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Praise for David Park and Ghost Wedding

‘A beautifully luminous and powerfully haunting piece of writing about the things that live in the shadows just beyond our reach, glimpsed occasionally, then lost again. I loved the way it crosses memory, the past, the secrets, the might-have-beens, the lost, and the paths that travel parallel with ours, without ever touching.’

Rachel Joyce, author of
The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry

‘David Park is one of Ireland’s finest writers. He has written a symphony of extraordinary novels, not least Ghost Wedding which immerses us in a world where time interrogates history, passion, grief and war.’

Colum McCann, author of Apeirogon

‘Time is fluid in David Park’s masterfully constructed novel where the shifting plates of the past slip their boundaries, causing seismic waves in the here and now... A compelling and absolutely mesmerising read from the maestro of the quiet crescendo.’

Bernie McGill, author of The Watch House

‘David Park is one of Ireland’s great novelists.’

Roddy Doyle, author of The Commitments

‘The Belfast Turgenev... One of the truest observers of life.’

Big Issue

‘A writer to cherish, a master of fiction in great form. Lucid, luminous, with enough secrets to break your heart and hold you spellbound, Ghost Wedding from David Park is wonderful stuff indeed.’

Frank McGuinness, author of The Factory Girls

‘An astute storyteller whose vision is sustained by instinct, intelligent observation, and a sense of responsibility.’

Irish Times

‘Park appears to write effortlessly, with one foot planted firmly in the canon of traditional Irish lyricism and another flirting with modern parlance. His emotional intelligence is remarkable.’

Daily Mail

‘A work of heart and wit and exquisite prose. On this sort of form there is no one to touch David Park. Even by his own exceptionally high standards, Ghost Wedding is a remarkable novel, by turns exhilarating and profound, in sentences – whole passages – that sometimes take the breath away.’

Glenn Patterson, author of The International
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For Alberta, in this world and all others









 

 

When thou art bidden of any man to a wedding, sit not down in the highest room; lest a more honourable man than thou be bidden of him…Then said he also to him that bade him, When thou makest a dinner or a supper, call not thy friends, nor thy brethren, neither thy kinsmen, nor thy rich neighbours; lest they also bid thee again, and a recompense be made thee. But when thou makest a feast, call the poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind.

The Gospel according to St Luke

The geological layers of our lives rest so tightly on top of each other that we always encounter earlier events in later ones, not as a matter that has been fully formed and pushed aside, but absolutely present and alive.

Bernhard Schlink, The Reader
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They are always present when you walk through the city at night. Glance up at the oldest buildings, those that have survived the gutting, the ripping out; look up at the silent upper floors of the former linen mill, the warehouse, the bank or department store, accounting offices and hotels, and you sense them in the emptiness, on dusty stairwells, in boarded-up back rooms where even the brashness of the city’s new light struggles to enter. They live on in their own realm, waiting and watching at the mouth of the river where the city started, built on reclaimed mud and the slime of sleech. The lives of all those who have dwelt here are layered, linked eternally through the ages from when time was nothing more than the rise and set of the sun and spectral stick figures foraged the shoreline for clams and cockles.

Now time is marked by the stream of the universe, the spin of the earth; the hands of a clock, tick after tock in the darkened hall when all are sleeping; the calendar on the kitchen wall that pretends to control the space of days wherein we live. They say time flows like water but in this place that they call the Manor House because they don’t wish to use its older Irish name, something is happening to time, with its course diverted, its journey subverted, harnessed – who can say what the right word is and who can tell where it will carry us?

An old house with a newly dug lake that waits patiently for the water to fill it. Its owners stand expectantly at the best vantage point, behind them at a respectful distance their servants, separated in turn from those who have worked to excavate the void. The time has finally come. An excited order is shouted, then repeated. Slowly the water loses its accustomed direction as it seethes and rundles through the channel that men’s callused hands have laboured to create. The river is confused, suddenly pulled out of its expected path, a path so familiar that the enclosing banks are shaped and smoothed by its passage, banks that have long held it tightly like the embrace of a lover.

Tumbling in a sudden surge of expectation, it rushes out of its preordained channel, thinking it is finally breaking free, but instead finds itself filling the great hollowed-out basin of earth that stands waiting. Its confused, skittering entry is greeted by cheers from those who stand watching it. An old house with a new lake and at its edge a boat house with red tiles and two stone dragons on either side of its doors. Men wave their caps in the air. And all around them, as if summoned from hidden cloisters, come the others, all those who are no longer bound by time’s restraints. They stand at the lake’s edge as if mesmerised by the water’s flow, before vanishing again like some early morning mist sifting through the trees.

