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For a true star: Irmin Schmidt.
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Give an account of thy stewardship.
Luke 16:2
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As I did two or three times a month during those summer afternoons of the 1970s … Crofton approaches Kitchenly Mill Race – Dan Mullan chief gardener – a previous owner Lord Halmer – a window situation – curtains and the questions of pulling them – a night arrival – an intruder.


As I did two or three times a month during those summer afternoons of the late 1970s, I found myself returning from the shops in town, driving the hatchback Volvo through ancient Sussex hamlets mentioned in the Domesday Book – back towards Marko’s main residence of that time: Kitchenly Mill Race.


The slipstream from the wound-down driver’s window was satisfyingly tapping at the sleeve of my T-shirt. I was much earlier than usual, so at least I wasn’t stuck behind the damned school bus. Or had schools broken up for summer?


Yet more phenomenal weather. Vast, slow tarpaulins of shadow were moved across the fields by pure white cumulus perpetuated above; yet beyond the blackthorn silhouettes on Ablemyre Hill, these vertical clouds seemed unmoving. Muddy puddles were now just dust along the uneven roadsides; you’d come across the scowling county-council squad, smoking roll-ups while hacking away at the verges with hand scythes.


Kitchenly village is really just one single street of houses: a steep-gabled thatched cottage, the doctor’s surgery, a post office annexe penetrating out from a semi-detached, the ancient dovecot, the garage with two- and four-star petrol pumps. There’s the Babbacombe Lee pub, the disused schoolhouse, the village green, where a wire litter bin traps a few recognisable Cornish Strawberry Mivvi wrappers and crushed Lilt cans. A little estate of council houses is thrown out into the edges of the fenced fields somewhere beyond the roofs of the high street; I’ve never had cause to drive around back there as you can always find parking on the main thoroughfare – such as it is.


When we first moved down here in 1973, Kitchenly village lay in darkness at night – an old Elizabethan darkness – a darkness which it had cowered in each night since Merrie England; since the German bombers bulked northwards above. But a few years ago they fitted street lighting on ugly unpainted lamp posts – a giddy, whisky-coloured light, which drops down onto the widened, tarred black pavements, until the wide open fields recommence once again.


With the reversed, grammatically odd, Welcome Kitchenly road sign in the rear-view mirror, I always keep to thirty alongside the new bungalow development of Brockleberry Rents, with the crazy-paved chimneys on their ends; the chalky-soiled gardens are hardly grassed over but there are kiddies’ swings in some of them.


Four hundred yards east, I glanced adoringly as usual across the greenliness of Foul Mile – that vast empty meadow which actually belongs to Kitchenly Mill Race but which has been rented out to a farm as rough grazing since the previous ownership. I always repeatedly sneak helpless glimpses over the empty passenger seat, across the meadow towards our ochre-coloured eighteenth-century perimeter walls on the far side of that same field; dark carpets of ivy are thrown across the wall and they mantle along the top of the bricks. The garden trees beyond are in full leaf. Ash and horse chestnut are there, plane trees with their scabby bark; deeper in are ancient beech, lime, elm, walnut, holm oak and cedars of Lebanon from the forest of the Cedars of God in Bsharri, all fully shielding the historic residence. I wondered again at the age of the widest trunks – growing since long before Waterloo – at the negligible movements of their leaves held against such skies. The green trees of Keats’s England – their emerald rugs of moss so patched upon them in those numberless and shadowed arboretums.


Even when some of these trees are seasonally undressed by winter, the maturity of the grounds means that it’s only around Christmas time when the auburn and bluish weathered brick of the northerly Tudor chimney may be quickly glimpsed from the public bus route. Or say a January gust parts evergreen branches – then perhaps you might spy the H of the television aerial on the scalloped roof tiles of the larger mill house; possibly you could just spot the verdigris on the stilled, ornate clock tower above the converted saddlery. It is recorded in Patterson’s Sussex that the diligence, the four-in-hand mail coach up to London departed in the 1820s from the stable courtyard of Kitchanly Mills (sic) which is why the clock tower was added.


Surprisingly, from the vantage afforded down on the main road, the tallest architectural feature of Kitchenly Mill Race – the chimney stacks of Adam Elvetson’s celebrated 1933 addition – could almost never be spotted; perhaps because the huge, crenellated chimney tower is more or less sideways on to where the public road passes a quarter of a mile away? What the public can distinguish is only the upper portion of the naked white flagpole on the roof, which needed a new lick of paint. Two years before, Marko had us run up the Union Jack for the Silver Jubilee. That flag had slopped, languid in the hot air for weeks, till he had it taken back down.


No one behind, so I slowed the Volvo hatchback even more to gaze across, a single hand on the steering wheel. I was one of the few inhabitants of the vicinity who knew the concealed topographies beyond that calculated assemblage of trees; a frieze of multicoloured leaves – just like those dark Chinese Coromandel screens with their decorative lacquer in the master bedroom, behind which Marko’s unbearable lady – Auralie – changes into and out of her latest international fashions, two or sometimes three times daily.


Within those perimeter walls, I knew the tristesse of every weeping willow along those crawling waters’ edges. Overlooked by the precipitous manor house, I knew the laburnum slope with its stepped rill in ornamental brick, its rivulets channelled down from the moat to the twin culverts at the riverbank, cascading the acoustic steps. I knew the double mill buildings now connected by their two modern, triple-glazed air bridges.


Every time I approached Kitchenly Mill Race, I began to anticipate the paradisal compound of dolorous laburnum and lavender banks which scent the decorated interiors when the summer manor windows are fixed open on their ornate securing arms. All of these enchantments which were hidden from common view.


Without fail, when advancing on Kitchenly from east or west, or down the farm track to the north, I would feel the same occult conviction, the same magic of its acreage. I fully believed in the abstract energies of its frequently absent young owner. His aura which, to my mind, reached from the soil of his extensive grounds to beyond the very tips of his trees.


Even the lands around the house: solitary elms midfield, encircled by cultivator markings, or the semi-transparent beech hedgerows split by unpainted tubular metal gates; the roadside walls, the ditches, the pasture corners trodden bare by jostling livestock gathering at their troughs; surely these hinterlands must be alive to the aura of that dwelling close by? Could meandering Sunday motorists not sense world fame on their approach? I was crazily convinced that every part of this landscape around Kitchenly Mill Race vibrated with an overpowering presence. Like a leaking nuclear power station, the radiation of Marko’s vast talent, his mystique, settled and shimmered like dust on the tops of telephone wires, on the flowers and leaves, nettles and bitter dock, lanes, fields and sunken tracks for at least several thousand yards about. I was dumbly certain everything was infected by his main residence and its glamorous pollution.


