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November 1993




Rish never really knew who he was.

Could only ever define himself in terms of absence, of lack. Of what he didn’t have.

A family, friends, a sex life. A partner, a pet. An education.

What he did have never really seemed to matter much to the outside world anyway. Over time, he’d figured out that solitude was probably the best path for him.

He’d been alone for years now, and wasn’t entirely unhappy about it. He never spent a full day without opening his mouth or using his voice. He spoke to his clients at the garage. Hello, good morning, what can I help you with. Oh yes, seems like your brakes need changing, let me order those tires for you. Is Tuesday okay to pick it up? That’ll be a hundred and fifty pounds.

So, not the most meaningful interactions. Then he came home, cleaned himself off and watched the dark grease go down the drain in the shower, hoping it could take away some other things off him, wash him clean of the past. It never did.

In the evenings, he settled by the French doors and looked at the garden. In summer, he left them open and waited for birds, cats, sometimes foxes, to come feed at the various offering bowls he left scattered around his unused terrace. When it got cold, he only had spiders for company. He still spoke to them, called them ‘Madam’ and smiled when he noticed a new one.

It wasn’t all bad. But he had nothing of interest to tell the few people who asked.

It was a Sunday morning, early November. He hadn’t planned much for it. Starting the fire again, maybe making himself some pancakes if he could be bothered. Then reading by the fire. He’d refilled the food bowls outside with seeds the night before, and with the dire weather sending leaves, rain and dirt banging against his windows, there wasn’t much to be done outside of the house.

Still in his flannel pyjamas, he dragged his feet across the cold tiled floor until he could take off his slippers and settle his freezing toes on the plush carpet that protected the area around the sofa, a few feet from the chimney. His grandmother had made it, and it was one of the rare things he managed to salvage from their house when she passed. It was threading around the edges now, and the colours were not the current fashion, but it had been made with love, and by the woman who’d raised him. He’d be damned before he threw it away.

The fire roared inside the hearth and his feet were slowly warming, his tea cooling down to the perfect temperature and his book just getting good - he’d gotten absolutely addicted to police procedurals over the past year - when the phone rang.

He let his tea down on the coffee table with a sigh. Rarely did anyone call, and when it happened, it was usually late in the evening, and some salesperson trying to sell him subscription to a wine delivery service.

However, since he hadn’t paid for an answering machine, he pushed upright with a grunt and shuffled to the little console that welcomed his old, white rotary phone.

“Hello?”

“Hey, you.”

Something fluttered under his ugly, worn jumper.

“Toni?”

“Don’t sound so surprised. I call you about every month.”

She did. In fact, that their friendship still held amounted in great part to her complete stubbornness at refusing to let him fade into nothingness.

“Well,” he smiled, wrapping the phone cord around his index, “I’m happy to hear your voice.”

“Good. How happy would you be to actually see me?”

Rish frowned. It wasn’t exactly shocking for Toni to visit — she usually did around Christmas, spent a few days with her elderly father for the holidays before driving back down to London. It was a bit early in the season, that was all.

“Elated. What’s the occasion?”

She sounded far too excited, like he remembered her on Christmas Eve when they were still children.

“I’ve got an appraisal off the coast, on a small island. Paicrich, ever heard of it?”

He had, vaguely, and not all good things. Toni continued:

“I was thinking I’d come see you before I hop onto the ferry.”

The fluttering descended down to his stomach, expanding there and stealing the regularity of his breath.

“Oh… When would that be?”

“Next weekend?”

A week. Not even five full days to prepare himself to see her again.

“Of course. You’re welcome to… stay with me, even.”

“I hoped you would offer, actually,” Toni chuckled in his ear. “My dad’s up in Scotland visiting my cousins. He’s always wanted to go and he says it’ll be his last winter but you know how dramatic he gets, so he’s crossing things off his bucket-list anyway. So if I show up on Friday evening you’ll be ready for me?”

I’m never fully ready for you.

“Should I stock up on fancy whisky then?” he teased instead.

“Don’t bother, I can bring my own booze.”

He could almost see her wink if he closed his eyes.

“Thanks a bunch, sweet. I’m excited to see you,” she added, her voice softening with an unbearable tenderness.

“Me too.”
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In Rish's mind, Toni was a fox.

Not in the way most people meant it, though. Not a foxy lady.

No, Rish had this odd habit of remembering people as animals. And Toni had always been the easiest one to identify.

