
  
    
      
    
  



  

    
    
    
    


    

    
      

      
        
The picture in the paper showed a small bungalow
with bay windows and, from the roof, a waterfall of wisteria. It
was all very familiar. Despite living in Essex all her life, on
retirement, she and Roger had decided to move to Norfolk. 
Dragging the hoover upstairs was no longer an option and the upkeep
of the hundred-foot garden, ‘well’! Downsizing to a
bungalow seemed like an obvious choice. On viewing Wisteria Cottage
she’d been consumed by the cosy feeling of belonging. It had been
hard to leave the family home. The thirty-five years spent in the
four bedroomed semi-detached had been full of happy memories, but
the house was empty now. With the children gone no noise filled the
corners.  



The estate agent said there used to be a house where the bungalow
now stood. She loved history. Roger said she was obsessed with it
and she knew why. Adopted as a child, having her own family made
her long to find her biological parents. Ten years of unsuccessful
searching for her past meant an interest in history had become
habitual.



Standing in the middle of the lounge she looked out at the little
walled garden. ‘Much more manageable’, she thought. The tree in the
back border swayed in the breeze and she smiled at the thought of
homemade apple crumble this autumn. The little garden attracted all
sorts of birds and this spring she was completing the local RSPB
bird count. So far they’d had visits from five chaffinches, six
greenfinches, three rowdy male blackbirds and she’d lost count of
the great tits.



Sunlight flooded the room bouncing off the fresh white paint she
was using to spruce up the dated artex on the ceiling. Roger would
be cross to find her on a ladder ‘at her age’ but if
something needed doing Anne had to get on and do it. Waiting for
Roger was like waiting for Godot. He was a good man but he only
ever did things when it suited him. 



Roger had complained about sleeping on the ground floor, but he
soon returned to his usual solid snoring state. Anne on the other
hand had slept well from the off, unusual for her in a new
environment, up until last week that is. That’s when the dreams
started: vivid dreams. She dreamt she was standing in the garden
and the sound of owls echoed through the dream. It often felt like
there was someone else with her, but she couldn’t see anyone.
Although she recognised the garden as theirs, it was different in
many ways. It was much bigger. The borders were lined with shells
that glowed brightly in the moonlight and her beautiful wisteria
was lack lustre. She had a sense of where the walls were and as she
walked around the dream would never venture further than the
boundaries she knew. Sometimes she would stop to pluck out a weed
or re-arrange a bird feeder.  When morning came she
would look out of the bedroom window and check where the
feeders were; it felt so real. She’d first told Roger about the
dreams when he’d caught her examining her slippers for damp from
the dew. He’d laughed and told her not to worry; they were just
dreams.



 ‘I dream I’m playing golf sometimes, it’s a
shame I don’t play as well in real life,’ he’d chuckled.



Last night a man had appeared, dressed in brown cords, a white
shirt and old grey tank top.  With a spade in one hand he
looked like a gardener, a stranger in her imagination, yet so
familiar. He’d been standing in the far corner of the garden
pointing to the apple tree. She’d tried to speak to him but no
words came out. It frustrated her when she found herself unable to
speak in dreams. The figure continued to point and she stepped
forward to see what he was pointing at but awoke too soon. She’d
had the same dream consistently now for the last seven nights. She
felt sure he was trying to tell her something. She just had to
figure out what.



When Roger came home that day, they sat down to dinner. It was
Sunday and she’d made a roast. Of course there was far too much. It
had been seven years since the children had left home and she still
hadn’t adjusted the portions. Monday was always cold beef
sandwiches.



‘I think he’s trying to tell me something though,’ Anne
had ventured as she talked about the new development in her dreams:
the gardener.



‘Like what? How to dig the borders?’ Roger chuckled
‘Any more veg love?’ he indicated his empty plate. Getting
up from the table, Anne retrieved the pot of vegetables from the
kitchen. ‘Spring Watch on tonight?’ he asked digging into
the pot. Anne didn’t persist any further and after dinner they sat
down to an evening in front of the fire with a glass of sherry and
the lilting lisp of Chris Packham.



That night the dream was more vivid than ever. The gardener was
there again, pointing urgently towards the apple tree. She still
couldn’t speak. This time he started to dig. She awoke early as the
sun came through the bedroom window and lay awake hypothesising
about the gardener’s meaning. It had to be something to do with
where he was pointing, but what? He couldn’t possibly want her to
dig up the tree surely? It was years old and she was getting too
old for digging. As Roger stirred beside her, she got up to make
coffee and start breakfast.  He was off to volunteer at the
local animal shelter today, so she liked to make sure he had a
fried breakfast to keep him going.



Later that day, she found herself standing in the garden. The sun
was bright and warm on the back of her neck. The apple tree stood
proudly with boughs full of blossom fluttering gently in the
breeze, beckoning her. It was now or never. Retrieving the shovel
from the rickety old shed she started to dig beside the tree. 
Half an hour went by and she was starting to think maybe she’d
finally lost her marbles. The ground was stony and hard going
making her wrists ache. Earth had stuck to the soles of her feet
through the open toes of her sandals, hardly footwear suitable for
digging. She’d always been impulsive. Her mother had often chided
her for rash decisions in her youth.



There was a thump as she hit something hollow. It sounded like a
metal box. Peering into the hole she saw a tiny patch of rust and
began to scrape along the surface to find the edge. The top of the
box was about a foot square, but she only had to dig down about
seven inches before she could unearth it. Brushing away the
remaining soil, she carried it into the conservatory and placed it
on one of the occasional tables. The small lock still holding the
box closed was rusty with age and easily removed. Lifting the lid
her eyes fell on a pile of papers and photos tied up in red ribbon.
On the top was a curl of hair.  Suddenly she felt like an
intruder and closed the box again hurriedly.



She went into the kitchen to make a drink and wash her hands. As
the kettle clicked to a boil, she made another decision. She had to
know what was inside the box. The night gardener had wanted her to
know. He’d pointed at the tree, he’d shown her where to dig. He
wanted her to find the box.



Walking back into the conservatory she sat down in front of the box
and, placing her tea down on the table, opened it up again. The
inside of the box was clean and bright, untouched by time. The red
ribbon reflected on the sides as she lifted out the letters,
leaving the curl behind. Pulling at the ribbon, she broke into the
bundle and, starting with the first letter, she eased it from the
envelope. A painstaking process, she used her thumb and forefinger
to carefully remove it so as not to tear the fragile and aging
paper. She started to read;



Dear Derek,



I do not know how to tell you and I do not expect you to be able to
help, but I am pregnant. There is no doubt that it is yours. My
mother has arranged for me to go away to have the baby. The child
will be adopted. I think this is for the best.



Yours Always



Millicent



Anne sank back into the chair. It couldn’t be? She scanned
hurriedly through the remaining letters. They were in a different
handwriting and all stamped -Return To Sender. Derek’s letters to
Millicent had all been returned. The address was clear. All those
years and here she was. Millicent Wetherall, her mother. It was too
much. For ten years that was the name she’d been searching for. Her
mind buzzed with too many questions. Overwhelmed she went to close
the box. As she did she noticed a yellowing piece of card stuck to
the underside of the lid. A single word was written on it:
‘Dad’. In her haste to discover the contents of the bundle
she’d missed this tiny message. Carefully she peeled the aging card
away from the shiny metal. Turning it in her hand an old sepia
photograph of a young man revealed itself. Standing underneath an
apple tree, spade in hand and squinting in the sunlight. He wore an
old tank top, white shirt and corduroy trousers.



This was Derek’s father, Anne’s grandfather, the Night
Gardener.
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