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About the Author





MARC HAMER lived in the North of England before moving to Wales. After spending a period homeless, then working on the railway, he returned to education and studied fine art in Manchester and Stoke-on-Trent. His previous book is A Life in Nature: Or How to Catch a Mole which was longlisted for the Wainwright Prize.




Also by Marc Hamer



A Life in Nature: Or How to Catch a Mole




This book, like my life, is for Peggy.




Prologue





The swifts have left the bell tower and are on their way to Africa.

As an exercise in holding my attention on a single thing, my mind’s eye held the pattern that an individual made as a wandering pencil line across the sky. Another swift crossed the line, and then more, returning as all things do to the creative chaos from which they came. In the warp and weft of the strands they drew, I saw the structure of this book – cycles around cycles, lives lived, relationships made and lost, from seed to dust.

Written in a tradition as old as storytelling itself, in essence what is here is truth, although in fact it is often not. What follows is drawn from memory and, just like any other drawing, any other memory, perspectives are distorted, time is contracted and the sun shines in the imagination where in reality there was only shade.

Villedieu les Poêles, Northern France
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White





Fallen leaves curl as if to fold their fingers in for warmth. Hot breath steams from the rudely open gobs of pipes on the outside walls of houses, while inside hungry, roaring flames or coiled electric elements nested deep in boilers keep the people safe, away from nature’s icy teeth. The air outside is densely filled with crystals that turn it into mist so thick I cannot see the nearby church spire through the leafless trees. All is still. Still and silent. The celebrations of Christmas and New Year seem long gone; the people who have jobs have returned to them, but I have not. I’ll have this month for myself, as gardeners often do. January is a time for looking at seed catalogues and dreaming of what could be, if I moved this and dug up that, and planted those over there. The garden floating in my mind shifts like a Mark Rothko painting as I slide a block of colour here and merge two colours there, make a path to break things up, plant a scribbly hedge to build a magnetic corner space. All gardeners have fantasy gardens, and many of them are painters. I no longer paint: painting requires lots of equipment and a permanent workspace to keep it all. I write instead. I can do that anywhere.

The world, outside my house and in, seems peaceful. Although the world of men is rarely peaceful, my own small bounded world relaxes. In the Rookwood where I live, everything looks black and white. The jackdaws, slow and calm, huddle by the chimneys or jab half-heartedly at the frozen earth, the lucky ones pull listless cold worms from the ground or squirming arthropods. The trees do not sway, but point their limbs up and around and wait. The sparrows are quiet, too, still flitting from shrub to shrub but not saying much, and I am watching through my window as if waiting, but not waiting.

The cold is busy doing vital work, sneaking between the grains of earth, lowering the temperature of molecules of water so they slow and cease their movement then expand and push the grains apart, so when the thaw arrives, the clods of soil on the surface crumble. It creeps into the cells of beasts and mingles with their being, as they breathe out warmer air that condenses into steam. It seeps into poor houses and chills the feet and clothes of warm children dressing for school; clings onto the homeless as they shelter in their doorways overnight; and builds crystals on the edges of tawny, dead hydrangea petals, kissing the kale and sprouts and winter cabbages to make them sweet and tasty. It wraps thickly around the apple trees to send them into a sleep so deep that, when they wake, they burst with energetic fruits.

I’m indoors and resting like my cat, who jumps onto my lap as soon as I sit down. A tortoiseshell called Mimi, who loves me like I love her, selfishly and greedily wanting my warmth, as I want her adoration and luxury. She looks into my face; she has splotches in her eyes, brown spatters against the amber, like freckles. I’ve always been a sucker for freckles. I’m torn between the book I’m reading and watching the outside go by. I’m reading, yet again, W. G. Sebald’s Rings of Saturn and feeling snug and blanketed as I follow his meandering journey, which seems to me to come from nowhere and end up nowhere. I like a story that feels real like that.




Beginnings





A new year, a new calendar, a new diary. The indoor world doesn’t feel so new; the same dust blows under my desk, the same ache in my left knee. The only thing that’s new is my diary, leaning next to the old one, which still has a few entries I need to copy across. Had the old diary more pages, it would carry on being used and would do its job as well. It needn’t end quite where it does.

