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Somewhere in Central Europe, present day, late spring.

Day 1

I’m back from exploring the immediate surroundings of my latest home. I pass the cemetery that borders the house next door and as I walk past next-door’s garden gate, I see an old man standing on the other side of it, staring out into the road. I estimate that he must be in his late eighties, if not even older, but he stands straight-backed, almost in the manner of a military man, hands clasped behind his back. I can see that he is wearing a hearing aid over each ear and dressed very well; dapper, you may even say. Given his apparent age, his face is almost devoid of wrinkles. His well-ironed, pale safari suit, the colour of putty, is topped by a floppy hat of the same colour and his good quality brown leather shoes have a good shine to them.

No more than a couple of feet away, a black and tan German shepherd bitch lies on the manicured lawn, tongue lolling, paws crossed and eyes fixed devotedly on what I assume is her master. I call out a good morning to my new neighbour, but although he looks in my direction, he doesn’t reply. He probably can’t hear me too well; either that or I have completely mangled the local accent. Nevertheless, he smiles at me, pale blue eyes twinkling, performs a slight bow and doffs his hat to me. Perhaps once I’ve settled in, I’ll attempt to make myself understood, but for now, the old man replaces his hat and with his dog in tow, he walks up the garden path and out of my view.

Back upstairs in my new home, I walk into the kitchen and look out of the big window that offers a view of the Old Man’s garden and the cemetery beyond. Dominating my eye line are bundles of black cables, strung from lamppost to lamppost, before branching off into side streets such as this one to feed yet more houses. To the right of my window, the wires festoon a telegraph pole on the corner before snaking off and soaring up to what I assume to be the Old Man’s house. Redundant telephone lines jostle for space with their modern internet equivalent, while thicker mains electricity cables, twisted and entwined around one another, resemble intestines, tumbling from a slit open belly.

Just inside the gate, I can see a small traditional two-storey house with decoratively carved wooden shutters and a base of roughly hewn granite blocks. It appears to be so old as to even predate the Old Man. Romantically; I fancy it was the original family home before the much larger modern house was built at the other end of the garden. The old house is by no means ramshackle, but it doesn’t appear to be lived in any more. Just to the left of the house, almost hidden from me by a sharp bend in the hedge, is an old wicket gate. I imagine that it was the original entrance to the property and so it most probably pre-dates the larger gate that fronts the property.

Dotted around the immaculate lawn, I can see several fruit trees. They are in full blossom and I recognise some of them. The nearest, just under my window is a quince tree and pale pink flowers cover its branches. Under the quince, is a small compound, housing a dog kennel.

Further down the garden, I can see what I think is a pear tree. Its blossom is in full bloom, dazzlingly white against the blue sky. The only other blossom I can identify belongs to a small cherry tree that despite its size is heavy with darker pink flowers than the quince. 

By far the biggest tree in the garden, a pine, must be at least fifty feet tall and dominates the space in front of the old house. Idly, I wonder whether it was planted when the house was built or if it had already been a feature when the Old Man’s family bought the plot. The mighty pine looks to be home to the latest fledgling generation of magpies, their juvenile calls and squawks competing with those of equally young hooded crows. Such is the density of the pine tree that I hear, rather than see them all. The smaller birds shun their bigger cousins’ domain and I can see a pair of blue tits, flitting nervously, branch to branch, in the quince tree.

Below the flitting birds, a solitary crow is perched on the dog kennel’s roof. It is holding a leftover piece of dried dog food, in the shape of a ring in its wicked-looking beak. Despite my window being closed, I hear the tap, tap, tapping, the ingenious crow is making as it smashes the dried food against the metal kennel roof to break the ring up into more digestible pieces. 

Under the quince, there is a small, square metal and glass structure. With a water tap and rudimentary sink sprouting from its outside wall, I’m assuming that the structure is a throwback to the days of the old house, when al fresco washing arrangements weren’t uncommon in this part of the world. 

Further on up the garden, towards the new house, into which the Old Man seems to have disappeared, is a raised vegetable bed. I can see what look like the delicate new tendrils of either pea or bean plants, starting their climb up a beautifully crafted wigwam structure, fashioned from bamboo canes.

Next to the new house is what is left of the domestic winter woodpile. I can just see some neatly cut logs poking out from underneath a dark green tarpaulin and I’m thinking that it looks homely, cosy, somehow.