She had the cheeky grin, the odd mix of beauty, agility and goofiness. She looked just as soft as a fox's deep orange fur and since the day he'd met her he had longed to burrow against her and steal her heat.

She was a wild thing and yet, in a incomprehensible turn of fate, she had taken an interest in him.

They had met in primary school, in the small town of Gilharbor, where Rish still lived. They must have been eight or nine years old. He only remembered that his parents had been dead for a while, and he’d been living with his grandparents already when he came home one day, bouncing with joy to announce to them that he’d made a friend.

So when Toni’s mother disappeared, he knew. The all-encompassing dread, the grief. Wondering how your world could collapse so suddenly, the floor vanishing from under your feet.

His own mother died in a car crash. He was too young at the time to even properly remember her. When her name came up, it only evoked in him vague ideas of warmth, comfort, immediately followed by this hollowing pain in his chest where something had been irremediably stolen.

His father killed himself not long after. This, he remembered. He hadn’t seen him, thankfully, his grandparents had been careful enough about it. And it hadn’t been a graphic death. Medicine overdose, his gran had explained when he finally dared to ask, years later. But it was the why, that still followed him to this day.

Sunil Parimoo had moved to England at twenty for his studies, and met Juliet at university. It was, according to the stories he heard all his life, a love from a fairy tale. Soulmates. And when Juliet died, Sunil hadn’t been able to envision a life without her any more.

There is nothing for me here any more, he’d written in his farewell letter. I’m all alone, and I’d rather go and join her early. I’m sorry.

All alone. That’s what he’d made his son, who apparently hadn’t mattered enough to keep him on this plane of existence.

Toni’s mother’s body was found off the coast, by a fishermen’s crew. She was floating on her front, hair in a crown around her head, algae already clinging to her as if she’d started merging with the sea.

Nobody ever really knew what happened. One day, she went for a walk, and never returned.

Thankfully for Toni, her own father deemed her reason enough to keep on living. And together, they grew with the shared knowledge of what it felt to be brutally pulled from the innocence of childhood.
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Rish spent all week preparing for Toni’s visit. It wasn’t exactly a first that she would visit him and stay over, but he remembered in painful details every time it had happened, and how embarrassed he usually was at the state of his house.

He’d never gone to see her in London but he knew from seeing a few photos just how lavish her flat was, how neat and colorful. Toni had never mentioned the lack of decoration in his home, or the old scratchy sheets he offered her when she slept in the guest room. Always, she bade goodnight to him with a kiss on his cheek and send him off to cradle the skin that bore her mark until he fell asleep.

He couldn’t bring himself to chase the spiders off, so he was careful, with a broom, to gently remove the cobwebs without hurting them, all the while apologising and promising them they’d be welcome to build them again in a few days.

He dusted and rearranged his books on the shelves, instead of on the floor by the sofa. He aired out the house to get rid of the smell of damp, and let the fire burn longer so the old stone walls were dry and warm by the time he heard her car’s engine slowing in the street, that Friday night.

Wiping sweaty palms on his jeans, he went to the front door, unable to accomplish anything while he waited for her to knock. He was too eager to wrench the door open when she rapped her knuckles on it, but on the other side, she was grinning with excitement.

She stumbled in, straight into his arms. Suitcase all but abandoned on the other side of the threshold, she squeezed his torso and for a brief second, nuzzled his neck.

“God, I missed you,” she exhaled when she released him to his wobbly legs.

Rish stared in a daze while she retrieved her luggage and closed the door behind her. A fine smattering of snow covered the top of her head, and it quickly melted to shining droplets inside the heat of the house.

“Was the drive okay?” he asked, turning his back to her in order to escape to the kitchen.

She joined him a few seconds later, having taken off her shoes to reveal heart-patterned socks.

“Sure, the usual.”

She was wearing jeans similar to his, and one of those soft-looking jumpers that made Rish long for a hug. It was yellow, today, and brought out the dark hazel of her hair. The wind had swept it into a mess of curls hovering around her head and her eyes glimmered with mischief.

“What did you make?” she asked, coming to stand in front of the stove and lifting the cover of the casserole dish that was slowly cooling. “Ohh, stew!” she cooed, “my favourite.”

Of course, he knew exactly what to cook to get that smile on her.

“Why do you ask if you’re going to check for yourself,” he teased, grabbing teabags from the cupboard and pouring boiling water into their mugs.

He’d never really managed to think of the blue one as something other than Toni’s.

They sat in front of the fire as she began to tell her story.