In the distant past, our ancestors chose to begin the new year at midwinter, when the feast of harvest was long gone and there were no available crops in the field, while they watched for the spring to come and show some mercy. Perhaps, in more primitive times, people may have feared that winter was the end of a world that was fading away into permanent cold and darkness. Somebody wrapped warmly in skins perhaps became aware that the falling sun had changed its behaviour and was now climbing higher each day. ‘Look, guys, it’s going to be okay!’ They watched it all go by and saw that everything in the world was always changing, all at different rates. There’s always something new appearing on the scene, coming round the corner. Zoom in too close and things appear to pop into existence and then pop out again. Move back and you can see it all spins round and everything is just background whorl. When I’m feeling sad for any reason, I’ve learned to take a step back, but our senses can only perceive so much; there is so much more they cannot see, and we can never know what exists outside our narrow frame.

After the longest night of the year around 22 December, when the sun slowly starts to return, it seems a good time to begin a new cycle. So we mark the rim of the wheel that infinitely turns; we make it halfway through the darkness as it fades into the light, and we say, ‘This is where the circle starts.’ That day was the very first date in the very first calendar and the start of our culture. I wonder what human life on this planet might have been like, had we been unafraid of the dark and felt no need to count the days and the seasons; if we had never developed a system of numbers, like some Amazonian tribes and children who do not recognise the difference between three sweets and four.

Our culture is rooted in us differentiating between things: night from day, lunchtime from breakfast, us from them, good from bad. Balancing one thing against another. We learn to isolate things from their continuously connected nature and to create clear beginnings and endings. The ancient circular symbol of a serpent eating its tail, the ouroboros, has the head and tail in the same place, but clearly has a beginning and an end, although it goes on for ever. Zen Buddhists have a similar image in the ensō, a simple circle, small or massive; painted in one or two strokes by a master of calligraphy, it starts with the brush being placed somewhere on the page and goes round, then ends at the same place. It symbolises the cycle of life, often wobbly and imperfect – there is nothing outside the circle, there is nothing inside. It is said that the character of the creator can be inferred from the way he paints this circle.




Peppered Moth





In May and June a common peppered moth lays around 2,000 tiny, soft white eggs the size of a pin-head, hidden in deep cracks, high in the canopy, in the bark of a tree. A couple of weeks later each surviving egg splits as the contents grow, and a caterpillar crawls out. It eats its own leathery egg, then the soft parts of the nearest leaf. It eats until it is a thousand times bigger. Birds and bats forage for it high in the leaves and branches. This is an ‘instar’, a stage in the development of a small creature before it sheds its final skin and becomes an adult; caterpillars and nymphs and tadpoles are ‘instars’. This peppered moth instar was one of the first wild creatures to be identified by scientists as being naturally camouflaged, for it looks like a twig of the tree it was born on: greeny-brown, stiff and straight, at rest. The scales on the wings of the moth that it becomes are coloured to disappear against the lichen that grows on the trees where it lives, breeds, lays and dies. All the parts of its life are matched to that tree.

The instar eats and grows fat and tight, its skin splits open and a new caterpillar’s arched back bursts out, pulls its head free and struggles out of the old skin, leaving it clinging onto the branch with its hollow bud-like legs. Just another bit of twig. The caterpillar sheds its skin two or three times in its life. Later in the year, around October, as fat as it can get, it quits the leaves where it was born, works its bumbling way down to the earth and burrows into the soil, where it lies over the winter, pupating. It creates a hard brown shell, and inside that little house the body of the caterpillar breaks down into a disorganised brown mush that squirms unpleasantly if you touch it. Cell soup in a natural test tube, which churns and reinvents itself before the spring comes.

It grows in size and in April or May it wriggles to the surface, where the dry cocoon splits open and a new creature bursts out from its weird sleep. With long and jointed legs, it hangs onto a leaf or twig. No longer a crawling, burrowing thing, it pumps up its wings with blood and they dry in the sun and wind and it flies up. The female flies only once in her lifetime; she waits high in the tree she fell from in a previous life, and sends out pheromones to attract a male. The males will fly every night until they find a mate and will rest in the trees during the day. After mating, the males will stay with her to protect her from other male moths until she lays her many eggs, deep in the cracks in the bark, while the birds and bats look to take them. By the end of the summer the moth will have died. It has never made a decision in its life; it just does what it does because that is what it does. It follows the flow that takes it where the flow always goes.


I start my day as it breaks and I write about it often. Drawing the imperfect circle over and over again. Yesterday is the distant past and I start the day from where I am, not where I was; and here I am at breakfast writing notes, with the day ahead of me and the night behind. I think daybreak is the finest time, when she and I are warm together, cosy waking to the first unedited line of the circular poem of this day and all our days. I focus in, and every waking is a birthday, joyous, newly born. I make her tea, we chat.

Peggy, sitting by me, says, steaming cup in hand, ‘Your beard is now completely white.’

