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What would you say if someone called you up completely out of the blue and offered you your dream future?

Would you be freaked out? Think it was too good to be true? Would you snap at it and screw the consequences?

It happened to me. Every single thread of my life lurched sideways on that day. But I have no regrets.

My career in programming was going nowhere having long since become stale, even soul destroying. I needed a change; I was desperate for it. I wanted to dump it all behind me, start again. To make a real transformation in my life.

So, when the call came through from the Longden Trust about a huge country estate in desperate need of restoration, I jumped at the chance, seeing my way out of the rut I’d been living in. I could buy it, fix it, sell it and retire!

I must seem ridiculously impetuous to you, but in my defence, I wasn’t totally without reservation. The timing was almost too perfect. The price was too low. How on Earth did they have my number? Why did they think I wanted to buy a property? I can assure you that none of it was luck.

Rather than linger on my suspicions, instead I found I couldn’t help but get swept into the excitement of the opportunity. My imagination was filled with images of romantic history. I pictured beautiful women in elaborately styled dresses with balconied breasts and generous amounts of indulgent fabrics used without restraint.

Between you and me, I have always harboured a secret fascination for the sumptuous costumes of the past. The shape of them, sweeping in from the shoulders to the feminine narrow waist before billowing out into a blossoming skirt. Instead of fearing to use extravagant fabrics, my ancestors positively revelled in them!

Not that I’d ever have dreamt of admitting it to anyone. I was a guy and men certainly did not confess to that kind of thinking.

Pettiworth House resides in the county of Norfolk, 8 miles of difficult hiking to the nearest village, the once wide road having long since overgrown. The building itself is an old Tudor construction with grey and crumbling plaster, contrasting against thick, dark wooden beams.

It had once belonged to a powerful and wealthy family but looking at it now, nested in a tangle of brambles, nettles and other vastly overgrown plants, the glory of its former years was hard to gauge.

As soon as I saw it, I loved it. 

I put everything I had into my new project, selling everything I owned. My flat, my bed, my books, even any clothes I thought good enough to sell. The only possessions I moved in with were my mattress, my tools, some kitchen utensils and a few shabby outfits I didn’t mind getting dirty.

Contrary to any remorse at removing all traces of my life, it felt liberating. Metaphorically washing myself clean of the drudgery of my previous nonexistence.

I had been living in the house for a short while when I jerked awake, my heart racing and cheeks burning. A rapidly vanishing dream drifted from my mind teasingly, stealing away the contents of the dream with it. I closed my eyes and tried to summon it back, something had seemed urgent, but it slipped away. It must have been erotic, judging by my little upright prick straining against the duvet.

The sound of my padding feet echoed spookily around the empty house as I made my way to the room I’d designated as my bathroom, although only a large bowl of water confirmed it as such. I tied my long hair back into a pony and gave myself a whore’s bath before brushing my teeth and starting my daily restoration tasks.

The bedroom was the top of my priorities of rooms to repair, deeming that a fan heater, electric blanket and television would improve my life by the greatest amount.

An upstairs bedroom on the more decrepit side of the house had a gash in the wall large enough for a small man to crawl into. Curious about what was inside, I leant in, testing the floor for strength. To my surprise a tight tunnel ran the whole width of the substantial house between the rooms and an inclined roof. If I could brave it, it offered a way to wire the whole side of the house.

The jagged edges of the hole scraped and tugged my clothes. Cobwebs and dust covered my hair, face and hands almost immediately. Ancient wooden struts squashed against my chest as I squeezed through and I felt the horrible crunches of long dead creatures under my hands and knees.

My shuffling and grunts were strangely muffled in that peculiar space, it was a mixture of both thrilling to be the first person to touch those surfaces in 500 years and trepidation at the thought of any rotten wood waiting to snap under my weight and send me tumbling.

Entering a darker part of the tunnel, I could feel heaps of debris littering the ground. Grasping at the wall next to me I found another big gap, perhaps large enough to crawl back out from.

I wondered what it could be, perhaps some forgotten wardrobe or utilitarian space? What if this was an unknown room! I felt my heart jump. Who knew how old it might be and it there was anything still in there!

I pushed myself through the hole and started to grope around in the blackness, attempting to gauge the size and layout of the space. Judging by how far I could reach into the inky darkness, it did seem to be a room. I felt my blood pumping at the thought.

I wondered how it was blocked off and how I could open it up to the rest of the house, groping around for some perspective of the size and shape of the space.

A pale light caught my attention, like a faintly glowing puff of smoke. I edged closer, wondering again how strong the creaking floorboards below me were.

Glancing around, I could see no gaps to the outside world which might be causing the glow.

As I edged closer, the haze gave way to almost hair like tendrils.

I was now immediately in front of the strange occurrence and reached towards it.

The apparition turned with an inhuman rapidity and a deathly bluish tinged face clawed its frightening image into my consciousness. Her swooping clothes, caught an unearthly light and billowed in slow motion around her. Although little more than a whisp, a sense of power and determination emanated from her as I felt her swallow me into her soulful eyes.

My prickling body collapsed under my suddenly puny limbs and I fell back, hitting the floor with a crash!

I saw then that under the face and tumbling, smoke like hair was the faintly visible whole figure of a woman, dressed in a voluminous skirted period dress.

I crawled away, desperately fumbling for the gap in the wall. The figure held her position, but I could sense her watching me.

Feeling pieces of debris on the floor and bruising my knee on a lump of metal sticking out of the floorboards, I lurched towards escape, groping for the gap and finally finding it.

The tight aperture squeezed around my chest as I struggled through, praying that my thumping heart would allow me to fit.

I wriggled the last of my body inside the cavity and crawled as fast as I could back to safety, turning once to glance back towards that fearful place and saw her. She gazed towards me through the gap with her fearful, expressionless face.
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It took a whole tumbler full of brandy to settle my quivering limbs.

Food. I needed to eat. I could already feel the alcohol hitting my blood system, I’d over done it and would be incapable unless I could soak some up quickly.

A little unsteadily I pulled some bread from my makeshift bread bin* and some cheese from my makeshift fridge** and hastily assembled a sandwich.

I stuffed it into my face like an animal, swallowing the stodgy mash with difficulty.

The image of the woman wouldn't leave my mind, emblazoned there as it was and forever would be.

Her cold, fearful face was in fact beautiful. As I considered, her actual expression had perhaps not been completely blank, but the hazy, drifting nature of her face had obscured any details. From what I could discern I didn’t think it had actually seemed malignant. If I’d been forced to put a word to it, I think I might have chosen, ‘curious’.

I now know her dress to be a style call a Robe à l'Anglaise, one of the very wide skirts and narrow waist affairs from the Georgian period. If it wasn’t being worn by a ghost, it would have been very much to my liking.

[image: ]Spooked from my experience, I spent the rest of the day working in the garden. The mundanity of chopping away at the weeds and bright sunshine were so pedestrian that I started to feel braver and even a little foolish
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