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Digging in the Garden 

Author: Ollie Goodchild 

 

Under the red morning light, in a garden of equal width and length to 

the many that were parallel to it, Ralph Piddington stood shivering in 

a denim jacket and pyjama bottoms. His arms were crossed high on 

his chest and his nose matched the sunrise. His daughter, Melinda, 

crouching next to a shoe box and a trowel, tugged at his pyjamas. 

        "Daddy?" 

"Done, are you?" 

"No. Don't know what to say." 

"Er. Sometimes you ... don't need to say anything. Let's go in-" 

"Can you say something?" 

Ralph stopped shivering and looked at the sky, blowing a warm 

breath of air at the clouds. Melinda stood and unclasped his knotted 

arms, searching for a guiding hand. She watched his breath spear the 

winter air and sobbed quietly. 

"Gnasher didn't like me," he said, "but he loved you. He was 

always happiest when he was running across your hands." 

"It tickled." 

"He wasn't too loud either. That last one was bloody ... he was a 

good pet." 
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She hugged his thigh, a sad breath of air warmed his leg. Ralph 

hoisted her up onto his shoulders and bounced until she giggled and 

wiped her eyes. She climbed down his back, her slippers slapping 

against the hard ground, and skipped towards the back door. 

He knelt next to the box and picked up the trowel. The earth was 

stubborn. His timid stabs with the trowel only scarred the surface of 

dirt. Gritting his teeth, he grabbed the handle with both hands and 

jabbed furiously, peppering the frozen dirt with marks. It looked as 

though a tiny bird had walked in a circle and flown away, leaving its 

footprints behind. He dropped the trowel and blew on his hands, the 

smell of toothpaste rebounding. His eyes were still crusted with 

sleep. With an inhale of cold, he took up the tiny spade like a mighty 

broadsword and released his final burst of morning energy.  The 

flurry of stabs caused him to fall forward from his knees, landing 

hard on his right shoulder, his cheek flush to the tiny bird footprints 

he had created. He took one more look at the box.  

“Sod it,” he muttered. 

The warmth of the house called, and he rose with aching knees. 

As he shut the door behind him, dusting off the remnants of the 

frozen lawn, the smell of toast and filter coffee forced a growl from 

his belly. 

Melinda was sat across from him at the kitchen table, bobbing 

her head from side to side to the radio, as she ate her toast and 

drank her juice. Ralph smiled and imitated the bobbing. 

“Stop it!” she laughed. 

He gave a warm smile and went to the counter to pour some 

coffee. When he turned back, sniffing at the steaming cup, the 

bobbing had stopped. Melinda’s face was puffy. 
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“Oh, honey. Gnasher’s in a better place.” 

“It’s not Gnasher,” she sniffed, “she used to cut the crusts off.” 

It had been nearly two years since Suzie went missing and 

Melinda still cried every morning. Ralph put his cup on the table and 

kneeled beside Melinda’s chair. He pulled the chair out so she was 

facing him, and nudged her forehead with his. She hung her head 

down so her hair covered her face.  

“Can I come in?” he said. 

Melinda nodded slightly. His hands parted her long, straight hair 

and he smoothed away the tears on her face.  

“I forgot. I’m sorry, honey. I’ll cut the crusts off tomorrow. Just 

like Mummy did.” 

She nodded again. 

“Come on. School soon. Hop in the bath.” 

“Can’t I stay home?” she asked. 

“Daddy’s got some very important things to do, my love. But I’ll 

pick you up from school.” 

Her slippers slapped against her heels as she walked down the 

corridor. 

“Slippers off at the stairs,” he said. 

Ralph waited for the sound of running water before taking a long 

sip of coffee. His hands felt raw and the heat from the cup made his 

callouses throb. He looked at his hands and sighed, biting his lip and 

squeezing his eyes shut. After another sip of coffee, he went back 

outside and stabbed at the ground. The dirt had loosened in the 

morning sun. 
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Once the weather was warm, Melinda insisted on having her 

breakfast outside. Ralph took the kitchen table out every morning, if 

it wasn’t raining, and watched her bob her head to the drive-time 

radio shows. She stopped crying a short while before that, and he 

didn’t have to go digging since that cold morning. Melinda had 

decided that things die for a reason, and Ralph didn’t question where 

she had learned it. 