For six years in the smaller mill house – with its clamped but still-functional water wheel – I had held my staff flat of two small rooms and a kitchenette beneath. Sometimes, stepping through the gravelled car park from some chore in the big house, moving towards the white, fretworked wood of the footbridge across the headrace, I would spot a wood pigeon launching itself with a slap from one of the far pine trees on the other side of the boundary wall. That grey bird would slide across the public road, clear the orange brick and ivy, cross the driveway lawns and make upward ascent onto the corner guttering of the larger mill house. There it would resume its coo-cooing loop of song and I would feel a sense of outraged sacrilege. The feathered ones alone did not acknow­ledge the demarcated boundaries of this private Shangri-La. The impunity of the birds’ trespassing from public land into Marko’s haven was still somehow astonishing to me. Birds may fly free, but the very airspace above the renovated manor, the mills, the river gardens and outhouses was, as far as I was concerned, priv­ileged and private too.


Down on the main road is that mundane, tar-daubed wooden GPO telegraph pole with its small blue identifying disc, standing on a lifted verge just at the access road junction. A clad cable droops blackly off the pole, crossing Kitchenly’s walls and away it goes through the leaves. I indicated for a left turn here and swung the hatchback onto the single-track supplementary public road. After the hundred yards of wall echoing to my right come the two original 1933 Elvetson columns of the main gateway to Kitchenly’s drive – each topped with a finial ball of stone and tonsured lichen. Both brick pillars are chipped and blemished here and there by the historical entrance and egress of many large and clumsy loads on carts, tractors and lorries, down long decades. I would need to get the gardener’s nephew – Johnny – with barrow and spade, to scrape the public tarmac clear of horse droppings for Marko’s return from the United States. (That lad Johnny was always just lossocking about.) Marko had taken Auralie and their six-year-old, Molly, over to America to scout East Coast recording studios. There was some concerning debate over where the next Fear Taker album was going be recorded.


I nosed the Volvo up to the closed gates with their weathered, lathe-turned wooden roundels. I put the automatic gearstick into P and stepped from the car, leaving the driver’s door open and the engine idling. It is at this point I always vainly wish for a vehicle coming from – or towards – the two upper farms to pass by, or better still, two jodphured ladies: a mother and daughter, riding high, side by side on tall brown horseback, boots and stirrups almost touching, witnessing my scruffy but authoritative figure. I casually tapped in the four-digit security code – which I can still remember to this day – to begin the near-silent drive mechanism of the now electrically powered gates.


No one came and no car passed under the leaves of the lane, so I peered into the wooden postbox fixed to the left pillar – its slit specifically fourteen inches wide to accommodate packaged LP albums. Nothing. Above the mailbox was the live, steady buzz of the imported American intercom system connected not to the main house, but to the kitchenette beneath my rooms. The owner of this home invites only those he wants to and has no stated interest in any random callers – they are my responsibility. We stapled those intercom wires and painted them ochre, so they blended with the original brick; round the pillar they run, then down into that verge along with the automatic gate wires, then they travel up a buried duct adjacent to the driveway tarmac. Above the intercom is the KITCHENLY MILL RACE brass plaque – slightly blemished from not being rubbed with Brasso often enough. On the right-gate column, in gloss white and red paint a PRIVATE. STRICTLY NO TRESPASSING wooden sign is rudely bolted.


I drove the estate hatchback through the opened gates, halted, then climbed back out of the car. The gates are on a three-minute timer until they close but I always feel pedantically protective about leaving them wide open behind me. I crossed to the small winding motor in at the base of the wall. I stretched out my leg and, much like the way that Marko engages or disengages his preamp Echoplex guitar pedal onstage with one smart tap of his foot, I clicked the polished stud downwards with a plod of my worn Kicker. The front gates immediately swung shut.


It gives me a vague and unjustifiable satisfaction to observe those gates lock flush back into place; partly a throwback to the early years when four mentally unstable peacocks roamed the grounds. Rather inconsiderately, the remote control keyring for the gates is kept locked in Marko’s car. I lost the other one.


The curvature of the driveway veers past topiary bushes and the cedars of Lebanon which drop their dark, uneven puddles of total shade and crisp sheddings onto the mowed lawn – as if they were rusting in leisure; this curve of tarmac kills any possible view through the main gates down to the actual dwelling houses themselves. That hundred yards of driveway to the gravelled turnaround and car park is lined on both sides with nine-foot-tall decorative park lamps – sixteen of them in total – forever blowing their damned bulbs. They are operated by a wall switch just inside the front door of the main air bridge.


The Volvo tyres crushed on the gravel as I swung into the wide car park then rounded the glass booth. Mrs Hilary is our housekeeper and her old rusty banger – a Triumph Dolomite – was parked as usual a little too closely to the two pillars and stairway up to the main house entrance on the air bridge. Why noisy gravel instead of tarmacadam on this wide parking space? Well, when Marko began renovations to Kitchenly – including the tarring of the driveway – he was advised by the tree surgeon that the many mature oaks and elms on the fringes of the lawns needed the rainwater seepage for their far-spread roots; if we tarred over the car park gravel then they might well have turned brown.


The sun still fell wide over this gravelled space and directly onto the faces of patterned brick, the quoining, the flint and mortared concrete of the upright manor house; its enormous singular shadow, including that of the huge porch and the twin-arched moat bridge, was thrown onto the eastward gardens in a black seepage, down the rearward laburnum slopes towards the river’s edge, where the elongated silhouettes of the topmost chimney pots and the distorted strip of flagpole lay across that curve of slack brown East Sussex stream water.


Every single day I would reacquaint myself, stare across the water of the narrow moat and up at that house, still baffled to be connected to a millionaire’s dwelling like this one. I would lay siege to the fortified building with my eyes.


I always gaze at the four Tudor window sets and then I follow the line across to the blended stitching where the brick of the collapse meets the flint and concrete of Elvetson’s grafted addition. I gape at the vertical tube of windows on the Turkish staircase and at the purple-stained glass of the minaret window, with the moustache of its ogee arch at the stairhead. I often study the horizontal parades of miniature Arts and Crafts windows along each of the three floors on the 1930s wing. Let me tell you, legging it up a ladder with only the narrow moat bank beneath you, those second- and third-floor windows are damned pesky to chamois from the outside. Believe me, that Elvetson was no bloody window cleaner.