And here too amongst the unseen is a child, a newly born child, whom the water will wash clean and render timeless. Its cries are soft, momentarily lost in the rising cheer from the army of labourers who now toss their caps in the air and slap each other on the back. The lake slowly fills, but with it comes a sense of disappointment that the water is as brown as the earth it covers, its surface laced with a froth of milky suds because time has not yet had a chance to purify its essence. The child cries again. But still the water seethes and courses with excited rivulets running ahead, searching out the contours of its new home, layering and pooling in ever-changing patterns until the weakening cries slowly slip below its surface and time settles once more.
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What did they expect? He didn’t actually use those words, but they ran like an invisible thread through the condescension lacing his voice and along the lines of his expensive suit until full-stopped by the shiny glass squares of his cufflinks. A Saturday afternoon wedding in July? A year’s advance booking was the absolute minimum and usually two were needed to secure the Manor House. He smiled at them as if they were naïve children who still believed that love’s imperative had the power to transcend all obstacles, then pushing his leather-bound diary across the coffee table, told them that sometimes the pre-booking sadly lasted longer than the marriage itself. And of course they were still dealing with the backlog of those weddings that had to be postponed. Currently there were no cancellations, thankfully no dramatic changes of heart that always haloed tears like confetti over the heads of the unfortunates. He stopped speaking to sip the coffee he had arranged for them. His pearly-coloured fingernails were manicured.

Alex stared at him and wanted to tell him he didn’t care if the Manor House wasn’t available, that he’d be perfectly happy getting married in the local registry office, or on the beach, in fact anywhere other than here. Wanted to tell him that everyone connected with the wedding industry was no better than a low-life gangster making a killing out of people’s romantic fantasies, fantasies about which he cared very little. But looking at Ellie and seeing the disappointment on her face, he knew he needed to take back some control of the situation because it was obvious that the Manor House’s wedding planner was finding pleasure in delivering the bad news he obviously believed enhanced the exclusive prestige of his domain.

‘Well, thanks for your time,’ Alex said, then rested his arm on Ellie’s shoulder in a gesture of consolation, but she felt stiff under his touch as if the disappointment had calcified her skin. She sat motionless until, feeling the slightest of tremors, he worried that she was going to cry. She had set her heart on this particular venue, saying she liked the sense of history, the high quality of the facilities and the fact that it was easily accessible from Belfast. He didn’t fully understand her attraction but assumed it perfectly matched the wedding day she had always imagined for herself. But they would find somewhere else – and as far as he was concerned, so much the better if it allowed them to get married without the pretension he saw everywhere around him.

Perhaps it was the all-too-obvious attempts to make the interior resemble some photograph in Country Life, with gilt-framed landscape oil paintings, vases full of flowers that looked as if they had just been cut from a meadow, wall lights with velvet tasselled shades, thick carpets and dark wood upholstered furniture that was supposed to signify gravitas. A carefully curated selection of magazines fanned open across the coffee tables like playing cards. Even the doormen were liveried from some lost period of history. And while Alex was naturally drawn to old buildings, this one seemed to him like a simulation whose original character had long since been stripped away and then dressed in a pastiche of someone else’s fantasy of the past. Whatever had been the original essence of the house had been slowly suffocated by its supposed improvements. The heavily advertised extensive spa facilities of course offered the requisite balance between the new and the old and no doubt justified the exorbitant prices.

He couldn’t remember hating anywhere quite so much since the time they had gone to Disneyland Paris and the Magic Kingdom had left him feeling only that he was the victim of an elaborate and shameless swindle. ‘I think you probably need to bring a child with you for it to work properly,’ Ellie had said, and he had nodded in agreement but secretly thought that not even the biggest brood of children could alter the way he felt about it.

Perhaps it was the unwelcome prospect of tears, perhaps it was because he had extracted the maximum satisfaction out of dashing their foolish expectations, that made this middle-aged man in an expensive suit suddenly hold up a hand – as if he was at the eleventh hour suspending the court’s judgement.

‘There is one possibility that you might choose to consider. Let me see,’ he said as he flicked the pages of his diary forward then placed his hand on his chin to simulate deep thought. ‘There is the Boat House down by the lake. It’s still being renovated and refurbished, but if everything goes according to schedule it could be available if you were prepared to go for a date in late September. We could reserve a small number of rooms for guests who want to stay overnight. You would be the first party to use it.’

