glanced at the unlocked cabinet on the wall, which still contained his other four weapons, and back at the various dismantled pieces of gun laid out on the surface before him. He looked up at me as I approached with my arm stuck out before him.


‘I don’t like him,’ he said, reading my words aloud. He sighed, weighing the barrel in his latex-gloved hands. ‘Well I do. And if his quote is reasonable I’ll be employing him, so you’d better get used to the idea.’ Dismissively he returned his attention to his weaponry.


I crossed my arms and glared at him, but he wouldn’t look at me, his mind was made up. Turning on my heel I stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind me. There was more than one way to skin a cat.






Chapter Five


‘We’re being watched,’ Olly said, setting down a fresh bucket of mortar.


I didn’t look up from the paving joint I was packing. ‘Yeah, I noticed. Hey, careful where you’re putting your feet.’


‘Yeah, yeah, don’t worry.’ Olly stepped gingerly across the terrace, hunched down with his pointer and recommenced smoothing and finishing the cracks I’d filled. ‘So, do you think she’s the wife, the sister, the daughter, or what?’


I shrugged.


‘She looks nearer my age than yours, but I dunno if she’s too old to be the daughter...?’


I didn’t comment. Mainly because I was a man of few words anyway, but also because that sort of speculation was unprofessional. Working with Oliver Dent made me even less inclined to speak; the lanky eighteen-year-old never shut up. Was it because he came from a large family that he felt compelled to voice every single thought that entered his head? Maybe it was the only way he could make himself heard over eight other siblings. Whatever the reason, he suffered from a chronic case of verbal diarrhoea – or rather he had it and I suffered.


But I wondered about her too; the mysterious girl observing us from the house. Almost three weeks had passed since Gregory Sinclair had given me the go ahead to restore the sprawling grounds of his mansion, and he’d been absent almost all of that time, working abroad. He’d left us with access to an outbuilding equipped with power sockets, a kettle, an outdoor tap and a flushing toilet; so that we would have no excuse to set a muddy boot inside the house. A cleaner – a stroppy, middle-aged, Irish woman with a sharp tongue – visited Wildham Hall three days a week, but otherwise no-one came or went except for the postman and the odd delivery driver.


I’d glimpsed the lady of the house a couple of times – she was petite, with jaw-length flame-red hair and a heart-shaped, elfin face. On both occasions she had immediately ducked out of sight, but I felt her eyes on me almost constantly.


‘She’s definitely cute, though – maybe I should go introduce myself; she might be shy...’ Olly mused.


‘Just concentrate on what you’re doing.’


‘Yeah, yeah, I got this. I’ll go talk to her later. So, is this going to be like a permanent thing?’


‘What?’


‘You and your bro working on separate jobs?’


‘Well, if this commission goes well and I can get more work like it, then hopefully, as a company, we can offer landscaping as well as maintenance.’


‘So Lester will still run the maintenance team and what, you’ll have, like, a landscaping team of your own?’


‘That’s the plan.’


‘Can I be in your squad?’


I laughed. ‘Maybe. I think Lester needs you back next week; I’ve only got you on loan.’


‘But this place is massive, you’ll never get it all done by yourself.’


‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, Olly.’


‘But it’s true; it’s gonna take you, like, forever.’ Straightening up he gazed off towards the lake in the distance.


‘Lucky for me the client isn’t in any particular hurry – I’ll get there.’


‘Yeah, I guess. But it’s cool working here; repairing the balustrades, relaying slabs – this terrace looks a million times better and we’re not even finished yet... I feel like I’m actually learning something here, y’know...?’


‘Good, I’m glad.’ Sitting back on my haunches I glanced up at Olly; he looked uncharacteristically glum. ‘Look, maybe you can come back and work with me once the cold weather sets in. Things will ease up maintenance-wise, Lester won’t need you so much, and there’ll still be plenty to do here.’


‘Sweet,’ he said, flashing me a grin and crouching back down over his work.


In a rare moment of quiet I savoured the melodic tune a robin was emitting from within a cherry tree and identified what I thought might be a skylark singing in the distance.


‘Maybe I’ll offer her a cuppa tea next time I see her, whaddya think?’


‘Leave her alone, Olly.’


‘What? It wouldn’t hurt...’


‘It might – I wouldn’t wish your tea on my worst enemy.’