On the morning of her birthday, April 22nd, they had to sit inside 

and eat their toast. The rain was heavy. Blades of grass barely broke 

the surface of the muddy water. Ralph had lined the house with sand 

bags to keep the flood away a few days ago, after hearing a severe 

weather report on the radio. With a relaxed breath, he slouched in 

his chair, closed his eyes, and sniffed at his precious morning coffee. 

“Daddy?” 

“Yes, sweetheart?” 

“What’s that?” 

Melinda pointed outside at the flooded lawn and Ralph squinted 

to see what she was pointing to. 

“Just water, honey. It might get a lot higher tomorrow.” he said. 

“Not the water. That.” 

Ralph sat up and took a look outside. On the surface of the 

water, a furry mass was bobbing along like a rubber duck in a bath. 

“Oh, shit!” 

“Swear jar…” 

“No no no no no no.” 

He ran down the corridor and put on his raincoat, hat and 

wellington boots, and returned to the kitchen with frantic pace. The 
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back door swung open and he launched himself into the water. It 

was gone. Drowned by the downpour. He sloshed around in a circle, 

looking for Gnasher with his fingers spread wide.  

“Oh, god. Bloody hell- a-ha!” 

Ralph shot his right hand into the water and the rest of him 

followed, causing a small wave to echo around the garden. He 

cupped him with both hands and shuffled to his feet. 

“What is it, Daddy?” 

“Just … it’s erm. A bird. Poor little birdy is all. I’ll just help it get 

home.” 

He waded through the water to the side of the house, out of 

Melinda’s eyeshot. After a moment of sheer panic, he peered over 

the neighbour’s fence and hurled Gnasher as hard as he could. He 

cleared over a half dozen fences and waited for a discernible splash. 

All he could hear was the rain, so he shook his head and went back to 

the kitchen. 

“Was it alright?” Melinda asked. 

“What? Oh, the bird! Fine, fine. Warmed him up a bit and he 

erm … flew right on home.” 

Melinda smiled broadly and skipped towards her morning bath. 

Ralph sat in his chair, dripping heavily on the linoleum floor, and put 

his head in his soiled hands.  

“Eurgh!” 

He furiously washed his face in the sink with Fairy liquid, 

scrubbing and coughing bubbles, and dried himself with a dish cloth. 

The rain hammered at the ground outside and Ralph watched, biting 

his lip. The bath water hummed upstairs.  
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Her mother had gone missing in the summer, around June. She 

dropped Melinda off at school, and that was the last they saw of 

each other. Ralph was unemployed at the time, and they would fight 

whenever they thought Melinda was out of earshot, but she often 

wasn’t. The cheap walls of their terraced house were paper thin, and 

the boom of his angry voice would rattle the windows in her 

bedroom. Melinda was staying the night at her friend Alex’s when 

they last fought. Suzie disappeared the next day.  

It was the second anniversary of her disappearance. Ralph sat 

stoically at the kitchen table, staring at the empty mug in front of 

him. It was the summer holidays and Melinda was out in the garden 

playing with Alex, who was often referred to as the “boisterous girl” 

among the other parents. Ralph stood and knocked on the glass but 

Melinda didn’t hear. He knocked again, louder, and they both turned 

like cautious cats. 

“Going upstairs! You’ll be okay?” he yelled through the glass. 

Melinda nodded, and went back to playing.  

Ralph turned the shower on, testing the water with his fingertips 

every few seconds until it was warm. He had already showered once 

that day, but he felt unclean. He turned the hot tap higher, gradually, 

until his skin turned violently red. The freckles on his shoulders 

glowed and he rubbed at his tired eyes. 