‘What’s it like?’ Ellie asked.

‘I think it will be very pretty,’ he said. ‘It’s right on the water’s edge and because you’re not having a particularly large wedding it could accommodate your numbers.’

‘Can we see it?’

‘Of course. But if you don’t mind I’ll get my assistant Rosemary to take you down. I have another meeting scheduled.’

He made a call and then, standing up, shook their hands. As he walked away, the spicy scent of his aftershave lingered in his wake. Alex was glad he’d gone and was tempted to say something but stayed silent.

‘What do you think, Alex?’

‘I don’t know. Let’s have a look and then you can decide.’

‘We both need to like it. It’s not just my decision.’

‘I know,’ he said and then stopped himself saying, ‘I’ll be happy anywhere you want to marry me,’ because it sounded trite but, as the assistant arrived, regretted not saying it anyway.

She was an older woman with a genuine smile and already he liked her better than her boss because she didn’t patronise them as she introduced herself, then asked them if they had finished their coffee.

‘It’s just five minutes’ walk to the lake,’ she told them. ‘But don’t worry, the renovation includes a small bar so guests don’t have to traipse up to the house every time they need a drink and all the catering is delivered in. There are bathrooms and a dance floor so you have everything you need, and if the weather’s good on the day we can even arrange to have the ceremony outside right on the water’s edge.’

They followed her through the gardens then down the gravel path that was bordered on both sides by glossy-leaved rhododendrons and azaleas still harbouring the lingering traces of blossom. Already they could hear the sound of work and when they reached the end of the path they saw the Boat House for the first time. It was larger than he had imagined and, despite its present state, grander in scale. There was a team of men busy on both the interior and exterior, the air riven by the high-pitched whine and screech of machines cutting wood and nails being fired home. A radio in some unseen spot struggled to make its music heard above the tumult. A web of cabling latticed the entrance and a generator close by throbbed angrily, shivering and shuddering with its own intensity. Two portable toilets, clearly intended to preclude any need to use the hotel’s facilities, stood close to where a white minibus was parked.

The building was constructed mostly from wood, its brickwork base reaching about four feet in height, then topped with a roof of red layered tiles, some of which were missing. The two stone dragons guarding its double-doored entrance suggested it had been modelled on some Oriental pavilion. The original windows had been removed so the building seemed afflicted with a kind of blindness. Around it on the house side were some flower beds with dust-coated mottled shrubs and rowan trees still studded with red berries. Nearby, a narrow wooden jetty reached into the water, the dull surface of which was disturbed only by the light keening of a breeze which stirred the heavy-headed braid of rushes lacing the edges of the lake.

‘We’ve tried to keep as much of the old structure as possible, then extended it on two sides. The final interior colour is going to be a particular shade of red which we think is close to how it was originally. It’s not a listed building so the builder’s been able to crack on. New windows will create plenty of light and afford lovely views of the lake. What do you think?’

‘I like it,’ Ellie said, ‘but will it definitely be finished by September?’

‘Definitely. There are penalty clauses in the contract if it’s not, and knowing the builder I can tell you that he won’t be paying any of them, even if it means working weekends.’

‘What do you think, Alex?’ Ellie asked.

He knew then that his default response of ‘I like it if you like it’ was the wrong one, so he stirred some enthusiasm and told her he thought it was great, and as far as he was concerned, it was great if it got them out of the suffocating atmosphere of the Manor House.

‘How long has it been here?’ he asked.

‘The Manor House has been here from the middle of the nineteenth century. Then a family called the Remingtons bought it just after the First World War and pumped a lot of money into it – I believe it needed a lot of work. And we know the Boat House was built in the twenties: we still have the dated original plans. The lake itself was created at the same time – I think it was the fashion. Dear knows how many men it would have taken to move that amount of earth, but I suppose people were desperate for work then and labour was cheap.’

One of the workers ambled over to them. He had an aura of authority about him and they assumed he was a foreman. Squat and muscular, he was wearing a low-slung tool belt that made him look like a gunslinger, reinforced by the fact that one hand held a nail gun.

‘Come to check on us, Rosemary?’ he asked, smiling and letting the hand holding the gun drop down by his side.

