Around the Lake
Terry Miles


I had an assignment from the tutor of the Creative Writing & media course I was taking at Middlesex University. We had to go on a walk, take photographs and write a piece that had been inspired by the source material and the experience. 
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After I had worked half a day in the area I walked into the grounds of Chiswick House. 
Chiswick House is quite famous – it was one of the first, if not the first, Palladian buildings to be built in Britain – an architectural show-piece. I say a show piece, because it was only used to entertain guests in, not for living in. An extravagance, perhaps, but that is what the aristocracy was all about. Not very practical – the building had no drainpipes so it let in the rain, or should I say dampness caused by the rain. Of course I don’t have to tell you that do I? 

I had entered the grounds in order to take some photographs with my new camera. I like trees you see – they can be interesting, but the light has to be right. I stopped just beyond a tree, and turned back. The effect of sunlight as it pierced the cascade of leaves interested me – but a school party crossed my path and stopped right in front of it, and the teacher began to explain what kind of tree it was – I don’t know what else she had to say about it, but it was taking some time, and I grew irritable, and lost interest. 

I walked on, and came to the lake. I turned right instead of taking the route over the steep hump-back bridge. Whenever I walked over it I always feared for the horses. What if it was icy, would they slip? I don’t know! 

I noticed a tree-trunk against the lake – it had a leopard skin dappled look to it – with what appeared to be a cat, emerging from the exposed roots. I took a photograph that also included the reflections of the trees on the opposite bank.
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I walked round, and turned. At this side of the lake was a waterfall – quite an impressive one for its size. About eight feet wide by ten feet high. A chain was suspended slackly in front of it. I wanted to take a shot of it and got into position. I waited for a couple to pass and tried to get everything square and level which is not easy when you haven’t got the distance – my back was pressed against the lakeside fence. 
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I took a shot, and as I took it I noticed a shadowy figure passing from the edge of the waterfall to out of my view. I pressed a button and looked at the screen. I was concentrating on the technology of the camera and the taking of a photograph so much that it was just a memory blur at that point. I took some more shots. I generally take a number of photographs of the same subject and select and delete later.  I viewed the results. That is what is so wonderful about digital technology – you can delete those that are not worth keeping on the spot – not that you have to with these large memory micro-chips. 

Whatever the shadowy thing was it wasn’t on either of the images.


“I think you just missed me,” said a whispery voice behind me.


I jumped. 

“You made me jump”, I said, as if he needed to be told. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” 

He was a little unkempt, bearded and smelled of wood smoke, but his eyes… they were crystal blue. 

“I thought I saw something…” I began.

“I’ve seen lots of changes around here; I keep coming back – though in a sense, I’ve never been away.” 

“Do you live around here?” I asked. 

“You can say that. You saw me didn’t you?” 

I didn’t quite get the drift. 

“You saw a shadow, nothing more?” 

I thought about the shadow by the waterfall… 

“I thought I saw something coming out… from…” My sentence stumbled to a halt. 

“The grotto behind the waterfall. The hermitage; it’s my home.”  

“You’re a hermit?” 

“It’s quite deep – goes back quite a way.” 

“In time or space,” I asked,” and added, “I thought hermits had gone out centuries ago.” 

He laughed. “Do you want to come back with me?”  

“Back there?” I asked pointing to the waterfall. 

As I lowered my hand it touched his, or was it the other way around. It was cold, very cold. I shivered. 

“I’ll get my camera wet.” 

“You can come back with me.” 

“I have to take more shots whilst the sun’s still out,” I said. 

“I’ve etched some creatures on the walls of the grotto, mainly birds and a fox or two. Do you want to see them?” 


“I really have to go; I’ll…” 

I held out my hand and… I shuddered. I had never felt that degree of coldness in another man’s hand before. It wasn’t so much as a hand shake as a shiver. I withdrew my hand bade farewell raising my hand as I did so I turned and put my hand in my pocket. 

I walked back the way I had come not wishing to pass him, and went around the lake and over the hump-backed bridge, and down a path to the drive lined with pillars and statues, that lead to the house. I took a photograph – I just liked the perspective of… I sensed something. I looked behind me the hermit was following me. I went down a path with a tall hedge on both sides, past a kind of lodge, or was it a folly – hard to tell. I stopped at the greenhouse and looked in one of the windows looking sideways as I did so. He was still there. I shivered. Those cold hands. I had to leave the park. I turned into the long access drive and exited the park by the gate near Hogarth House. 

I passed the artist’s house, and entered the subway network under the Hogarth Roundabout. I looked up at eh mesh that protected pedestrians from falling missiles, whatever they might be. Sunlight was hitting the mesh which created a diamond shape below the grey-blackness of the underside of the flyover. I took a photograph; it only took me a second. 
I walked on; there were a number of exits. Unfortunately I became disorientated, and exited at the wrong flight of steps. 

I didn’t want to go back down there so I carried on walking… down Church Street towards the river. I looked back. He was following me. I was walking towards St Nicholas’s churchyard. I had a thought, ‘Perhaps this is where I can lose him. I entered the churchyard.  I started photographing the tomb stones, glancing around me as I did so. I stayed there for quite some time shooting stone angels and epitaphs. He hadn’t, as far as I could see, followed me there. 

I left the sanctuary of the graveyard and walked back into Church Street, and walked down Chiswick Mall, the tide was out which meant I could walk by the river, passed the Eyot  to Hammersmith Terrace. The Georgian terrace doesn’t look very much from the street, because what pedestrians see is the back of the houses – the front is facing the river – access was blocked off due to the wishes of the influential residents. Location! Location! Location! 

I looked back again; he wasn’t there; he wasn’t following me.


I passed the Black Lion; its white walls greying in the shadow of the terrace.

I passed the remaining willows between the river and the public house, (Some of the willows had blown down during the big storm.). I walked past the Doves and turned left to the subway that leads to Hammersmith Town Hall, which is in its way a monument to 1930’s architecture. I turned right into King Street, with its array of small shops and splattering of big stores such as M&S and Primark, and walked down to the Broadway; with its post-modernist, third Reichian buildings waiting patiently for the great march past. 
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I have had to re-write the closing passage because changes have been made – just in case any reader wants to locate and see the described landmarks. 

I turned left down the Shepherd’s Bush Road, past the old firestation which is now a night club, past the old town house that was converted into the police station. which has now been closed due to budget cuts – which is a pity because it was practically next to the Hammersmith Palais. The local well-to-do had that closed too – they said the youth visiting it were a noise-nuisance when they left! Where are young people to go, now, to enjoy themselves? I past the new, state of the art, fire station opposite Brook Green. Brook Green did have a brook running through it, but it has been covered over. It also had a market garden which has long since gone. Now it has a few tennis courts, and is just green, a grass plain surrounded by Canadian Plane trees, or are they London planes? 

When I arrived home I collapsed into a chair and had a rest before making myself some dinner. 

After dinner I transferred the photographs from my camera onto my computer, and edited them. I deleted all the uninteresting images and duplications; I cropped the rest enhancing the colour and darkening them slightly where necessary. I was starting to feel tired – I have this in-built-in, in-my-head clock – whenever I start to feel tired I know it’s 1.30am, or thereabouts. It was 1.35.

I closed down my computer, undressed, and slipped into bed. It was getting cold. I shivered, and it all came back to me. 

I started to think of the hermit, cold as he was, and wondered what he would be like, I closed my eyes again, and wondered… Breathing… Being… Being there… The warm showering, cool spray of the waterfall. I wondered, kept wondering, if he would be there tomorrow, and if I could take another shot of the waterfall. 
2