The high lattice glass walls on the porch of the 1930s entrance are like a conservatory; what I relish is that you see right through the west window and clear out the other side towards the distant eastern skyline. And if you find yourself, in summer, down in the lavender banks and laburnum slopes looking the other way, a furnace of clementine sunset is trapped within that burning porch.


Inside the porch, the large brass chandelier floats on its thin chain as if suspended atop an invisible fountain. That chandelier is illuminated every night for effect, though we hardly use this locked, 1930s front doorway across the moat bridge any more. On summer nights, moths tap against each rippled, antique lozenge of glass in a forlorn seeking of the chandelier bulbs.


Each year as Christmas approaches it’s me, Dan Mullan the gardener, daft Johnny and a few borrowed Fear Taker road crew who wind that chandelier up on its chain and secure it hard against the ceiling, in order to erect a twenty-foot Christmas tree in that vaulted porch. It looks like part of an ersatz Norway has been glassed in for scientific study. There we cut free its tethers and decorate the tree in tinsel, fairy lights and baubles from Harrods boxes, while Mullan’s nephew scrubs all the tree resin off the floor tiles and double front doors where we rammed it through. Then we would stand outside looking in at the fairy-lit tree on those winter nights of the 1970s and sometimes even here down south it was nippy; Jack Frost had strode across the counties so the lawn was iced, tree angles and shapes of the pre-floodlit garden showed pitch black against the whitened grass-blade tips and the little letters of my Timex digital watch glowed red at me under the pampered heavens.


Extending north of the manor house is the first of the two air bridges. At the manor house end, this larger air bridge now encloses the once exterior – and now interior – Elizabethan doorway with the clear 1602 date on its grey stone lintel. Despite their tall, triple-glazed windows and the jardinieres of indoor rubber plants all the way along them, these two modern extensions remind me of a modern railway carriage, or the rectangular fuselage of some queer aircraft which has been winched down from a height and into position. The first air bridge spans the moat and connects the main manor dwelling into the first and larger mill house, then a further suspended air bridge extends over the mill race water itself into the smaller secondary mill house where I dwell.


Thus – on average – in fifty seconds, I can march with steady pace right through the entire main-floor living spaces of Kitchenly Mill Race: from the 1930s porch, through the manor house with its Tudor panelling and Arts and Crafts restoration, over the first enclosed, centrally heated air bridge above the moat, across the open-plan drawing room with its colour television set in the large Georgian mill house, beneath the pale classical archway, on to the carpeted floor of the second shorter air bridge which spans the mill race waters beneath – again, panoramic windows on either side – then into the first floor of the secondary mill house on the further riverbank, along its corridor with the original plaster ceiling until finally I step outside the exterior doorway on the stables’ side. Overhead is a late eighteenth-century oil lamp suspended on two elongated wrought-iron stanchions. Like the one outside 10 Downing Street. You could, if required, ascend the pathway from here to the stable-wall side door and continue into the courtyard with its own Georgian clock tower.


Fifty seconds. Back in old Stafford town it takes me three seconds to cross the ground floor of my elderly mam’s front room. I have counted, making the direct comparison.


Up in my rooms at Kitchenly, among all my albums, books and music mags, I had Pevsner’s classic, Buildings of England. Old Nikolaus would have been horrified by those 1970s air bridges, but I read and reread our entry from the 1950s in his book so often that I can recite much of it by heart:


… thus, moated Kitchenly Mill Race and its magical water gardens is an edifying, extraordinary sanctuary; uneven in eccentricity but finally satisfying in its defiant melding of Elizabethan, Tudor, original Queen Anne, Georgian additions and modern. A summation of England’s history in solid form … Adam Elvetson’s bold, perpendicular additions soar … the entire southern side of the Tudor construction collapsed into the moat during extensive renovation work and the 1579/1602 dwelling appeared lost, until the current owner undertook the bold reconstructions of 1933 … Elvetson grafts an entire new section and a glass porch with decorative moat bridge onto the surviving edifice, placing it flush to the original moat bastion wall … the strange clerestory of the roof atrium … horizontal parades of lattice window screens flood the interiors with a generous light. The ceiling heights in the two sections are at complete variance. The original staircase was lost in the collapse … adding a flamboyant and monumental, ‘Turkish Staircase’ to harmonically fuse these interiors together …


But that day, turning off the car engine I noted something was amiss. I got out and stood beside the Volvo, resting both hands on the top of the open driver’s door. I frowned up at the third-floor windows of the master bedroom in the salvaged Tudor section. The daily, or Mrs H, or most likely, nosey Dan Mullan (who is always trying to gain entry to the interior of the house) had sealed two windows closed after wrapping both frames in black plastic gardening sacks! Strips of electrical duct tape had been used to clumsily affix the plastic to the noble exterior brick.


My initial summation was that a whole window frame must have become unfixed on its securing arm and, though the hinges are stiff, had somehow swung outwards in a breeze and broke some glass against the walls; some of those lattice panes were original early-nineteenth, possibly late-eighteenth century. I hoped Dan Mullan had at least shed his dirty work boots at the bottom of the Turkish staircase carpet. Yet, if a glass pane was broken, why was it that the second window was also lashed and clad with black plastic? Could both windows really have broken a pane on a near windless day? A patch of that ugly black plastic breathed and oozed out an inch.


I slammed the car door then walked across the crunching gravel to observe the northerly façade, staring up and across the flat roof of the air bridge which links the earlier and later stages of the dwelling. The two bedroom windows there were similarly bound in black plastic, sealing out all natural light from entering into the en-suite master bedroom and bathroom.


The secondary doorway into the mill house kitchen was embowered with cream-white roses; I huffed aloud and pushed it then began making my way through the ground floor, across the sunflower tiles of the wide, modernised kitchen, then out again at the split Dutch doorway above the riverbank, giving me a vantage across those private inner gardens.