Chapter Six


Ugh. I was behind with my work; I still had a manuscript to finish correcting by the end of the week, but I was restless and couldn’t concentrate. It wasn’t so much the amount of noise they were making, because I could easily sit on the other side of the house where even the rhythmic whirr and thump of the cement mixer couldn’t be heard. It was their very existence here; knowing that they’d invaded my private space; that was the issue.


If I was honest, they intrigued me. Not the younger one so much – the gangly teenager who talked too much – but the big one. I still found the monstrous scale of him morbidly fascinating. He looked marginally less fierce now that the swelling and bruising on his face had subsided, and his movements were oddly unhurried, deliberate and assured – engrossingly so.


I noted the precise way the muscles in his arms, legs and back, bunched and stretched as he worked; the ease with which he lifted enormous slabs of stone; and the accuracy with which he troweled mortar into the narrow gaps between the flagstones, with a practised scoop and flick of his wrist. Patches of sweat slowly spread through his faded T-shirt as the sun rose, bright and burning, in the sky above.


I had virtually no experience of men at all. Gregory had always encouraged me to stay within the safe boundaries of the property – supposedly out of concern for my welfare – and I was happy to go along with that most of the time. Instead of going out, everything I needed came to me. But most of the visitors to this house were women – a proliferation of housekeepers, cooks, cleaners and tutors had been here over the years, but very few men. A faceless assortment of uniformed couriers came and went, but they had instructions to leave all deliveries in an outbuilding, so I hardly ever saw them, regardless of whether a signature was required or not.


Every three months Finnegan arrived to clean the outside of the windows, repair anything that might need fixing, and touch up the paintwork. But for all his spryness he was at least seventy years old; a stringy fellow with skin like creased leather.


Once a team of Polish guys came to repair the roof. They winked and waved at me from the scaffolding, but barely spoke any English. They were boring to watch and before long I simply forgot they were there. With no real friends and no television, my main experience of men came from books, horror movies and, more recently, the World Wide Web. I’d never come across a giant like Mr Hunt before.


I was staring again.


The doorbell rang and I jumped, startled by the rare sound. It couldn’t be him because he was still on the terrace below; it must be his loquacious assistant. I hesitated, tempted not to answer at all, but then what would be my excuse for such antisocial behaviour? He knew I was here. It rang again and I hurried through the house, down the back stairs and along the hall to the front door.


‘Alright? Sorry to bother you, I saw you through the window; figured I’d come and say hello.’ He had sunburn across his nose, a smile like a wide-mouthed frog and something, which looked like porridge but was presumably wet concrete, smeared in his floppy fringe. ‘I’m Olly, by the way. We’re fixing up your patio back there,’ he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. ‘It’s perfect weather for it, nice and dry...’ His smile faltered slightly when I didn’t react. ‘Anyway, I’m off to put the kettle on and I wondered if you fancied a cuppa...?’


This time his eyes narrowed slightly at my lack of response so I shook my head.


‘No? OK, no worries.’ He stepped backwards away from the door and I closed it, firmly, before he had a chance to say anything else.


Mentally congratulating myself on a situation well-handled, I headed back upstairs and returned my attention to my manuscript with fresh determination.


Soon after six the two men piled into their van and disappeared down the drive, leaving me entirely, blissfully alone. It was warm on the terrace. The smart, newly-pointed paving had been washed down but was already drying in continent-shaped patches. Slipping off my shoes I walked barefoot, letting the smooth warmth radiate up through my soles. I squatted where the giant had been crouched, running my fingertip along the firm damp channels between the stones, where the mortar he had so adeptly introduced was now setting hard. There was no staining, no gap still to be filled, no bits he’d missed as far as I could tell; he took pride in his work and it showed. In one corner where a tree cast shade, I found a wet hand-print, where he had braced himself for balance while reaching for a brush. The print was already fading but I placed my own hand in the centre, where it was dwarfed by his palm, and where each of his long fingers outstripped my own.


In what was once the old tack room, in the stables on the north side of the house, lay the landscaper’s tools – a large shovel crusted at the edges with rust and dried concrete; a still-wet but empty bucket, ringed with tide lines; a soft broom; a stiff brush; and a flat, pointed, metal hand-trowel. This last item had a smooth, worn, wooden handle. It was too big for my hand but as I wrapped my fingers around it I imagined it moulding neatly to Hunt’s ample palm.


