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‘Bind me ye Woodbines in your ‘twines,

Curle me about ye gadding Vines,

And Oh so close your Circles lace,

That I may never leave this Place’

Andrew Marvell, Upon Appleton House

 

‘And only decades later, when roof and walls fell in upon us, did we realize that the foundations had long since been undermined . . .’

Stefan Zweig, The World of Yesterday
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They say a house ages five years for every one that it stands empty. By that reckoning, the time Holt House had been deprived of occupants already eclipsed Theo Mortimer’s life span by three years. And yet, nestled in a green valley far away, encircled by hills and encroached upon by damp, the house drowsed on, scarcely registering such a brief interval of quiet in over eight centuries of existence. From little more than a squat and draughty hall, to a walled stronghold, to a crenelated folly tucked away from the modern world, Holt House took life and strength from all who passed through, transforming vigour into stone, spreading wider, stretching higher to reach its current incarnation. It had always known itself as the seat of the second sons of the Mortimer line, made itself a fortress against their premonitions of scandalous downfall and savoured their wildest dissipations.

It dozed fitfully, grasping down into the rich, red earth and biding its time until the rightful heir should come again. And as it slept, it dreamed of ages past, of revengers and rebels, scions sent to command foreign shores, the ledgers from ships laden with tea and sugar, schemes for advancement and industry. It dreamed too of darker things still to come, when the old ways would be no more and all that had once been familiar would be set ablaze. Time meant little to a house such as that, a trifle for the outside world. One of their number would return to resume possession, that alone was certain. Someone was coming soon.

The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed first, and then was answered by chimes throughout the house. Spiders laboured in the corners of the high ceilings, and beetles burrowed further into the beams and furniture. A mouse ran out into the centre of the Western drawing room and looked around, finding itself free to roam a little longer. A spray of dust fell in the attic and the door to the end bedroom upstairs swung open just a crack.

Like a starved dog which only forgoes its owner’s flesh in the hope of better treats to come, Holt House waited patiently.
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