I stood in cool shadow, listening, and I could hear the sweet monotony of water from the rill cascades; that pleasing, ambient certainty, that clepsydra of the afternoons which you become so inured to around Kitchenly Mill. I also noted the pump in its small wooden hutch down by the river bend was running silently once again. It forced water uphill from the riverbank, directly into the evaporating moat – keeping the surface constant and teasing a steady spill through the sluice pond then back down the brick rills with their acoustic steps, producing that playful sound of constant and industrious waters. The pump did good work but it needed frequent maintenance to stop it running rough – which Marko’s musical ear would detect day or night in the first ten minutes.


I wished we could get round to laying an off/on switch wire from my kitchenette; one which journeyed across the secondary footbridge over to the pump. In winter, when on occasion it rained hard, I had to monitor the rill flow and if necessary, manually shut the pump off, sometimes dashing in the dark across the bridge, wearing my wellies with no socks, my parka hooked by its hood on the crown of my head, pyjamas underneath. Frankly it was a fiddle-faddle, but it kept the moat fresh.


I yelled, ‘Dan?’


I sniffed, detecting the slightly acidic fresh-mown grass on the banking. I could see the cut extent where the Flymo had been prematurely halted. Telling to note that while I was in town, the mower had been ushered away over the footbridge to the storeroom up in the immured stable yard, as if it were obvious that there would be no further mowing on this day. Late in the morning, Dan Mullan’s idiot nephew had swung the Flymo across the only extension cable and cut clean through it – and they claimed the bank was too steep there for the big petrol mower.


I listened and I squinted along the dozy river to beyond the second footbridge where the willows showed the waters’ slow curve round and out of sight, down among the ash trees on our eastern boundaries. Across the frutescence of the shrubbery, I could just hear the steady intensity of bumble- and honeybees in the Illawarra flame tree. A momentary movement caught my eye on the far side and I squinted beyond the bright white-painted wood of the crossing. It was Mingles the friendly cat, stooping in an obscure and cautious stalk, perhaps after a butterfly? Unless his rival ginger, Corbisher-the-Swiper was about – rabbit stalking?


Then I saw a manifestation of the man before I physically located him. The sun had driven in among the willow trees, forming panels of silver; bright green with cracked segments of black shadow; yet from behind one of the willow curtains escaped a cloud of pale cigarette smoke, upwards. The smoke was almost silver in colour that day.


There lurked Mullan, our gardener. Dan Mullan. No. Dan Mullan doesn’t communicate how we said his name back then. It was more: Danmullan – one quick word.


Two summers before, Dan Mullan noted with some distress that Marko had fetched one of his antique brass telescopes down from the roof atrium to the window of the master bedroom; the lens turned away from heaven’s crowded stars to instead direct its magnifications towards the far reaches of our gardens. Marko could now observe anything displeasing which came to his eye’s attention: the pump hutch needed repainting, or there was a flotsam of twigs, leaves and scum jammed up against the base of the secondary footbridge. Such garden matters were indeed reported to us, but it was the potential for furtive surveillance which kept Dan Mullan so furious during his frequent fly smokes and sudden disappearances in under the vaults of the willow tents.


His nephew didn’t display any such caution and rather than barrow it to the midden, I still caught Johnny each summer, tipping grass cuttings from the large sit-on mower hopper straight into the mill race. Even when the flow was sluggish. Or his reluctant form could be observed sitting on the earth, back fully rested against an ash tree – surveying the work he had yet to do rather than that which he had already accomplished. He didn’t even bother to hide under a willow umbrella.


But the real reason for the telescope was little Molly Morrell. When Molly first got bold as a walker around the manor house, Mullan had to spend a full week sledgehammering in the temporary fence of wooden stalks bound with a securing top wire, around the eastern moat and sluice pond, then right along the lip of the ha-ha wall and the far riverbank’s curve. All in case the infuriating nipper somehow got down onto this more obscure far side of the moat and fell into the water unnoticed. Through his telescope, Marko believed he could witness his daughter’s attempted escapes, or the condition of the riverside fences – if he was sober enough.


Frankly, I found Marko and Auralie’s thoughtlessness and their stoned, deeply relaxed attitude to child-rearing, flipping alarming. They had not fenced the car park moat edge – the presumption being that the child was always going to be supervised in this area. In truth, Kitchenly Mill Race was a death trap for a six-going-on-seven-year-old who couldn’t swim.


Sometimes Molly was suddenly located alone, roaming the grounds at will, without any of us having been warned she had been let out of the main house. I have had to waste many hours following her around the grounds, looking for fairies and toadstools, leading her this way and then that way, but away from water. Until my patience ran out and I rapidly lifted and carried her – wailing – back through the flower beds and across the footbridges to the manor house, to be plonked into Mrs Hilary’s waiting arms. Mrs H bearing that sorrowful look on her face as wordlessly the situation was understood.


I really adored the gorgeous kid – she was inquisitive, gentle and a mix of her mum and dad’s very good looks – but she was getting heavy to lift and I wasn’t paid to be a childminder as well as everything else. What was I paid for? I was The Help. But what exactly is The Help?


Molly can be a little pest, falling forwards with her hands held out onto the gravel of the parking area. Out come the sticking plasters which I keep especially in my kitchenette drawer for her. I was starting to fear Molly fell deliberately and came to me with her grazed hands held out for cleaning and plasters, just because she sought affection. Which she often wouldn’t get from her parents. On the sixth or seventh US Fear Taker tour – that one in the winter time – when he took Auralie and Molly along with them, before the child began attending the Waldorf school place (which I don’t see eye-to eye about), Marko must have trekked through thirty-five American hotels, many with their own heated indoor swimming pools. Still Molly couldn’t yet swim a stroke.


Since they couldn’t obtain a small enough life jacket back in those days, for a period, Molly waddled through our gardens with a variety of non-matching, inflatable, brightly coloured armbands forced up under her oxters. On several occasions I had found these inflated swimming bands painfully lashed with Sellotape to her skin, round her biceps and even bandoliered over a shoulder. But at the first opportunity, the kid peeled the armbands off and deposited them behind bushes. Or she even made play of dropping the flotations from the footbridge down into the alluring, deadly water of the mill race below.


When a breeze got up around Kitchenly’s gardens, a single, sun-faded, partially inflated armband would always suddenly materialise, rolling in from some other sector of the grounds, jamming beneath the parked cars or against a raked pile of leaves; or lodging deep into a flower bed – usually the spiky roses. I’ve also had to use the extending window brush to coax many an armband in off the moat surface. Who knows how many have headed off downstream towards Maxtelham, the next village, there to worry the gathered swans?