I say, ‘We made it through, didn’t we?’

‘It is so white it sparkles,’ she says.

It was not always so easy.
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Returning





Miss Cashmere is looking older. Slightly more papery. Like something Japanese and delicate. A lantern, bright, pretty. Occupying space, but so fragile she could be blown all the way back to Japan in a slight wind, turned into pulp by a small shower, dashed to the ground by the curiosity of a bird. A blue tit. A moth fluttering at her brightness. A red silk peony holds her hair up in a white bun. Straggles have escaped and those at the back curl down and then around themselves against the freckles on her neck.

It is February. I haven’t seen her since the beginning of December. She has passed a winter living alone. Like a chrysalis from under the soil, she has emerged from the darkness changed: she is more bent, she is twisted like a rusty woodscrew. She is nearly eighty.

I’ve been in the fields all winter, catching moles and waiting for the spring, and trying to stay warm by keeping moving and pretending not to be ancient, but I am. I feel as worn as a creaky gate; I long to fall open on my hinges to the easy place where the wood hits the mud and the world passes by. Do Miss Cashmere’s hinges and muscles ache? Is her breathing shallow, her heart irregular? In the empty darkness can she hear the squeals and howls of tinnitus? Can she cut her own toenails or does somebody in a white coat, a name badge on a lanyard, do it for her, kneeling on a cushion at her feet, wearing surgical gloves?

This is my first day back at work in the garden after a long winter break. There are molehills in the lawn; a white crust of frost tops the fresh soil they dug last night, little snowy mountain landscapes. When they thaw I’ll rake out the hills as a top dressing on the lawn. I will no longer set traps for the moles, throw their soft bodies to the crows. I’m done with the demeaning business of killing things, a business that worked away at me little by little until I felt closed inside.

She is sitting at her kitchen table, reading the newspaper and smoking a cigarette, a flash of white hair through the window. The floating trail from her cigarette and her hair and the window seem to be made of the same ghostly fabric, here and not here. The red peony glowing mistily, the only real colour. Through the softness of merging clouds of smoke and hair, I see the weak pink skin of her scalp as I drift by the house, like fog through the curled pale flowers of wintersweet (Chimonanthus fragrans), yellow and brown. Some have already fallen onto the grass. We together are all just passing fumes.

These tender flowers at the edge of brown decay are the most sweet and fill me with a love that has no desire – no desire that I can understand or name, at least. To me those flowers are always falling. I’ve seen the little bobbles of pale buds, tight and hard like pebbles staggered along the length of their thin, bare, knobbly twigs in December, but never seen the opened buds, the soft bloom. Not these buds, not these flowers. They open in January, and I don’t go into the garden in January. Nobody goes there at all. Neither she nor I saw them open and flower and bloom, and I alone saw them die. They are not there for us. The wintersweet is said to have the most lovely fragrance of any plant, but I have never smelled its fresh perfume, only its sweet decay. In full bloom it is pale, but now it’s brown and twists from the branch and falls. Dried and withered. Empty seashells. Dead insects. Carapace. Crust. Wings. Cocoon. Frail and tender crisping paper, becoming soggy with rain and then slime and then earth.

The books say that the wintersweet has nothing to offer after the flowers have gone, but its reddish bark and spindly knotted stems before the leaves arrive look full of promise to me. When the green comes, the little shrubby tree, plain and pale, fades into the background until next winter when, while there is nobody watching, it will dance again, alone, to its own tune. It doesn’t try to compete with the big, noisy blooms of summer, but in the winter it fills the garden with its own sweet delicate scent. When it’s done, I’ll cut the oldest branches to the ground with a saw and shears, so that fresh young stems can come through and flower again.

Everything is fragile in the cold of winter, ready to crack or fall and rot, but the seasons change and we roll slowly closer to the sun, like an opening eye that looks towards the warmth and light of that vital star. Living things begin to eat and fatten, to consume, so that they have the energy to make copies of themselves and grow plump to survive yet another drift away into the inevitable dark. Everything changes, and only the changing stays the same.




Ice





I feel heavy and lumpen. The smell of last year’s leaves, wet and flat, floats up from the earth. Fallen from the sycamore, leaves the colour and texture of my boots layer on my laces like the thinnest leather patches as I walk through the slick grass – a foliate beast with feet of leaves under thick brown corduroy trousers that are held up with braces and turned up at the bottom. The damp old canvas bag, banging heavy at my hip, weights me further. In it a trowel, a hand-fork, a folding pruning knife with a curved blade, a sharpening stone, a coil of green garden wire, a ball of string. Bits of cracked wood, bits of rusty metal, bits of tarred and twisted hemp made into the shape of tools and worn to fit my hand.