Across the back of a chair was the padded jacket he had arrived in almost two and a half weeks ago when it was cold and pouring with rain. Lifting it up to my face I inhaled. It had a soft fleecy lining and still held his scent – a subtle, not-unpleasant, soapy smell – though I’d not seen him wear it since. He wouldn’t need his jacket on an evening as mild as this, but had he missed it on Tuesday night during that heavy thunderstorm? Was he out then, or tucked up warm and dry at home? What did a man like that do in his spare time? Drink? Fight? Fuck lots of women? That was the correct verb wasn’t it? With a shiver I returned the jacket to the back of the chair and stepped back out into the evening sunshine. Why did I even want to know?






Chapter Seven


I’d spent the best part of a fortnight getting snagged, scratched and stung while I single-handedly dug out great swathes of nettles, thistles and brambles from the area up near the house. But I was in my element. To reinstate the structure of the neatly-edged beds I’d run a series of string lines and clipped the miles of box hedging back into shape, and between the parterres I’d strimmed and mown the formal lawns so that they now resembled shaggy green carpets rather than meadows. Together with the freshly-restored terrace, the immediate vicinity of Wildham Hall was now taking shape and looking fantastic – if I did say so myself.


Of course the beds were devoid of flowers at the moment because I wanted to wait for autumn. If I planted in the height of summer, the poor buggers would struggle to get enough water to stay alive, let alone get their roots established. And the lawns would require further weeding, feeding and scarifying before they were anywhere near croquet-playing standard. Even so, I was pleased with the progress I’d made and enjoying my work.


Now I was venturing further into the more rural parts of the grounds and clearing out the undergrowth in the cooler shade of the trees.


But I had company. It seemed the mysterious lady of the house was no longer content with watching me from the house and had taken to hiding behind bushes. It would be amusing if I wasn’t so concerned about her getting injured. Olly had been right; she was young. From a distance I’d thought she might be a child – her petite size, coupled with the girly dresses she wore, gave that impression, not to mention the ongoing game of hide and seek. But she was not a child.


Three days ago, on my way back to the van to fetch a bigger pair of loppers, I’d stumbled across her. She was leaning against the trunk of an oak tree, her head tipped back, her eyes closed against the sun, and a serene expression of contentment on her face. I’d only had time to look from her face down to her hand, unconsciously searching for a wedding ring, before she saw me and darted away. But in that brief glance I’d clocked the writing scrawled down her arm and across her left hand in black ball-point pen, the colourful plastic wristwatch she wore, and the blue varnish on her bitten-down fingernails. There was no ring.


I hadn’t had a chance to decipher any of the words on her skin, but perhaps she suffered from absent-mindedness. Despite her peculiar behaviour I’d decided she was somewhere in her early twenties – too young for me, but a woman nevertheless.


As I laboured I listened to the birds singing in the trees. Now and again I paused to toss a worm to the robin who was also keeping an eye on me, albeit brazenly and with a chirpy song. I gathered the assorted weeds and brambles in a wheelbarrow which I periodically emptied onto the compost heap, while the woodier prunings I piled in a clearing out of view of the house; it would make for a terrific bonfire once autumn arrived.


It was satisfying work – tiring and repetitive, but no less enjoyable for all that – and it left my mind free to wander aimlessly across the countryside and beyond. I thought about the new woman in James’s life (I’d never seen him so enamoured) and I pondered Maire’s news. At the pub on Tuesday night she’d announced that she was pregnant. In six months’ time Lester would become a dad, and I would become an uncle for the first time. I was still trying to get my head around the idea. I suppose I’d always assumed that Cally and I would become parents one day – though the fact that neither of us had ever mentioned the possibility, in six years together as a couple, perhaps indicated otherwise.


She’d finally called me a few days ago on her birthday to let me know she was OK. She still hadn’t provided an adequate explanation for her sudden departure but, to my surprise, it no longer bothered me. Yes, I missed having someone to go home to, someone to cook and care for, but other than that I didn’t miss Cally as intensely as I’d expected to. It was enough to know that she was happy and safe wherever she was – maybe we were never meant to last.


But I would still like the opportunity to be a dad one day. Perhaps James was right when he said I needed to get out and start meeting women again...? It was OK for him; he’d found someone special. The mere thought of dating filled me with dread. If I couldn’t make a relationship work with someone as patient and understanding as Cally, what chance did I have with any woman? What girl in her right mind would look twice at an oaf like me?