‘Dan!’ I stepped along the limestone-slabbed garden path towards the willow tree where he hid. Dan Mullan was just an old pain. Baraclough, Marko’s housekeeper up at his London place on The Vale in Chelsea, had stated it to me years before. ‘I’ll tell you about country life, Crofton. Don’t employ locals, not even the gardener’s boy. Get them from a good few villages away or they’ll only form a web of gossip. Employ immediate locals and there will be an inventory of Marko’s tapestries, guitars, telescopes, Auralie’s jewellery, and a map of the house with its doors, circulating around the village pub. It encourages break-ins.’


Baraclough is a stuck-up old fairy and paranoid. Immediate locals! But he probably knew what he was talking about. He’d briefly worked for George Harrison before Harrison shifted to that Friar Park pile, to all kip in sleeping bags, I’d heard.


Anyway, Dan Mullan did come in from the village beyond Maxtelham – but I was always unable to look at our gardener without thinking about tied cottages and bestiality. We inherited the gardener with the house. Dan Mullan had been at Kitchenly under the previous owner, Lord Halmer, or the ‘Colonel’ as he preferred to be called.


Colonel Halmer inherited Kitchenly from his own father and personally escorted me and Marko round on that first day when we drove down from London, actually holding the current copy of Country Life. It’s funny – these years I meet kids who genuinely believe nobody in Britain got rich before Maggie Thatcher. But in the late sixties, the money had suddenly shifted in Great Britain. The blue bloods were clobbered with the rise in wages and inheritance tax – no cash – and the sixties brought a whole generation of working-class film- and music-business nabobs, crashing down into the Home Counties with ready bread, hot to buy into historic countryside property. Marko wore even longer hair in ’73, and I saw the glances of incomprehension from beneath the tweed cap at Marko’s Renaissance barnet, at his South London accent, at his unlikely youth – yet here was a cash buyer with a Coutts cheque book.


You had to feel a bit of sympathy for the old blue bloods. I had heard the stories. Despite their new bread, guys like Marko, or film-star blokes, house-hunting, being escorted from the grounds of stately houses to the gate lodges by sellers or even butlers, on account of their long hair and common accents. People who refused to sell their house to someone else who was five times richer but without the correct accent. They really had standards, and best of respect to them. You can’t accuse the old set of worrying what the neighbours would think either, as these florid monarchists didn’t have any neighbours. Yet old Tory, Colonel Halmer, who’d stopped a coin of Wehrmacht shrapnel at El Alamein, seemed surprisingly casual. Wanted a quick sale to get himself and the old lady into a nice thatched cottage with low maintenance costs. Auralie had ensured her eminence by getting in the family way very quickly, as most of these girls did. Marko wanted to provide a family home and he fell in love with Kitchenly on that very first day, though I cautioned him that it was only the second property outside London we had driven down to view. We had earlier called at this corking pad, The Mill House in Byfleet, which was then owned by the actress Sarah Miles and her husband, Robert Bolt – after hearing a rumour the house and its river grounds might be up for sale. It was not and we were bluntly told so. Lucky escape, really, as the M25 ended up going through the bottom of the garden.


Kitchenly Mill Race was a right funny old place back then; seen much better days: no central heating, piled ash in forgotten bedroom fireplaces – even some of the bathrooms had fireplaces in them – linoleum and gruesome metallic wallpaper of hunting scenes. Lady Halmer had some neurotic obsession with pure drinking water, so every single sink had these strange, enamelled filters bolted onto the splashboards, producing a chalky dribble of drinking water through thin, horizontally positioned aluminium tubes. It was a bit like a sanatorium. Old fashioned electric geysers trembled and burped above many sinks. The range fitted in the inglenook of the Tudor kitchen was an old anthracite burner, so Marko had the Scholtes hob and the Thermador ovens put in with an oil-burning triple Aga which did the central heating as well. A pantry and a larder – whatever the difference between a pantry and a larder is?


The problem with historical Grade-1 listed properties is always the same. Rewiring the electric and the plug sockets without shutting the whole house down for months, ripping out the skirting and getting the bloody council inspectors nosing back round with their clipboards. So half the house had been done in modern 13-amp rectangular peg BS1363 plugs and the rest in pre-war round peg, and you got Marko in the middle of all this, lurching around trying to plug in practice amps, tape reels, Putney synths, FM stereos and colour television sets going at full commotion; my jacket pockets always hung heavy with adaptors.


It’s embarrassing to admit it now, but we were a bit stuck without Dan Mullan in those first years. Marko purchased Kitchenly Mill Race in the February of 1973 and all the old staff were immediately paid off. I didn’t even know on which day the ash-bucket lorry came from out beyond the village chain to collect our domestic rubbish. Marko had been on the road for three years solid, touring with the band, and he was already somewhat out of touch with conventional daily life – What is a bin day? he’d queried. Honest. He had never thought about where the rubbish goes. And sure enough there were no bloody neighbours to ask. I had to walk a mile up to the top farm, knocking on doors and try to ask what day to put the ash buckets out on, but they were all away in the fields, or wherever farmers go to. We were quite isolated longhairs. I put a bin by the public road with some junk in it and checked each evening when it had been emptied. Thursday mornings, for historical interest.


By the second summer the garden had gone au naturel and we realised we didn’t know how to keep a moat. I mean who does? They didn’t teach you that one in school. Marko’s fairly hopeless suggestion was that I telephone Percy Thrower at the Chelsea Flower Show – ask him. I urged that Marko give Old Wykehamist Colonel Halmer a tinkle, tell him the moat had turned emerald. I was stood right next to Marko when he called on the ancient Bakelite black telephone – one of those ones with the hairy cord, which the Colonel had made a point of generously leaving behind – though he had taken every single electric light bulb from all three buildings with him. Even the bulbs out of the hoisted porch chandelier. That old telephone was not in the main house back then; rather it remained placed on a single freestanding table by a window in the larger mill house, since its modern ringing – perhaps once a month in those days – bothered neurotic Lady Halmer. Back then, when dinosaurs roamed the earth, phoning between Sussex villages was only three flipping digits on a rotary dial. Even to this day I remember our number: Kitchenly 434.


‘Hey, eh, Colonel Halmer? Eh, it’s Mark. Morrell. The guitar-player geezer. You sold me the Mill Race down at Kitchenly, two years or so back. Yeah?’


‘Mr Morrell, why good day. How on earth are you?’


‘I’m good, man, I’m good.’