The cold air comes in and steam leaves through my nostrils, making warm tendrils and moist clouds that I can feel on the skin of my face and that dampen my beard. Limping a little. My left knee is stiff. The winter feast and rest have made me fat, but hard work will soon get me fit again. Despite the cold and the pain, I’m happy to be back, walking on crystal-frosted grass. My feet make crushing tissue-paper sounds: crush, crush, crush.

She waves at me as through the window where she sits reading her paper, smoking. Drinking from an ugly brown mug, flicking her ash into a saucer. We haven’t spoken yet this year. It wasn’t a ‘come and chat’ kind of wave; it was a ‘hello, nice to see you, don’t come and chat’ kind of wave. I smile and wave back as I walk on past the house, which sits above the vast garden on a stone platform, like a birdcage on a table. On my rounds. My first job, at eight-thirty, is to look the garden over to see what needs doing today. Her old tortoiseshell cat runs across the grass on the trail of something and into the undergrowth of a hedge. I’m happy to see the old cat again, starting to warm to the day and its adventures.

A low wall surrounds the house that is just high enough to sit on. A paved stone area with folding metal tables and chairs. A climbing hydrangea (Hydrangea petiolaris) grows on the south wall of the house and needs pruning. It still has its dead brown flower heads from last summer. Rusty and soggy.

Icicles drip off the edge of the roof, a slow pat-pat-patting onto the stone patio. The old blue-black slate roof tiles are shining as the sun reflects itself; looking into its brightness bouncing off the window makes me screw up my eyes. Magpies chatter on the ridge tiles. Jackdaws squabble on the chimneypots and I stop to look and take in a big deep breath, fill myself with the new day – cool and moist and stuffed with the scents of green, of cold air, the warmth of my body and jasmine – and I feel wonderful.




Jasmine





From the stone-flagged patio, surrounded by pierced sandstone walls, steps lead down to the sloped and terraced lawns with their flower beds towards the walled pond, where three green dolphins nose towards a foliate fountain, which, when it’s on, shoots a high umbrella of rain that showers any passers-by when the wind gusts. Icicles hang from the dolphins and there is a frozen glossy sheen on the verdigris of the bronze, sitting in a mass of water that is a still and solid grey-green. On the left of the lawns is an orchard with a few apple and pear trees and benches scattered around, hidden behind tall yew hedges.

Beyond the pond, behind a beech hedge, the garden is let off the lead like a dog to run wild. The summerhouse faces the vast meadow, which is flat and bare and frosted; a few sturdy thistles, dead and white, still stand and cast long shadows, and there are molehills and tussocks of sedge where the meadow dips, and a small stream trickles from an icy spring and freezes in a swampy patch. Behind the meadow a woodland of bare trees makes the garden look as if it goes into the distant mountains. To the right of the summerhouse and tucked away behind another hedge are the stables and the compost heaps, three broken greenhouses and a gravel track where I park my van. There is no other dwelling to be seen, only far-off windmills standing still in the flat air on ridges just before the air turns blue. Around at the front of the house is a smaller lawn surrounded by flower beds planted cottage-style, and an old stone wall where roses climb, which separates the garden from the quiet road. There’s a bigger house down to the right – they have horses in the field, and stables. There used to be horses here, too, but the stables are empty now; one stall houses tools, another the mowers. The garden is twelve acres. This is my daylight world. I have never been inside the house.

When the day’s work is over, I close the gates, thread the heavy grey chain through the rusted, once-black painted bars and snap the padlock shut. I turn my back and leave this private world each day for another universe, my shadow-world where weekends, evenings and nights are lived with Peggy, who looks out of the window and writes stories she makes up in her head; home to my shelves filled with the thoughts of poets and thinkers. My life is simple: there is light and shade, the light is beautiful, the shade more so.