‘Someone needs to keep an eye on you, Alfie,’ she said, sharing the same jocular tone. ‘And you better get a shift on if these two young people are going to get married in it.’

He looked at them and nodded, his eyes bright with mischief.

‘So you’ll be wanting a roof on then,’ he asked, ‘and glass in the windows?’

‘If it’s not too much trouble,’ Ellie said, joining in the game.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he answered, ‘but you could always do what my eldest boy did. Take yourself off to Vegas and get married for less than a hundred dollars. A bit more and Elvis will do the ceremony for you.’

‘You trying to put us out of business?’ Rosemary asked.

‘The prices you people charge,’ he said, ‘would put a deposit down on a decent house.’

‘We have a house,’ Ellie said.

‘Come on, Alfie, you wouldn’t begrudge a girl her big day,’ Rosemary said.

‘Suppose not,’ he said. ‘Well, good luck to you – and I promise to have the place looking great, roof, windows and all.’

They thanked him and, as he wandered back to work, tried not to look at where the weight of the tool belt had started to pull his trousers low enough to expose the start of what they didn’t want to see. Then suddenly he turned and, hitching up his trousers, said, ‘You know the place is haunted, don’t you?’

‘Alfie, don’t be spreading that old wives’ tale.’

‘Call it what you will but the local boys say they always knew it as the Ghost House.’

‘We’re not superstitious,’ Alex said. ‘And what’re a few ghosts amongst friends? They’re all welcome.’

‘Why is it supposed to be haunted?’ Ellie asked, staring at the building intently and narrowing her eyes against the bright light.

But whether he didn’t know or didn’t want to say they would never find out, because his reply was a slow shrug of his shoulders and then he turned again to take a phone call, during which his only contribution was to say ‘No problem’ at regular intervals while he pushed some gravel back and forwards with the toe of his work boot.

‘Don’t pay any attention to Alfie – he likes winding people up. But he’s a good builder. He’s done a lot of work for us. And always to a high standard. He’s old school – takes pride in his work.’

They followed her to the entrance until she told them they shouldn’t get any closer, and stared into the mote-filled interior whitened with a trembling snow cloud of dust and debris. From the ceiling, cables hung down like prehensile tails while the floor was coated with a yellow snowfall of planed wood curlicues.

As if anticipating the doubts that she imagined were taking root, Rosemary told them, ‘You’re seeing it at its worst but things change very quickly, and when the building work is done, the interior people will really transform it into something special. Somewhere you’d be happy to get married. I’ll leave you for a while to talk it over. We can discuss the details when you’ve made a decision. I’ll wait for you up in the house. I have some drawings from the architects that will give you a good impression of how it will look when finished.’

Alex watched her go, and suddenly the sound of her shoes scrunching the gravel made him think of his childhood seaside holidays. The shingle beach pressed against his skin and the vision of that sea’s permanent unrest momentarily overpowered the calm of the lake. He remembered too the sun-glinted pebbles sharp against the soles of his feet, so he always walked across it with slow exaggerated steps.

When Rosemary had moved out of sight they walked towards the lake, its surface shifting in a sudden swathe of unfettered light as it lisped and seeped through the penumbral braiding of feathery-headed reeds. Two swans stalled calmly, indifferent to their presence. He thought he remembered that they mated for life and considered making a joke of it, but didn’t know how to carry it off without sounding sentimental or crass. However, he hoped it was true because he told himself he loved Ellie. When he had announced their engagement his male friends had joked about a life sentence, and all the old clichés had got a boisterous airing, but he was tired of freedom, of all the energy that needed to be expended, of all the pretences and games that had to be played because of it. He was ready to give it all up, to be married in this boat house, however it looked, and set out on a new stage of the life they already shared.

Matty had been the worst. But Matty was always the worst. A friend since childhood, but as time went on Alex had grown weary of him, and had already decided that after he got married it would be his best opportunity to loosen the connection. He could justify it to himself with lots of reasons – Matty’s recklessness, his lack of self-awareness, his insistence on the pursuit of a good time in ways that now seemed immature and even dangerous. But he knew too that there was a reason he could never fully free himself from the friendship they once shared: moments that could never be forgotten or vanquished. He shivered a little and told himself it was the wind skimming off the water.

Ellie turned to look at him and smiled. ‘I think it’s perfect – that it will be perfect.’

‘That’s good,’ he answered. ‘That’s good.’