‘Did you get the Wolseley Ten out the stables, Morrell? Isn’t she a beaut? Had her since the war. The seats do need re-­upholstered. She’s in there beside that old thresher; all yours.’


‘I’ll get to her someday, Colonel. I got my own wheels for now. Ferrari Dino, the 246 GT.’


There was a sharp pause of suspicion at this Italian name.


‘Drive the Wolseley round the grounds, my boy. Round the grounds, I say! House all right? Still in the pop music game? Enjoying life there? No second thoughts? It was never the same for me after my good lady wife insisted on those beastly modern joiny-up bits. I was quite content to stretch my legs over to the mill houses but I dare say it suits you with your … dear little one. Who will be growing. A boy came, I believe?’


‘A yeah sort of a, eh, girl really, but yeah. Most beautiful house in England, Colonel. Just like you said. But look, I have a bit of prob down here. Something that’s come up, hasn’t it? The moat has gone bright green on us, hasn’t it?’


‘I beg your pardon? The moat’s gone green, Morrell? Well it is a warm summer but it shouldn’t have overgrown in one year.’


‘In one year?’


‘Since last year. You had it cleaned last spring. Yes?’


‘Cleaned?’


‘Yes, Morrell. You did have Dan Mullan clean it out, did you not?’


‘Oh man, look, Colonel. I had to let that old geezer go. Just watching him potter on the lawn spitting and kicking at things the day we moved in. He’s so slow.’


A longer silence came on the other end of the phone.


‘Mr Morrell. That was a grave mistake. Dan Mullan was chief gardener at the Mill Race since 1961. He knows your gardens there better than anybody. A gardener is like part of the house, Morrell. Get a new one and they will kill off half your blooms in a season. Mullan can coax colours out of any corner; he knows where to lime, where to manure and how much. Precisely. A wizard with a dung load, that man, and knew when the horses needed their alfalfa. So nobody cleaned the moat at all last year?’


‘Eh. Nah.’


‘That’s your problem, Morrell. You have to shuck it clean every spring.’


‘Oww. What, like a swimming pool, chuck in a box of powder or something?’


‘No. No. No. Mr Morrell. You must have the gardeners and seven or eight hired hands climb in, form a line together and move ahead in an orderly manner, tearing out all the weed growth and reeds from the bottom. Otherwise it takes the air from the water and the bloom is quite phenomenal. Then every decade you take a damned good dredge at it with a mechanical digger.’


‘Crikey, Colonel. Who would have known?’


So that was Dan Mullan back on the job at Kitchenly, stood in the moat with a big set of chest waders on, the hired hands yelling and laughing as they swung gluts of slimy weed out of the moat with their fists and deliberately tossed them up towards the manor windows.


‘Dan. Dan!’ I stepped further down the table-top-sized blocks of limestone on the pathway, calling out more assertively.


The grizzled head nodded free once from the willow fronds and there was a reluctant step ahead to brush the hanging leaves clear of his shoulders; he even raised a hand, but without looking at me, as if we were just passing acquaintances in some Thomas Hardy market town, with a forgotten transaction on a cow one decade behind us. He was facing upriver, towards the three large buildings and their connecting air bridges behind me.


‘What’s with their bedroom windows?’


‘Busy in town, Crofton?’


‘The windows?’


‘Get that flex? Not really seeing flex strung ’bout you there.’


‘A forty-footer up in the car. About the windows.’


‘In the car. That’ll do for tomorrow.’


I tried a new approach and paused. Stretched my arms out to the sky and faked yawning. I looked up the slope of the zig-zagging water rill. ‘Lovely mowing weather. Today.’


‘Ah, the windows. Yar. There was a call. On the telephone. From overseas.’


‘Overseas. Marko?’ I frowned.


‘Well now I dursn’t say if it was the one or other. The other I would reckon.’


‘What one’s that then?’


‘The fast piece. Fancy lady.’


‘Dan. She’s little Molly’s mum and you know her name fine. Mrs H took the call?’


‘Hilary wasn’t in that brisk. The daily took the call – fair jiggered her with the fast piece queering on, and the word is they’ll be wheeling back during your small hours. The fancy lady hasn’t been sleeping, I hear; worried over beauty sleep; that her curtains are like cheap hankies and dunt keep light out is what the daily told me was the very words spoken. Didn’t she want the glass painted jet black with a pot of paint? Would have spoilt those old windows forever. I told Mrs Hilary: use bloody plastic and that wapple won’t know the difference.’


‘Those curtains are the thickest she could get.’


He began rolling another cigarette, chuckled mysteriously. ‘Do with a shovel’s dunt on the head that one if she’s so sleepy.’


‘So they’re coming in at five in the morning or something, are they? Why don’t they just stay with Baraclough up in London tonight?’


His stumpy fingers made business with paper and Golden Virginia. ‘Up in that bedroom I never saw so many smalls and undies in a lifetime and I had three daughters. Good God. Smalls and undies.’


‘Mmm.’


‘God sake, man. Carpets of smalls and undies thrown round the bedroom floor like she was spreading grass seed. Wouldn’t see such in the Colonel’s time. I tell you, lad, could have bent down and scooped up armfuls; Johnny would’ve made a fair interesting trade in the Babbacombe Lee tonight. I’d to walk on top the things to work the windows. In my bare stocking feet!’


‘Good to hear you took off your boots.’


‘I’ll wash between my toes tonight, Croffie.’ He grumbled a laugh. ‘First in a while.’


‘The flex’s in the car so you better get Johnny to mow down this bit to the edge.’ I swept an arm across the banking for emphasis. ‘Tell him to take care with the flex. He can pay if he runs over this one.’


‘The mower’s up in the stable. Scraped it clean myself.’


I turned and started back up the path. ‘Best get it done all the same,’ I called. ‘And the horse shit needs scraped off the public lane too.’


‘Don’t put a flaw on yourself, it’s not tottle grass. Tottle grass always best done with scythe if it was, not this electric razor. They won’t be seeing nothing in the dark, horse dung or whatnot. Keep till tomorrow. Or next day. They won’t see nothing out those windows come morn, Crofton. I trussed ’em up good and proper. Two layers of the plastic. Then you’ll find ’em beseeching us for peeling the plastic back off again. Undies and smalls, colourful forms, things you wouldn’t have fathomed up in your nightmares. Good mind to throw my new socks away and go back to the darned ones, dip my feet in the water right now.’