The tiny six-pointed yellow flowers of winter jasmine (Jasminium nudiflorum) are tangling happily on the pierced wall. Snowflakes, stars, distant faintly scented suns, a scattered galaxy anchored in space by the gravity of galvanised wires threaded through iron spikes, which I had hammered into the crumbling mortar after the weight of the plant pulled down the rotten painted wooden trellis. Red and crusty brown, oxidised iron crystals sparkle through the dull grey zinc plating of the wire, where it has cracked or worn away from the constant friction of the bright plant swaying in the breeze as it tries to escape and fall to the ground. The structure will last perhaps another four or five years, before it gives up its metal to the air and rusts so thin it breaks and needs replacing. I’ll lay the plant gently on the grass in the spring after pruning, as I did a couple of years ago, take out the old wires, spin a shiny new web and lift it up, stem by stem, arranging them so they do not cross and rub at the thin, waxy single layer of cells that protects the plant from disease and decay – the epidermis. I’ll tie the universe of stars to the net with green garden twine, which has that dusty, dry smell I love so much. I like things that smell. The little flowers smell, a faint scent from the hundreds of flowers that drip from their whippy green stems. A slow firework, a universe that takes a year to explode and seems over in a moment. What does the universe smell of? Mine smells of green and oil, old books, cold air, warm body. Here I’m happy, my days are lived in contentment.

Whatever lives in the earth – whatever great beast pushes these living things out and makes the world sing – is still sleeping, but as the world warms, she will wake and things will begin to grow. To me, it is a she because that is in my nature, but of course the beast is all possible genders at once. It is only humans that define and name things; nature doesn’t waste its time on that. I pass underneath a huge horse-chestnut tree and the buds are sticky and pointed, glossy brown, waiting to unwrap. The closed, protective fists of leaves will soon uncurl into a million five-fingered solar panels, open hands that spread to grab the rays and bring them home to turn them into sugars, so it can grow and make its massive shiny seeds that children love.

In the soil a little flash of fresh green shows through the ice crystals that have grown on the tiny raised peaks of tilled earth. A curled fern crozier – a fiddlehead – nestles with its companions, furry and waiting: a ram’s horn, a baby goat buried, sparkling ice growing on its hairy back. Yellow and blue crocus are just pushing their closed heads through a lawn that won’t be mowed for weeks. How can something so papery and tender move through the hard, frozen earth without damaging itself?

As each living thing slowly eases into a new state of being, it appears as something new and then expands and becomes something else, then something else again. Sometimes visibly changing before my eyes: the daisies that open when the sun rises, then close again at dusk. Life comes in, life goes out, life comes in again. The beast breathes. The perennial plants spread and find their places, then disappear for a few months, to return again in their predictable rhythmic, cyclical way. Each time claiming a little more space.

Away from the flowers, there is no scent on the air other than the cold, no sensation on my skin other than the cold. The light is grey and low and flat and cold. There are no shadows. The trees are bare and still and cold, and the hairs on my arms are standing straight up.




Another Gardener





The kitchen door slams as I walk away to get the ladder and Miss Cashmere drives her big old green Jaguar down the drive. She has had that car for years. I remember when it was new. Together we live different lives in this place. I arrive and leave unseen, through massive old wrought-iron gates set in a wall of trees half a mile from her house, and drive down a narrow track to the greenhouses and compost heaps. You’ve seen gates like that at the side of the road, you’ve wondered what’s behind them. They really are the entrance to the wonders you imagined. She comes and goes through a varnished five-barred gate at the top of a gravel drive that leads to the front of her house, a gate that is only ever closed when she goes away on holiday.

I am alone now. Some of the winter-flowering iris, of a variety whose name has long left me, which have been growing in great clumps since before I worked here, are showing a few purple flowers. These iris grow in the sun at the base of the south-facing wall where it is dry, and will tease with a few scattered blooms until they burst open en masse in March and April. The snails love the long, thin strappy leaves, and they will become brown threads as the snails, which now cluster like secretive nuts in gaps in the stone wall, cemented together by their own secretions, work their way up them from base to tip, eating along the soft green flesh between the veins and devouring the tender purple flowers. It happens every year, yet we persist with the iris, and I leave the snails where they are.

I say ‘we’, but in reality it is only me who does the work: all the designing and buying and planting in the garden, making all the decisions and never asking her. She never wants to know; she doesn’t direct, occasionally requests. We pretend at a collaboration, as if the plants were the orchestra, I the conductor and she the audience, and that, I think, is why we use the word ‘we’. We imagine that we are in control of the flowers and are going to make a show with them. A darker thought occurs; maybe we both say ‘we’ in deference to her. Because it is her garden and not mine. Because to say that ‘I’ do all the work somehow sounds rude. Very rarely, when she has seen something on television or in a magazine perhaps, she will say something like, ‘Shall we plant pink tulips this year?’ And of course I read it as an instruction that I should plant pink tulips. But it has been many years since that has happened.