She walked out along the jetty, which was partially edged with reeds. The effect made it look for a second as if she was walking on the surface of the water. He followed her because he wanted to see her, see her the way he had at the start and not through the filter of wedding favours, endless lists of potential guests and seating plans. He wanted to have once more that simple freshness of vision and renewed sensation of what he had felt, not have it blurred and cheapened by every supposedly indispensable ingredient vital for the day’s success, or all the other debris that had started to fall across the life they already shared. And as he put his arms around her and they both stared at the lake, he told himself that the coming day would indeed be another beginning, when everything they didn’t need could be cast off and love itself would shine anew with the very lightness that now caressed the water’s surface.
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George Allenby had never constructed a lake before and if he had anything to do with it, would never repeat the experience. He had drawn the very short straw because of his university degree in engineering and because he was the least senior of his colleagues who worked for the Belfast architects of Wickets and Rodgers. And yet as Alastair Wickets, perhaps detecting his lack of enthusiasm, had stressed, it was by no means a job of low importance: because the Remington family was a longstanding patron of the practice who had frequently solicited their services, including to restore the Manor House itself, and also to draw the plans and oversee the construction of various commercial properties throughout the city.

Allenby had been compelled to do his research, both as a result of his ignorance of the mechanics of such a project and a desire to get things right. He had consulted a practice in Derbyshire who had completed a similar piece of work for a stately home being regenerated by the National Trust, had read books and written numerous letters to fellow architects and engineers. He had also gone to the Linen Hall Library and pored over musty tomes in search of historical examples.

But as he stood at the southern aspect of the lake’s newly fashioned contours marked by red poles, the level of knowledge he had acquired did not ease his apprehension, or indeed the increasing sense of foreboding that had deepened and thickened with the advent of a week’s rain. The resulting mud took full possession of the works as if the earth was exerting its primitive primacy and sullenly reclaiming what had been stolen from it. Wet splodges spattered the plans even though he tried to shelter them inside his jacket. If he stood too long in the same spot there was a danger that he might stick, so at intervals he squelched his feet out of the sucking mire. But it did little to repel the growing sense of paralysis he felt. The work was too slow, too beset by things outside his control. His increasingly damp tweed jacket smelt like cat’s piss, but despite the rain he had not sheltered under an umbrella. He knew from the war that you couldn’t lead men by rubbing privilege in their faces, that however much of a pretence, which couldn’t resist any form of close scrutiny, it was a necessary gesture of solidarity. Solidarity in the face of the enemy. Many of the labourers had tried to improvise some protection from the rain by fashioning capes out of hessian so they looked like Owen’s ‘old beggars under sacks’.

The size of the proposed lake was far too big but Remington had refused to compromise. The lake’s size, just as his acquisition of the Manor House itself, was clearly another element of his belief that there was no point having wealth unless it was fully displayed. It made the work involved enormous and the given timescale extremely challenging. He could have used twice the number of men that had been enlisted. But as grandiose as Remington’s imagination might be, there was also an inherent meanness when it came to expenditure.

Allenby blinked rain away as in front of him a legion of men laboured at removing the soil with long-handled shovels, then spooned it inelegantly into wheelbarrows before struggling up the ramp to carry it where new landscaping would eventually transform it into a grass-covered, rhododendron-planted drumlin partially screened with native trees. But as the rain churned the mud so the men could barely move and as they compressed it with their feet, it made it even more difficult to extract. And the earthen ramp constructed to allow them to wheel their barrows out of the excavated basin had become a sodden quagmire, gouged ever deeper by the wheels. The planks they had then placed as tracks had slimed over and men were slipping, sometimes spilling the hard-earned barrow loads they carried. From a distance it might look almost comical, like some scene from a Chaplin film.

He looked at the sky, the colour of beaten tin, hoping for any glimpse of respite, but even though the earlier downpour had slowly turned into a light, almost invisible drizzle, there was nothing to offer hope or clemency. He had already dismissed the use of machinery, frustrated by one too many breakdowns and bog-downs where sacking and planks had to be put under wheels and long lines of men had strained on ropes to pull the marooned vehicle free, looking for all the world like a journey back through time where men such as these had laboured to move some building block or giant stone to a rising monument or a memorial to the dead.