With her A-levels in the bag, Toni had moved on to study economy in Manchester, leaving Rish behind. Not that they would have had any other choice. And she was so happy, on the phone, telling him all about the friends she was making, the beautiful boys and girls she kissed and, after her first year, slept with too.

After her degree and a few years of hesitation about her career, she finally found her place as an appraiser on the house market. She’d been doing that for fifteen years now, when a few weeks back she had gotten a letter, especially addressed to her.

There was a castle off the coast, on Paicrich Island. Everybody in the town knew about it, it was an old story how the last medieval lord of Brancaster had abandoned it to the Vikings when they came with more ships than the local folk had ever seen. Vikings had occupied it for a few years before deeming the island a waste of time, and it had been crumbling to ruins ever since.

Rish vaguely remembered hearing about it getting bought in the sixties, the owner dumping all of his fortune into renovating it before he, too, called it a lost cause and left the stone walls to fall apart once again.

It looked like someone had inherited the damned thing now, and was hoping to make some money off it. Toni didn’t seem to think there was much to be made off a stack of stones but it would be an adventure, wouldn’t it? A day on an island just for herself, navigating a creepy castle, and in winter, too!

Rish couldn’t begin to understand why she was so excited about it. It all sounded fairly dangerous and unsanitary. Surely, over the years, squatters had settled in and out of the island, leaving sharp objects on the floors and cans of food to rot in the corners.

“How are you even going to reach the island?” he frowned when their mugs were empty and abandoned on the coffee table. “It’s not one of those places with daily tourist trips.”

She batted his question away with a nonchalant flick of her hand.

“I called several fishing places ahead of coming here and one of them agreed to take me for a bit of cash. It’s all going into my expenses anyway.”

“Is it worth it? Money wise, this trip?”

Toni’s lips spread into a satisfied grin and she nodded.

“Oh yeah. Whoever asked for the appraisal had some money to throw out the windows.”

“What do you mean ‘whoever’? You don’t know where that letter came from?”

Toni shrugged.

“No, it was anonymous. But it referenced the company that manages the estate and I checked it out, it’s legit. I just don’t know the name of the heir.”

“I don’t like this,” Rish mumbled. “You’re going to hurt yourself in that place and then who will come to get you when you’re bleeding out on the floor?”

“Well my dashing knight in armour, who else,” she smirked at him.

“It’s not funny, Toni.”

She rolled her eyes and got up from the couch.

“Well, funny or not, I’m going. If you’re gonna be like that I can fuck off to a hotel instead of catching up.”

Rish closed his eyes and took a deep breath. In for one, two, three, four seconds. Out, one, two, three, four.

“Come back, let’s not fight,” he grumbled.

She hadn’t gone very far when he opened his eyes to check. He reached out a hand over the backrest and she took it, pouting.

“I’m sorry,” Toni said. “It’s just that I’ve only been going to stupid mansions that all look the same for the past year, and this… I really want to go,” she sighed.

“It’s okay. Just as long as you promise me you have your helmet and all the safety equipment you need.”

“Of course I do, silly. Now come on, let’s have dinner and drink a little. You look like you could let loose a bit.”

He did. However, all that was left in his booze cupboard was an old bottle of rum that had probably gathered too much dust.

He shouldn’t have doubted her, however, he realised when she darted to the guest room and came back proudly holding a bottle of Lagavulin.
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They spent the weekend either by the fire, or taking walks into town to reach the beach. Facing the sea, Toni took deep breaths of the briny air, filling her lungs with what he assumed must smell like her childhood.

On Sunday evening, he forbade that they drank anything, for fear that she would be hungover and would pass out in vomit somewhere in that castle. She rolled her eyes but something about the way she didn’t insist told him she was secretly happy that he cared.

In return, Rish hid something, too.

He woke up early on Monday morning, long before he knew Toni could possibly be conscious, hopped into his car and went to the garage where he quickly drafted a sign.

We are exceptionally closed for the day and apologise for any inconvenience.

When he came back, she hadn’t even left the guest room and he took his time to craft a hearty breakfast for two. She poked her head into the living-room at half past seven, hair in disarray and far too soft-looking in her worn pyjamas. Toni had always been wider where he was a skinny child, but time had taken care that he’d caught up with her. They could probably have traded clothes now, except he’d have looked ridiculous in hers, and he might never recover from the sight of Toni wearing his shirts.

They ate breakfast in silence — Toni was not a morning person. When she was dressed and
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