
Narcissus and Echo

It was the emptiness Tony couldn’t stand. He never should have bought a house on top of 

a hill. From his armchair, if he happened to glance through the leaded lights, he 

saw..nothing. Only sky. Each time, he felt a cold sting of fear that he could get sucked out 

into that nothingness himself.

He had to do something. That winter, he battled the wind to plant a ring of box trees 

around the old house. Dense specimens, closely spaced, they made an effective screen. 

Damned ugly things, though. In early March, he went shopping. He bought four different 

pairs of shears, some superb leather gloves and a ladder.

There was a bit of a learning curve but it turned out he had a natural bent for topiary. He 

started with a small bird, moved through a spiral or two and quickly onto more impressive 

depictions. His masterpiece was the tree outside the living room window. That summer, 

when he glanced up from his armchair, he saw not endless sky but a leafy face of his own 

creation - a bit primitive perhaps, but undeniably noble. 

On a silent, sultry afternoon, he was trimming wayward growth from this masterpiece, 

smoothing the planes of the jaw and the cheeks. It made him smile, it was almost as if he 

was shaving the thing. Suddenly, he heard footsteps scrunching on the gravel driveway. 

He poked his head around the tree.

“Hello?”

“Hello?” a musical voice called back. 



A vision in a light summer dress stepped lightly towards him. She was enchanting; she put 

him in mind of his first wife in the days of their courting. He pushed back his hair and held 

out his hand.

“Hello there, I’m Tony. What can I do for you?”

“Hello there, yourself,” she replied. “I’m Chloë.” 

Her hand was cool and the yellow, figured print of her dress made him think of fresh spring 

flowers. It turned out she was dropping flyers for a local acupuncture clinic. 

*

Their affair blazed bright. After only a few weeks, Tony told Chloë she was The One; he 

suggested she move in. She was ecstatic. The void outside retreated and he neglected his 

hobby. The box trees fascinated her though.

“So clever,” she murmured from their bed, one early morning, as her gaze 

wandered out of the window. 

He pulled her back closer. “Clever?”

“Your masterpiece,” she said. “So clever how it looks just like you, 

somehow. It’s practically a self-portrait.”



He frowned.

“You’re an arboreal Rembrandt,” she said, quickly.

That same evening, they wrapped up to go out to a bonfire party. As he chatted politely to 

the daughter of the host, he saw Chloë looking daggers at him.

“What’s up with you?” he asked, during the drive home.

“What’s up? What’s up? How could you? Flirting with that jail-bait slut all 

evening. Don’t you care how I feel?” 

Then he understood that she was just like all the others. It didn’t really matter. Her back 

got bad again and she stayed in most of the time. She didn’t seem to care where he went, 

just as long as he came home eventually.

Over the winter, her mobility deteriorated. By the turn of the year, she was confined to bed 

for days at a stretch. She would call to him to fetch her tea or magazines, as if he had 

nothing better to do.

*

Even on top of that hill, winter did not last forever. On an April morning, Tony took his 

espresso and stood at the back door, relishing the smells of spring in the damp air. His 

eyes fell on the box trees and he realised it was a year, exactly, since he’d started his 



masterpiece. He appraised it dispassionately. Chloë was right, he was clever. It was 

magnificent but it badly needed attention.

As he turned back inside to find his gloves, he could hear her, calling querulously from her 

bedroom above.

“Tony? Tony..?”

He banged the back door shut on her voice.