A memorial to the dead. It was inevitable that the mud would take him back, even though he tried, as with all memories of those times, to resist that compulsion. And what was the point of it, he asked himself, except to relive once more the misery endured, the overwhelming sense of loss and, in its most bitter moments, its inexplicable futility. Sometimes, however, as in his dreams, or in some seemingly random and disconnected moment, he didn’t get to exercise a choice – a shadowed glimpse of his profile reflected in a shop window as he hurried by, a particular smell that he wasn’t sure belonged to the present or his past, the sound of a small bird heading for open sky smacking into his bedroom window, could shudder through him. But the time he had come closest to collapse, of falling into some void inside himself, was when it felt that nature itself conspired to overthrow him. The cries of foxes in the hour just before dawn, coming from somewhere in the woods behind his house on the edge of the city. The screams of a man caught on the wire slowly dying from his wounds, screams that after a while they all pretended not to hear, tried to drown out with the raised coarseness of their talk, even at one point with the breathy discordant hysteria of a mouth organ. A voice from somewhere down the trench shouting, ‘Will someone put that poor bastard out of his misery!’ while the others silently cursed their fallen comrade for inflicting his suffering on them. Suffering was not something that could be shared, so to lament it was to shoulder an additional burden that wouldn’t help, might cause you to stumble, even when the shadows fell thickly, to lie down in the mud.

And everyone needed only things that helped them – the photograph of a wife or lover; some meagre little item that arrived in a parcel and whose significance was so much greater than itself; a dream of a dry bed or a glass of cider; a dream of a purer, unsullied future. The ever-present hope of a Blighty. He had no photographs of a wife or lover, only the reality of his own dream, a dream in which he bought a plot of land where he would build a house overlooking the sea, the sea in which he would wash himself clean in the early morning light. The nature of the house changed – sometimes it was big-windowed and flooded with light, other times its walls were thick and defensively sheltered against the world outside. Once, he imagined it with a glass roof and nothing except the motionless clouds above.

As dawn broke and with the cries of the foxes still in his head, he had got up and walked in the wood, until the burgeoning light and the stirring freshness of the air saturated his being. The foxes were long gone. Now there was only the soft press of his feet cushioned by the moss and a breeze stirring the branches into the slightest tremble of movement. He walked on letting his hands feel the reality of bole and leaf until a calmness found him again.

Class and education had seen him arrive in France as an officer. The men had laughed at him. Sometimes behind his back, sometimes with ill-disguised surliness or sarcasm in their answers. His sergeant had taken him aside after the first week and told him what he needed to do before it went beyond saving. His sergeant, who was twice the man he now found himself serving, who knew what had to be done in every situation and yet every day had to address him as ‘sir’ and pretend he needed his orders. So Allenby had waited for the right moment, the right trouble-maker, and then hit him with all the force he could muster, then stood over him with his drawn revolver and told him he would put a bullet in his head if he ever spoke to an officer like that again. The men were happy to fall into line – they always found a greater sense of security if they were able to believe that the person in charge knew what they didn’t. There was no comfort in chaos. He came to feel their perverse respect, strong and enduring enough to follow where he led and in the knowledge that he would never ask them to do anything he wasn’t prepared to do himself.

A fox crying in a wood. A sea of churned mud. In the trenches you were no longer fully human but a creature burrowing ever deeper into the bowels of the earth, slowly transformed in a backward journey of evolution into some kind of snuffling half-blind thing desperate to tunnel into shelter. And it was the earth that was your constant companion, a liniment lingering along the folds and crevices of flesh, caked in hair and ears, under fingernails, the smell and taste of it in your mouth and inveigling itself into your very consciousness. He would never forget the smell – ammonic, rotten, disfigured by the obscenities inflicted on it so it became a repository of noxious vapours that in vengeful response slowly released its putrid gases. And when it turned to mud it became a killer. He had never witnessed a man drowning in a green sea of chlorine gas but he had seen the corpses of men face down who had tried in vain to clamber out of shell craters that they had mistaken for refuge, their last breaths returning them to the clay from which life had once been formed. Some of them had slipped back into the water where their bodies bloated and fed vermin. At other times partial faces, hands, limbs broke free from the earth where some explosion had buried them, as if desperate to reclaim the light once more.

As he surveyed the shambles below him he felt a sense of foreboding. Once, he had thought of rain as bringing a cleansing to the world, a refreshing restorative to the dry withering of the sun, but after the war he knew it only as an enemy, indifferent to the suffering it delivered to those on whom it fell. Another man stumbled on the slope out of the excavation, going down like a collapsing horse in halters before he stumbled up again and reclaimed his balance.

‘A good day for ducks,’ the voice behind him said.