I once knew of a gardener who talked of his employer’s garden as if it were his own. His art, his craft, his knowledge, skills and vision, his labour and patience, the days and weeks and love in the seasons of the years of his life had all been used to make the planting and the various views. He carelessly used the words ‘my garden’, meaning ‘the garden that I made’, but was told with force by the new young owner that he only worked there. I wouldn’t make such a mistake. This is not my garden, but it’s not hers, either. Just paying for something doesn’t make it yours. Nothing is ever yours. People who work with the earth and the people who think they own bits of it see the world in totally different ways.

That gardener was put in his place by the owner, felt humiliated and walked off the job. The owner had to look for a replacement and may perhaps, over time, have learned that people other than himself had pride, too, and they were entitled to it. The gardener had a new job within days. He had to start again and take on someone else’s work to make his own, as someone will take on mine, and as I took on my dead predecessor’s.

Both the gardener and the owner paid for opening their mouths – silence is always good and rarely inappropriate. Words are too easy. Misunderstanding is too easy. Language is a coarse tool that fails to express delicate ideas. Words can sometimes fall from our mouths at random, without real meaning or substance, and get us into trouble. Working alone, I know more about silence than about pretty much anything else. I was taught to be silent as a child. Although there is never really silence; even the grave rustles.

It is not easy to find someone who knows about plants who will hire themselves out for the kind of money that people want to pay. Even harder to find a creative or sensitive one. Word never reached me of who – if anybody – took on that garden. Gardeners are often quiet and solitary and unused to words, but we will nod at one another as we pass, recognising another gardener in their manner and vehicles and clothes and smell. We avoid conversation, though, because gardeners are often very blunt and opinionated and easily argue and fall out with each other, refusing to speak for years because of differing opinions about how to prune a rose, or what is the best peony or some other nonsense.

Any garden belongs to everyone who sees it – it is like a book, and everybody who visits it will find different things. Not many people see this place now: the window cleaner, me, Miss Cashmere, the odd tradesman, a delivery person who can’t find the front door and wanders round the back. This garden, like most others, is a trick that looks a bit like nature, but isn’t really. It is written deliberately to lead the viewer into a collection of stories using colour and form, light and shade, to elicit personal emotions, to seed the imagination, to spark a journey of remembrance of forgotten things, a drift into childhood games or young loves or thoughts of people, parents, past lives, fantasies in bright open spaces or private contemplation in the shade. It is a place designed and managed to lead you on, to find and lose yourself. The way I choose to shape this or that space: wild, or tight and neat, closed or open. A scent and splash of purple as you come round the corner to a tightly hedged shady place, or flowers in blues and pinks under trees and wide-open drifts of yellow, orange and red. A bench is placed, as if by chance, where a million bees forage above in the canopy and fill that place – just that one and only place – with buzz. It is all an artifice. If it were left alone for a few months, nature’s fertile beast would take over and it would become something else entirely. There are places where I let that happen, hidden from the house, where things grow wild and nature thrives. Damp spots for ferns and rotting wood, fungus and beetles, and hideaways for hedgehogs.




Climbing Hydrangea





I’m heading back to get the big three-legged ladder from behind the sheds to start pruning the hydrangea that grows up the front of the house. I reconsider for a moment. Miss Cashmere is out, and a fall could leave me on the ground until she returned or Peggy started to worry about me as darkness came down. She would be sitting there at home, by the window writing her stories, watching neighbours walking by. Pegs would first ring my mobile perhaps and there would be no answer. She is miles away from me here in the country, there are no bus routes nearby and she does not drive. It occurs to me that I don’t even know if she has the address – could she say exactly where, on the face of this planet, I’ve been going every day for years? Probably not. The three-legged ladder is stable on the ground and does not rock, as tripods don’t. If I pay attention and step on it properly, gripping it well and not taking risks or hurrying, I can treat it as a meditation.

This is a long but simple job. On the way up, I cut off all the old flower heads, prune the hydrangea hard just above a strong pair of buds. There are dried and faded winter-bitten flowers, all the way from the ground to the bedroom windows. Decay is so often the colour of rust. Like a careless child’s paintbox, all the colours mix to become the chaotic brown of the earth that gives birth to life and cosmos and colour. The shiny new buds are rust-coloured, too. With my old red-handled secateurs I cut off the crispy flowers that fall slowly to the ground, and earwigs and spiders scuttle away from my hands, and snails who love their privacy simply stay where they are, glued to the wall while they wait for the warmth.