‘Not a bad idea, Dan.’


His words were behind me and I heard the cigarette lighter click desperately as he aggressively attempted – four or five times – to ignite it.


Back at the Volvo I lifted the coil of new Flymo extension flex and carried it through the kitchen to chuck it onto the limestone path, just outside the Dutch doors, where Dan Mullan could fall over it. I glanced down the river. By Jove. He was unlacing his boots at the river edge.


I closed the back hatch of the Volvo. No need for locking down this way. I came off the gravel and went past the other two round stone finials at the bottom of the stairway. I jogged gently up then through the front double door into the larger air bridge where I hung the car keys on the hooks next to the others.


Here I stood in the dense atmosphere behind the triple glazing, listening to my left – towards the mill houses, and listening to my right, through the 1602 doorway into the manor house. I was listening for the sounds of a hoover or a pot chinking. Mrs H’s location. Olivia, the daily, would have headed home by now – she just came in the mornings to take cleaning instructions from Mrs Hilary. Mostly, Olive arrived and departed by the bus, walking from the main road up the wall-side lane. Or her bachelor brother dropped her off and picked her up at the gates; occasionally, in bad wintertime weather, I would give her a lift home to her council house on the outskirts of town, or on the odd Sundays that she was called in. Olive often returned home with freshly sliced ham or chicken from the fridge, wrapped up in her lap as she sat primly in the Volvo, telling me how it was a sin for good food to go to waste. Pilfering and pinching, pure and simple, but I hadn’t raised the matter yet with Marko.


Below my feet, under the corridor of the air bridge, was the moat. The entire bridge was secured by vertical metal supports sunk directly into the smooth water; or angled tube struts which were clamped to concrete panels in the grass embanking with wisteria run up them from a circle of glazed pots. You could argue that these double-glazed corridors of glass, plastic and pine panelling communicated an intent to turn Kitchenly into the country-based headquarters of some mid-sized business conglomerate, full of electric typewriters and Xerox machines; but they were a really successful feature. As I stood there I looked out through the corridor’s panorama windows back down the gardens and the river; beyond the footbridge Dan Mullan had his canvas trouser legs rolled up his calves and was sitting on the banking, his feet in the tail race of the millstream.


I shook my head. Still no sound. Usually in summertime there were a few flies, bluebottles or a wasp, tapping against the long glass sheets of glazing all down this air bridge; at night daddy-long-legs, awkward for swatting behind the flat leaves of the mature potted plants. Fly spray meant cleaning the interior of the windows all the sooner. Unless it was a honey- or bumblebee of course, which had to be caught with a glass and paper, then taken out. You can never harm a bee.


With the new kitchen and modern Aga relocated in the mill house, any prepared food had to be sent up the dumb waiter and wheeled on trolleys or carried on trays through this corridor to the main manor house’s dining room; but for a couple who appeared to subsist on Rice Krispies and Corn Flakes, this wasn’t too much of an ergonomic detour. The Tudor dining room with its fake Tudor table for twelve was never used. Tea, coffee and Auralie’s distressingly weird herbal infusions were all brewed with an electric kettle or the percolator in the morning room of the Elvetson section. A silver biscuit tray with Marko’s Blue Ribands and Gypsy Creams also rested there.


Once, a bit before Molly was born, when I was briefly away up in Stafford visiting my mam, Marko and Auralie arrived back in Kitchenly Mill Race and it was found that the fridge was completely empty. There wasn’t even a single bottle of fresh milk. Marko and Auralie had no idea how to go shopping for a pint of milk in the area. So they simply went off again on a holiday to Bali rather than go to the village shop or the supermarket in town for themselves.


Walking all the way through, it was in the morning room where I found Mrs Hilary, standing with her back to me next to the vitrine which held Marko’s rare LPs – including a signed Elvis. Using the polished silver gravy boat which was also seen on Christmas Day, Mrs H was watering the flowers, freshly snipped from the garden, which Dan leaves obediently but anonymously on the stairway to the front door every few mornings.


Without turning around, Mrs H said, ‘They’re back awful late tonight.’


‘Dan Mullan said.’


‘Oh, Crofton, it’s another strange one. Auralie wants the bedroom windows blacked out but I don’t think Marko knows, so I’ll carry the brunt.’


‘Don’t worry.’


‘She wanted them all done over in black paint.’ Mrs H turned to look at me with a distressed expression. ‘Paint.’


‘Daft.’


‘Honest to goodness. She told Olive she needed to sleep for two days. Dan said to just wrap them up in that plastic. You know we’re not allowed in the master bedroom, but to turn down or change, yet she was screaming on the telephone from somewhere over in America that we had to do it. Mr Morrell won’t like it. What on earth are we to make of it?’


‘Never mind. I’ll handle it tomorrow.’


‘Oh, Crofton, you’re an angel. Imagine to goodness. How much does a telephone call from America cost?’


Mrs H was a great fusser. Which is what you want in a housekeeper.


I glanced out the multi-panes of the window. ‘Dan Mullan better finish cutting that grass on the riverbank. Give the devil his due. They cut that cable on the Flymo deliberately, ’cause they knew I wasn’t going into town. Meant to be my day off.’


She coughed, for some reason. ‘Would you like me to make you a nice cheese and pickle sandwich then? There’s fresh cheddar. If Olive hasn’t carted it off.’


‘No thanks. I’m going for a nap if they’re coming back late. Is there anything we haven’t thought of?’


‘I was just chewing over that but I don’t really think so. Plenty fresh milk in the fridge too for Rice Krispies.’ She paused. ‘Wonder how little Molly liked her holiday?’


‘You get home when you’re done. I’ll do the curtains myself tonight.’


‘Are you sure? Well, have a pleasant nap. I’ll put out Corbisher and Mister Mingles’s food. Don’t forget now and lock the top of the Dutch door or robbers could just reach in and undo the bottom half.’


‘Quid’s in I won’t be woken up by a lawn mower, that’s for sure. I hear Dan Mullan took his boots off to go upstairs?’


‘He did. And the whiff was atrocious, but I squirted Glade all the way down after he was done.’


‘Must be why there’s no flies on the corridor windows; died when he unlaced his size elevens. See you tomorrow.’