Edward Remington, the son of the Manor House, was coming towards him under an umbrella. He wore black leather riding boots, a long belted raincoat and a trilby hat – he could have been setting out for a day at Downpatrick races. He knew Eddie from the golf club they shared – once they had been drawn together in a four ball and he knew too that while winning at anything didn’t seem particularly important to his partner, he was still prepared to cheat, and not averse to discreetly using his foot to nudge a ball into a better lie. Afterwards they had shared a drink and a smoke. Eddie had been too young for the war, and while Allenby wished that experience on no one, he couldn’t help thinking that the consequence of discipline and the compulsion of collective responsibility might have shaped him into something better. Charm was the currency Eddie dealt in, the seemingly bottomless capital on which he drew daily and which, allied to his good looks and reputation as a source of fun, seemed to obscure the need for any meaningful or specific employment in his father’s commercial empire. Allenby didn’t harbour an intense dislike for him but he judged people now on one criterion only – whether they could hold up their end or not, and he had no great belief in Eddie’s ability to do that.

‘It’s a bloody nightmare,’ Allenby said. ‘Going on in this weather is probably doing more harm than good. I’m going to call it a day if it doesn’t stop soon.’

‘The old man was complaining about it taking so long, but then he never was blessed with much patience.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘At some lodge dinner I think.’

‘Orange?’

‘No, Masonic. The Orange don’t do much more than tea and sandwiches in some draughty hall. I’ve been to enough of them not to want to be at any more.’

‘Creating a lake isn’t just a case of digging a big hole and then waiting for it to rain, or suddenly turning on some giant tap in the sky.’

‘Isn’t it?’ Eddie asked.

‘I wish it were,’ Allenby said, ‘and if it was, I’d be sitting in a warm office back in Belfast by now drinking tea and making up the bill.’ Though he knew Eddie wouldn’t be particularly interested, he felt the need to unburden himself of the frustrations of the job. ‘We have to divert the river by blocking and you can’t get a stonemason right now for love nor money because they’re all up in the Mournes working on the reservoirs; then construct a sluice gate to control the flow of water, work out stuff about water tables, dig pipes and drainage, find a way of stopping it silting up, build an outlet structure that allows the lake to be drained if needed, arrange for planting and on and on.’

‘So it’s not just a big hole in the ground,’ Eddie said.

But before he could reply there was a loud cry of pain as one of the men pushing a barrow up the ramp fell suddenly. He didn’t get up. Men gathered round but simply stood looking down at him. Allenby hurried along the edge of the excavation, careful to keep his balance and avoid slipping into it, and for a second he was running along the duckboards of a zigzagging trench. When he reached the fallen man he had to elbow the bystanders aside to see him. He lay on his back groaning and holding his hand across his face as if that might shield him from the pain – or perhaps it was his embarrassment at being the object of so many stares.

‘Move away! Give him room!’ Allenby shouted, then knelt down beside him and placed his hand on the man’s shoulder, which felt like a sodden piece of rag.

‘My leg’s broken,’ the man said, lifting his hand away from his face.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I heard the bloody snap.’

Allenby asked him his name and then looked round for Eddie Remington. He was standing about twenty feet away still sheltering under the umbrella. Allenby walked towards him.

‘Can you get the car from the house. We need to get him to the doctor down in the village.’

‘The car?’ Eddie asked. ‘He’s in a bit of a state.’

And Allenby knew that the prospect of a mud-coated man laid out on the pristine leather of the Austin was more than Eddie was willing to contemplate. He turned away in disgust and told the foreman to bring the horse and cart round to the edge of the lake. Then dismissed the workers and told them to be on time in the morning.

‘Are we getting full pay for today?’ a voice shouted.

Allenby told them they were, and when the cart arrived they carefully lifted the injured man into the back, his cries of pain lacerating the air, then laid him on a bed of green tarpaulin before covering him with what was left of it. Everywhere was putrid with the smell of clay and the sodden phalanx of men moving away, their caked feet leaving a brown trail across the grass. The horse whinnied and flicked its head as if it too wanted to be gone. Allenby organised for someone to tell the man’s wife about his injury, then shouted to the two men who had offered to accompany him to tell the doctor that the bill should be sent to the Manor House. He stood for a moment looking down into the excavation, its undisturbed puddles momentarily brightening with light, and wondered if he would ever see the job completed.

‘You know what the name for the boat house is that we’re going to build here? For all this?’