The weather has been getting warmer and wetter in recent years, so the hydrangea grows faster and thinner than it used to; tough white aerial roots of new pale-green stems grasp firmly to the stone, tiny white hairs snaking deep into the texture of the wall for its moisture and security. I have to pull hard to peel them away and cut them off. I’m nervous, tugging with both cold hands, gripping the trembling aluminium steps with my knees so hard that my legs get bruised. Then down and back on stable land, I rattle the ladder along a yard or so and clatter my way back up. The pile of fluffy heads grows and, as the light is starting to fade, I finish by raking and forking them all into a corner, ready for barrowing down to the compost. Tired, I haul the ladder onto my shoulder to go back to my van and pack up. Her car crunches slowly along the gravel drive as Miss Cashmere returns home and daylight fades.

She is dressed all in black: a short jacket, a knee-length skirt, tights, patent shoes with a small heel and a square satin bow. She carries a black hat with a brim. Her hair in her usual neat white bun. She has clearly been to a funeral, and so I wonder about the appropriateness of passing pleasantries with her. I ignore the outfit and carry on as normal. My big smile, her small one. She is tightly drawn with a neat line, while I am fuzzy.

‘Dorothy, how are you?’ I ask, all upbeat. ‘It’s lovely to see you. Did you have a good Christmas?’

‘Hello, Marc,’ she answers, smiling, happy, ‘it is good to see you, too – and getting on with it already. Marvellous.’ She doesn’t answer my question and heads for the house. ‘It’s nice to have you back. My daughter is coming over later. I have just been to my great-granddaughter’s christening,’ she says, fiddling with her door key. ‘We must chat sometime.’ She goes inside.

‘Congratulations,’ I say as she closes the door behind her. Her other, ginger cat wanders to the house, brushing itself against my legs as it goes and sits looking through the glass of the door, staring into the house as she glides away.




A Story





I’m clearing away the pile of dried flowers from yesterday. Miss Cashmere is not about, although her car is there. The bedroom curtains are drawn closed and I’m happy to have been up there yesterday pruning, because it could have been embarrassing if she were to open her curtains and see my face, or my shadow passing on them while she was in bed.

I started working for Miss Cashmere when she worked in London and she and her husband came down at weekends and Christmases, for summer holidays and birthdays and parties. Then later she stayed at home and had her three children, two boys and a girl, and I watched them grow up and leave, and she stayed. Her husband carried on going to London and coming back, and then one day in February about ten years ago he didn’t return. I remember I was here, doing this same job, but not the year. He came back about a week later, for a few hours – the tide gone out of him. Cars arrived. Friends and the grown children and their new children, and his colleagues and acquaintances, some of whom I recognised, who had visited the house before, whom I had seen turning up for parties or lunches; smart people stepped down from large cars in subdued colours, and others curled themselves from smaller cars in brighter colours. The people stood around him in his box, and then they wheeled him off to the cemetery, and they made him and his box into ashes as dry and brittle as life and mixed them with the earth and sent him back to where he came from, and that was him done. He is just a story now.

I had asked Miss Cashmere if she would rather that I didn’t come to work that day, but she said, ‘Carry on as normal, I’ll be pleased to see you.’ Maybe she wanted the normality of me pottering around. So for me and the plants and the insects, life went on, as the people grouped in black on the other side of the steamed-up conservatory windows stood around in their glass box among the imported hothouse lilies, drinking briefly from small-stemmed, dark-filled glasses – sherry perhaps. Outside, I kept my distance and worked near the stables and the compost heaps for the warmth. I have spent more time in his garden than he did. He was a nice man; we spoke occasionally, and he was friendly. We were different. We enjoyed the same whisky. He was clean and neat and polished; I am none of those things. We came from different worlds. We believed different things.

Now he has been dispersed into nature. He believed that flesh was sinful and, because of this, we struggled to communicate about purpose and meaning, but simple subjects like love is good and beauty is good, and work is tiring and whisky is good, were easy. There were a million rules and beliefs and systems and rituals built between him and me and the truth of mud. He lived for a higher ideal, a great idea that, for him, gave life a meaning. He was raised to be special. I was raised to be nothing, but I’ve tried very hard to make being nothing into a good thing.

She had loved him and was sad for a long time and, as far as I knew, never took to another man. Miss Cashmere is alone. Sometimes the children come, mostly they don’t. I am here every day. I let myself in, do my work, then drive home to Peggy, whom I love. Love is simple: just pay attention, put the effort in, kill your ego. Peggy does the same, so it works.