Chapter Eight


A sinister nightmare woke me with a start. It was the same one I always had; the same shadowy figures and faces; the same sense of searching for something I could never find; the same intense sense of hopeless desolation. While I waited for the usual panic to subside and my heart-rate to return to normal, I lay in bed staring at processions of black poodles marching around the pink walls.


The nursery had always been my bedroom. Gregory occupied the master, Cornelia haunted the adjoining room, and the spare bedrooms were cold, cluttered and draughty. This room benefited from being situated above the kitchen, so it was cosy warm. It also had an easterly aspect and large windows; which afforded a clear view over the walled garden and the woodland beyond, and allowed the sun to wake me each morning. But it hadn’t been re-decorated since the fifties – it had been stuck in a time warp so long that it was almost fashionable again – and the wallpaper was undeniably childish.


Now that my bad dreams had retreated back into my subconscious, I pushed my numerous and varied stuffed toys aside and reached for the largest – a brown bear with a pink bow and a knowing smirk whom I’d named Beauty. Gregory had brought her back from one of his many trips abroad, Germany I think. He’d gradually gifted me my entire collection over the years; I had stuffed teddies from nearly every corner of the world, though half of them where actually made in China or Taiwan. They covered my wardrobe, chest of drawers, dressing table, shelves, and swamped my four-poster bed. But Beauty harboured a secret.


Turning her over I unzipped the central seam of her back, opened the concealed compartment within, and withdrew my secret hoard. A pink lipstick; a pair of sixties-style sunglasses; three plastic disposable lighters in fluorescent colours; a tortoiseshell comb; a pen featuring a naked lady down the side; an Eiffel Tower keyring; half a smoked joint and two foil-wrapped Durex. There were three condoms originally, but when sheer curiosity got the better of me I’d opened one; unravelled and inspected the limp, slimy, balloon-like contents, and then, disappointed, thrown it away.


But these assorted treasures were not things I’d bought or been given. Each and every item had been carefully pilfered from the handbag or coat pocket of people who’d visited the house over the years. I only ever stole one item from each person, and even then I tried to only take things they wouldn’t miss, but I felt they were clues to lives I would never truly understand.


The maths and English teacher, Miss Prichard, had half a dozen different lipsticks rolling around in the bottom of her purse, ranging from Candy Creme through to Raspberry Shimmer. My chosen hostage was called Rosewood, and the most muted of the lot, though far richer than my natural colour. It was thick and greasy on my lips as I pouted at myself in the mirror like a dead-eyed woman from a magazine. How many people had she kissed with this particular shade?


The joint I’d pinched from Finnegan’s secret stash. I’d smoked half of it simply to find out what all the fuss was about. It made my throat tickle, my head swim and my eyes water, but otherwise it had little effect. I probably wasn’t cut out to be a pothead – my life simply wasn’t stressful or exciting enough to require narcotic relief. What I was saving the other half for was anyone’s guess – I had no intention of smoking it.


To my collection I added my latest and most prized acquisition: a men’s wristwatch. I was breaking my own rules because Hunt was bound to miss it – but he shouldn’t have left it just lying there by the sink in the stables; I couldn’t resist taking it for myself. The dial was shiny and complicated with several other smaller dials on the face; telling the date as well as the time. But it was the sturdy brown strap which really appealed; it was soft and malleable and there was a clear impression in the leather to show where he always fastened it. Slipping it onto my arm like a heavy bracelet, I marvelled at the sheer magnitude of his burly wrist compared to my slender one. What must it be like to be a man that size? To carry all that physical strength, power and influence around , inside your body?


The front gates rang out with a clang as they closed and I shoved my booty safely back inside Beauty, leapt off the bed and raced along the corridor to the west side of the house in my nightdress. Gregory had given Mr Hunt his own key fob to activate the gates so that he could come and go as he pleased. As the mornings grew lighter he seemed to arrive earlier each day. I reached the window in time to see him park his van, emerge, yawn widely, scratch his jaw and stretch his enormous arms above his head. I hoped he might be working close to the house today, where I could keep an eye on him without resorting to hiding in the bushes, but when he returned from the stables with a mug of something steaming hot and a selection of tools, he strode off into the long grass and disappeared beneath the trees.
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