“Aaaaaaaaahhhh!” 

Ralph jumped and nearly fell in the bathtub. The piercing scream 

came from outside. He hurriedly stepped out of the bath and 

wrapped a towel around his waist, taking the stairs down two by 

two, nearly missing the last step. As he neared the kitchen, he heard 

dull childish cries through the window. It wasn’t Melinda. 
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Alex was clutching her hand, covered in blood, a small piece of 

glass sticking out of her palm.  

“Daddy, Daddy! It’s not my fault! We were just-” 

“It hurts! It hurrrrrrrts!” Alex screamed. 

“Okay, Alex. It’s okay. Don’t touch the glass, let’s get you inside.” 

he said. 

Ralph paused for a second, holding Alex’s forearm with her hand 

elevated, and noticed two metallic glints through the blood. He 

hoisted Alex up from underneath her armpits and carried her into 

the kitchen. 

“Melinda, go and get my mobile. It’s upstairs on my bedside 

table.” 

He waited until she climbed the stairs and ran cold water over 

Alex’s hand. 

“Owwwwwww.” 

“Shh!” he said. 

Alex sniffled and closed her eyes as Ralph washed away the 

blood from her fingers. The two glints were rings. A wedding band 

and an engagement ring that hung loose from her tiny finger. He 

took them off and ran them clean under the tap, letting Alex’s hand 

fall. 

“I can’t find it, Daddy!” Melinda yelled from upstairs. 

“Keep looking! It’s there somewhere!” he replied. 

He ignored Alex’s sobs and squeezed the rings in a closed fist. 

“Where did you find these?” he spat, in a whisper. 

“Out-side.” 

“Where outside? Did you dig them up?” 
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“Mel-in-da told me to. She said you dig all the time,” she said, 

stifling her cries. 

Ralph picked her up and planted her down on the kitchen table 

before heading into the garden. There were holes dug all over the 

lawn. He looked in each hole with wide eyes, slightly sweating from 

his neck. He strode towards the leftmost corner of the garden to find 

the deepest hole, the trowel sticking upright out of the ground next 

to it. A small empty ring box lay on top of the loose soil, small spots 

of fresh blood had stained the white silk lining. He threw it aside and 

saw the jagged piece of glass underneath and started to dig around it 

with his hands, paying the trowel no mind. The glass left deep cuts in 

his palms as he pulled it free, but he did not cry out. The old glass 

coffee pot was smashed, jagged and cracked. Ralph relaxed, setting 

his bum to his heels, and cried silently. 

“Daddy?” 

“Not now, my love! Stay inside!” he yelled. 

“I didn’t know what to do.” 

Ralph ignored Melinda and tried to wipe the dirt from the 

smashed coffee pot. He laid the pot beside the hole and started to 

dig deeper. He dug so deep that his shoulders were level with the 

ground, and his head hung below. He didn’t hear the knock at the 

door. 

“Daddy!” 

“Not … now.” 

“Daddy, I called the police on the house phone. I couldn’t find 

your mobile.” 
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Ralph pulled himself out of the hole and stood to face the officer 

before him. Over her shoulder he saw another male officer tending 

to Alex’s hand. 

“Go inside now, Melinda,” said Ralph, “look after Alex.” 

Melinda turned slowly and went inside. 

“Please, don’t let her see,” he said to the officer. 

He pointed towards the large hole and the officer walked over, 

carefully stepping in between the other holes. She leaned over the 

hole to peer inside and jerked back around, sharply, with one hand 

on her truncheon, the other holding her radio close to her mouth. 

“Officer Collins reporting a possible 10-54. That’s 10-54 at 23 

Grove Road. Requesting backup and transport. Over.” 

The male officer closed the kitchen door behind him, wiping his 

hands with a dish cloth. 

“10-54?” the male officer said. 

“Take a look.” she replied. 

The male officer walked over to the hole, hopping in between 

the other holes, and peered inside. 

“Is that … a hand?” 
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