Cyclops





There are primroses flowering, pink and yellow. Some of the hellebores – Christmas roses – are showing their white flowers. In Latin, the Christmas rose is Helleborus niger (the black hellebore), although the flower is white – the root is black. Hanging face-down in a cool shady place, in the drying leaves under the shrubs, where they like to be. When they fade, their seed pods will swell and turn brown, and their relatives the Lenten roses (Helleborus orientalis) will open their red-wine flowers. Hellebores are common garden plants that are deeply poisonous, like many other plants in the garden: the foxgloves and aconites and rhododendrons, and more. An unrelated plant, known as the ‘false hellebore’, contains a poison called cyclopamine. The child of the pregnant woman, the cat, the goat, the chicken that consumes the plant is born with one eye in the middle of its forehead and a primitive smooth brain, like a snake or a mole. The creature dies soon afterwards. There is no recorded instance of a Cyclops living into adulthood.

Helleborus leaves tend to turn black when the flower blooms; I kneel and take the secateurs from the cracking leather holster that hangs on my belt and cut them off, so they can display their flowers the better. It is a traditional thing to do; the plant doesn’t need them any more, it is about to go to sleep. The sap, too, is poisonous, but it has never had an effect on me, though who can tell which is cause and which is effect, of all the daily thoughts and feelings, aches and pains, tinnitus and odd heart rhythms? Miss Cashmere probably won’t even notice the blooms, and I complete these small tasks for my own pleasure now, as much as for hers.

In ‘Warming Her Pearls’ the poet Carol Ann Duffy writes about the traditional practice of a servant warming her mistress’s pearls before she goes out for the evening – a sensual poem about a relationship that has personal value to the servant, but only a functional one to her mistress. I wonder if I’m warming Miss Cashmere’s pearls. I love her as I love the poisonous hellebores and the faded wintersweet. She is a flower in my garden, and I have wondered what she felt about me. We have been together for so long, perhaps it gives her pleasure to have me around; or, more likely, my work here only gives her one less thing to worry about. I think that in years gone by I was an entertainment, seeing her and her female friends drinking and laughing with each other in the conservatory or on the patio in the sun, as I worked in shorts, mowing the grass or pruning the roses. I was young and fantasised about being invited inside, and what might happen. But of course I never was.

Eventually it occurred to me that she was just watching me working; she had no intention towards me at all. I imagined that perhaps she was trying to understand what I was doing, what my reasoning was when I pruned some branches of the apple trees and not others, or why I was digging in a particular spot, what I was planting for her surprise and delight. But then after a while, as there were no questions, I realised that the way she looked and smiled at me was exactly the same as the way she looked at the flowers, or her lovely house or new Jaguar sports car, or an expensive vase on her table. It was pride of ownership. Her thoughts and feelings about me were the same feelings she might have for anything else in the garden – the flowers, the birds and insects, I belonged with them. I was a hired character on a stage.

Any garden needs a gardener to look after it, preferably one who looks like a gardener and who can be a decorative part of the picture. In the eighteenth century there was a fashion for ornamental garden hermits, who would live permanently in a purpose-built hermitage on the landowner’s estate for the entertainment of the British aristocracy and their guests, who would seek out the hermits’ advice or watch them, for their own enjoyment. She watches, yet she is entertainment for me also; each of us completes the garden for the other.




Code-breaker





She doesn’t come out much when it’s cold. She used to be very beautiful; her ankles have become skinny, making her feet look long, her thick brown tights the colour of a latte, she is bent over and doesn’t say a lot; her eyesight is fading, she seems smaller.

When I rarely speak of Miss Cashmere to others, that is what I call her, that is how she is known, but her name is Dorothy, and that is what I call her when I speak with her. When I speak to Peggy about her, I call her ‘Dotty’, although she is far from dotty. Old people have a strength and a frailty that the young do not have – well, a different kind of strength; a frailty that is different from that of the young. She is weak physically, but her mind, and her spirit, her self-knowledge, are strong. The young are the opposite: their bodies are strong, but their self-knowledge, their calm, is weak, and this is the natural way of things. My calm is strong; it is the strongest thing I have. I’ve nurtured it as a precious thing for many years.

She smokes about forty cigarettes a day. I asked her once how she was so fit and healthy, even though she smoked so much, and she said, ‘Do you know, Marc, I have never done a day’s work in my life. I am useless – useful things get used up and worn out
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		Spring Rain: A meditation on love, life and gardens

		Beloved author Marc Hamer writes about finding refuge in his tiny back garden in this highly original story of childhood, old age, and the restorative power of gardens. As a child, he kindled a deep love of the earth by watching plants and insects and exploring the world through a stack of old encyclopaedias he found in the shed. Now an old man, he creates a garden for himself in the neglected plot behind his house.

		A little book with a big heart: the insights glow as vivid as a flowerbed. If you want to be inspired, or you've lost your belief in the goodness of this world, this could be for you.

		‘Rich and tender’ New York Times
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