Eddie shrugged his shoulders.

‘A folly, a bloody folly,’ Allenby said, then tried to scrape some of the mud off the soles of his boots by sliding them back and forwards across a patch of clean grass.

In response Eddie reached into the pocket of his coat and brought out a hip flask. At first Allenby refused, but as the younger man continued to hold it outstretched towards him, he took it.

‘Come up to the house and get dried out,’ Eddie said. ‘Warm yourself with a cup of tea. Or get the chill out of your bones with another wee Bush.’

‘I’m in a bit of a state,’ Allenby said, staring at him with barely concealed disdain, but he was concentrating only on screwing the cap back onto his hip flask.

‘You can use the boot room,’ he said, ‘and anyway, we’ll only be going into the kitchen.’

Allenby went to say something about the tradesman’s entrance but stopped himself, then extricated his feet from the mud for the final time that day and followed Eddie as he set off across the meadow and onto the lawn that circled the house. He turned back only once to let his eyes follow the bruised trail through the grass left by the tramping feet of the men heading in the opposite direction. He knew that if the world wasn’t in the state it was, where every job, however badly paid, was fought over, there would be fewer of them returning in the morning. Eddie’s riding boots squeaked with each step he took, steps that seemed to slither over the grass as if lifting his feet was an unwelcome burden.
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Alex’s pleasure in old buildings was mitigated by the knowledge that his arrival was usually a forerunner to their disintegration. And if he had been told to think of himself as someone who brought new life to the dead, who helped exercise a miracle of regeneration, he didn’t buy into that. His father harboured no concerns for history, and in their business, time was always money – big money. Alex had worked for him long enough to know that if he got his own unfettered way, he would have levelled half of the city centre – ‘nothing better than a clean slate’ was a favourite saying. In fact Alex had often thought his father’s future headstone should have an image of a wrecking ball engraved on the marble.

Whenever Alex entered an old commercial building their business had acquired or intended to purchase, he often thought he should lightly kiss the front door like some Mafia don because he knew his entry was the beginning of a brutal betrayal. So it was important to savour moments like the one in which he now found himself, where nothing was destroyed, as much as he could, to show respect by being on his own. He always insisted on ditching the company of estate agents or architects and moved quietly from room to room – sometimes he even put his phone on silent. When he touched doors and surfaces he did so gently, as if trying to calm them before the trauma that awaited was unleashed. Of course, there were planning restrictions in place – restrictions and regulations that caused his father apoplexies, then sent him scampering off to consort and confer in search of ways to circumvent what he thought of as the constant bureaucratic desire of ‘pen-pushers’ to put a brake on a march to progress, to modernity. To making money. And not just making money for himself and the company but also for all those who would get a cut. For the new businesses and interests that would flourish in their wake, even though his father sometimes resented that they simply moved in like carpetbaggers after the bloody business of war was over.

Working for his father paid well and provided him with a comfortable lifestyle that included a town house in the right part of the city for him and Ellie. But as with everything, there was a price to be paid, not least a sense that somehow he was, metaphorically at least, still living at home and while under his father’s employment forever subject to his rules, to all his foibles and whims. That you were never fully grown-up because you were never fully independent. And Alex knew he hadn’t even earned his position, because he hadn’t acquired any qualifications relevant to the job he did. He had started a degree in architecture but had packed it in halfway through, just before he had been forced to leave by repeated failure to submit work. His father’s frustration with his failure was clear even though it was mostly wordless, but Alex didn’t doubt that he found some pleasure in it because it served to confirm his opinion that his son gave up too easily, walked away too quickly when things got difficult.

It was true, however, that he had imagination, the ability to look at a building and see what it could become, so perhaps it didn’t matter that it was always someone else’s job to translate those ideas into tangible reality. He didn’t need to worry about the state of the Tea Merchant’s roof that sprouted willow herb and buddleia as if in an attempt to simulate a ragged rooftop garden; he didn’t need to inspect beams and structures; or carry out measurements – that had already been done by others – nor did he need to do a detailed survey of the building’s fabric. None of this mattered because this brownstone Edwardian building was going to be gutted from top to bottom. To appease the planners, they would leave the frontage untouched, even refresh it to its original pristine state before years of the city’s smoke and pollution had done their damage.

It was an old tea importer’s office, with three floors and an attic. There was a wooden staircase winding up to the top of the building as well as a metal-grilled lift that had some half-hearted decorative features. Initially they had bought it for office
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