I walked out from the morning room and past the bottom of the Turkish staircase with its minaret-shaped balusters ascending like a complex Escher into the heights to the smaller chandelier and zodiac-painted ceiling above. Corridors went from landings to the Tudor wing, the Elvetson rooms and to the third-floor atrium. I went on through the Tudor corridor with its dimpled, worn flagstones and original wooden screens. That screen panelling was incredible and I would often pause to study it. Lower down by the flagstones the wood was a crumbly cheese of wear and damage, the beading resculpted by four hundred years of clumsy human contact; centuries of kicking boots, moved furniture, rough children, dropped water bowls, woodworm-conquering varnishes and modern revarnishing. Three panels up and five along was a mysterious graffito artfully edged out by a sharpened knife and inlaid by these many dark varnishings, which spelled: L.M. Redue 1797.


By the ancient doorway through to the new air bridge is a deacon’s bench and a genuine Elizabethan chest, shamefully used to deposit bark-shedding chopped firewood in winter. Beside this chest was always a scattering of Auralie’s discarded footwear: distressingly yellow platform shoes toppled over onto their sides with loosed buckle straps, high boots of soft cordovan leather, their uprightness keeled in their middle by gravity. I often noted some shoes were odd, with one of the pair missing.


Auralie was so tall that the first of her many complaints on taking up residence within the historic English spaces of Kitchenly, was that her hair snagged on the roof timbers and beams of the low ceilings where stunted Tudors once shuffled. She could not wear her high heels with her feathered Gainsborough hats and mad, bejewelled Stetsons without knocking them straight off. On bright days, Mrs H or the daily could often be found, standing on a dining room chair covered with a cloth, extracting coloured feathers and individual snarled strands of the shameless groupie’s blonde hair from the dry wood beams above.


On finally conceding that the ancient ceilings could not be raised for her convenience, nor the scalloped stone floors lowered, the sole solution – to Auralie’s fury – was the removal of her heeled shoes on entering into the Tudor wing and the putting on of plimsolls instead. And conversely, the reshoeing of herself on exiting the older sections of the house as she moved into the modern corridor and higher ceilings of the mill houses – or the 1930s Elvetson wing. Thus she would wear numerous different pairs of footwear, or the same ones reused, throughout an average day, depending upon the frequency or infrequency of her domestic ventures. Sometimes I had witnessed her in non-matching boots. A friggin’ pair of comfy slippers was unknown to this woman and, inevitably, single shoes and boots were dropped and scattered throughout the home, or dragged away by Molly. They became difficult to suddenly locate as Auralie screamed down descriptions of them from the high staircase in her Norse accent, directed at Marko or, far more frequently, at us.


In the mill house I went to the downstairs utility-room closet to wash my hands after handling that lawn mower cable. Mrs H had the toilet brush suspended horizontally over the bowl, the handle trapped under the lowered seat; a distinctive technique of hers to drip-dry all toilet brushes. I returned it to its holder on the tiles and used the sink.


Upstairs in my staff flat I pulled the curtains, took off my Kickers and lay flat on my back upon the unmade single bed. I always place my house keys in the Drake Hotel Park Avenue New York ashtray. I reached out for the pile of books to the side – I was rereading Mauriac’s The Son of Man – but then I withdrew my hand and sighed.


With my frequent insomnia I had discovered the joys of afternoon napping. I awoke from my snoozes in a transformed state, with a well-being that shrouded me for one hour or more, something womblike and transformational; intimations of the next world. Afternoon snoozes had a far more noticeable and beatific effect upon my life than had my readings of the I Ching, the Upanishads or The Late, Great Planet Earth.


A bearded old man with sage-like demeanour was in a small cabin; a blue military uniform of the American Civil War era hung on the dark wall behind him, the buttons well-polished in silver – or were they brass? This gentleman stepped from a small doorway to reveal a peach dusk above the deck of a large vessel made from old iron and huge rivets, slowly moving up a wide river with verdant banks. Who was this figure he looked towards? Why it was myself! Sitting reading an ancient, heavy book in my lap, out upon this rusted, ferrous deck, as two identical shores slowly moved backwards behind us. The leather covers of the book were as thick, red and brown as the rusted metal. It was as if the book had grown from the iron ship. I was wearing an open, sea-blue tunic from which my slight beer belly shiningly protruded. The man told me that as night approached, I must gently close my Holy Bible, or the gilt lettering from the illuminated pages could glint in the torch flames or lanterns, giving away my exact position to Confederate snipers.


I awoke, blinked; my waking brain initiated responses. I had indeed been reading the Bible – as was usual – and also a history of the American Civil War. I wished there were somebody to relate my dream to, but of course I had nobody in this world but my old mam. Slightly tubby, long-haired, unshaven and unloved I was. But curiously, I lived in the glorious house of a world-famous man – or such as fame consisted of then.


Outside it was still light, yet I could tell by the cautious, testing silence of the birdlife in the gardens that it was now the last rallying efforts of daytime which surged a dusted illumination through the trees. I yawned and swung my legs off the bed to sit up. I nodded.


I occupy the annoyingly vague position of The Help at Kitchenly Mill Race, for a very modest monthly stipend. I am not part of the housekeeping staff of this substantial home; but one of the unresolved problems for housekeeping staff in an enormous and sprawling residence – as dusk approaches – is which curtains to pull across its many windows. Do you draw all of them? Even in those rooms which remain unoccupied? There were rooms in Kitchenly Mill Race which were only ever entered once a fortnight and even then just by the daily, to dust or to hoover. It is possible, in fact probable, that neither Marko or Auralie had entered many of these rooms in the two mill houses for several years; excepting those very rare games of hide-and-go-seek with Molly, who was good at hiding, and always became rapidly undetectable. Playing but intoxicated, Auralie and Marko would soon become frustrated with the demands of the game and together, arm in arm, amble back through the corridors to the main manor house, Auralie kicking off her higher shoes, calling out the child’s name half-heartedly back over her shoulder.


Later, myself, or Olive or Mrs H would detect Molly, crying alone in a disused room’s fitted wardrobes. Several of these chambers contained Auralie’s many cast-off costumes, roughly folded into cardboard boxes which the various colour television sets or studio-recording equipment had been delivered in.


Is there not even a strange likelihood that there could have been a room within Kitchenly Mill Race – let us say the very far corner room of the secondary mill house, with its singular small window, facing the downstream mill race, but yet from which you can still see the edge of the stable building – could there not be a very robust certainty that the purchaser, owner and sometime resident of this house, its trees, gardens and water features, had in fact never ever set foot in – or even never physically seen this room?
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