Finally, in the top right hand corner, next to the cemetery wall, there is a long, low and ancient looking shed, more of a lean-to really, that probably dates from around the same period as the old house. There are various gardening implements hanging from its outside wall, along with a neatly coiled hosepipe. I can see smoke rising and swirling from somewhere at the back of the shed and after worrying that it might be on fire, I come to the conclusion that it’s probably somewhere the Old Man smokes meat, which is still common practice in this area. That would explain the bundles of sticks, propped up next to the door.

An immaculately tended and wicked-looking thorny hedge runs around the entire perimeter of the Old Man’s property. It is interspersed with small trees, shrubs and bushes, their budding leaves starting to unfurl. Once they swell to their full extent, they will add to the green screen that will soon mask the stark black marble and granite headstones and rotting, abandoned wooden crosses that once led the funeral processions of the many souls interred not a hundred feet from where I stand.

Suddenly, the German shepherd, that until now had been somewhere out of sight, comes bounding towards the gate, barking as it goes. When I look over to where the Old Man’s dog is now barking furiously, I see a woman. Despite her appearance, she looks to be in her sixties. Dressed in impossibly bright clothes, chunky black framed glasses and platinum hair in an urchin cut; she turns the corner and makes her way towards the house at the back of our building. The German shepherd, its bark now diminished to a low howl, has followed the woman’s progress all along the boundary hedge. Momentarily, the newcomer is hidden by a section of tall hedge, but as she emerges again, I can see what all the fuss is about, because on the end of the lead in her hand, is an arrogantly prancing little Maltese terrier.

Quite disdainfully, the little dog doesn’t return the bigger dog’s barks and howls, but, safe in the knowledge that it is safe behind the thorny hedge, it stops and shoves its button nose under the hedge, sniffing at the leaf mould underneath. It doesn’t seem to be the slightest bit interested in the other dog and in what I assume is a bid to bring the dogs together and stop the howling, I can hear the woman addressing the Old Man’s dog through the hedge. “Sonya,” she calls, to the German shepherd, “it’s only us darling. Settle down.”

Once the colourful woman and her terrier disappear inside the house at the back, Sonya’s barks subside and a skinny blonde teenage girl comes out of the Old Man’s house accompanied by a young grey and white cat that walks close to the girl, twitching its tail and rubbing its head against her leg. Sitting cross-legged on a patch of sunlit lawn under the pear tree, the teenager pulls out a length of bright red wool from her jeans pocket and holding it just out of the cat’s reach, she teases it, laughing when her pet, claws extended, leaps for the dangling end only for the girl to pull it out of reach again.

I can hear snatches of her voice as she baby talks the cat and if I’m not mistaken, she sounds Russian. I can’t be sure though, because she could just as easily be from the Ukraine. Either way, perhaps she is one of the millions that have fled their homelands on both sides of the divide. Her and her cat are safer here I suppose, but she is likely to be missing her school and friends and just like me she is a long way from home.

The cat has managed to grab the wool and is comically running around with it tangled up around its leg, every now and then leaping into the air like a young lamb in a vain attempt to free itself. It’s followed by the giggling girl, calling for her cat to keep still so that she can untangle the animal from the red mess of wool. As for me, I need to stop curtain twitching and go and find something constructive to do.

Day 5

My name is Ben Marshall. I have led a colourful life in more than one way. The cliché of “no regrets” isn’t for me, for I have many. Retrospectively, I consider myself to have been lucky in life, although I have never felt that way. That being said, a nightmarish childhood did equip me in no small measure for this cruel and frail life to which we all precariously and hopelessly cling. 

I have squandered what may well have been life-changing opportunities along the way and I’ve survived a handful of incidents that could and should have proved fatal; I say this devoid of any drama and if I believed in guardian angels, I might even concede to having one.

I am mostly misunderstood, giving the false impression of being laid back – so laid back – I was once told – that I have wheels on the back of my head. But I am more like a swan, gliding serenely across a lake, with unseen legs and feet paddling furiously beneath the surface of the water to maintain the illusion.

I have been told on more than one occasion that I am unapproachable, and yet, I say to myself, here you are. In the same way, there are people that are drawn to what they mistakenly perceive as aloofness. I want to know what
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