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Mike actually carried me over the threshold. It wasn’t very easy because, although he’s taller than me, I’m somewhat bigger than he is, so he almost dropped me as he nudged the door open with his knee and we both got the giggles. Of course, that made carrying me even harder and he just about managed to get within two feet of the sofa before his legs collapsed and we both fell forward, shrieking in unison, luckily landing right side up on the sofa cushions. We lay there, laughing hysterically, and I felt so happy. It just seemed as if everything was finally turning out right for a change. 

I’d had a premonition of happiness, the first time I saw Number 13, Manor Close. I was at the doctor’s surgery in Midford, waiting for my appointment to be called, when I noticed a heap of shiny brochures on the little table that usually held dog-eared copies of Hello and Grazia and Country Living. The brochures were produced by a company called Phoenician Building and the photograph on the front of the brochure made me catch my breath. A cottage, built of golden stone, with a sage green front door and pots of colourful flowers on either side of it. A little front garden and a white painted fence. It was a double fronted cottage, pleasingly regular, with a small porch over the front door tiled in grey slate. Mike and I had been house-hunting for a while but I’d not really considered a new-build before. I think most new-builds are horribly ugly, all sterile red brick and nasty plastic windows, but this wasn’t – this was gorgeous. I flicked through the pages of the brochure and discovered the cottage was part of the Asharton Estate, currently being built on the remains of an old country mansion, on the outskirts of Midford. I’d read about it in the local paper. I remembered that the builders had made a big deal of their green credentials – they were salvaging as much of the original stone from the house as they could. Apparently it had burnt down in a terrible fire, years ago. I looked again at the cottage with renewed interest. A brand new house; something that would only be ours, Mike’s and mine, from the very start but with a little bit of history behind it to add interest. It sounded perfect. I was so entranced that I hadn’t heard the nurse calling Mrs. Beatrice Dunhill? Mrs. Dunhill? I jumped up and hurried over to the door when I finally realised I was being summoned, stuffing the brochure into my bag as I did so.

“What do you think?” I asked Mike over dinner. He ate with one hand and turned the pages of the brochure with the other. I picked over my bowl of steamed vegetables without enthusiasm.

“Well, it looks great,” said Mike. He popped a mouthful of steak into his mouth and chewed vigorously for a few moments. I tried not to feel envious. I was overweight and he wasn’t, that was all there was to it. 

Mike swallowed his steak and washed it down with a gulp of red wine. “Quite expensive though, isn’t it, Bea? Right at the top of our price range.”

“Well, yes,” I admitted. “But it is in our price range. And you know how long we’ve been looking.” I was quiet for a moment and then said quietly, “I just want to put the money to good use.”

“Of course you do, love,” said Mike. He squeezed my hand gently. “It’s the best use I can think of, a home of our own.”

“How awful that it took an inheritance for us to even be able to think about affording our own home,” I said. 

Mike nodded. “That’s house prices for you, nowadays. Extortionate.” He noticed my expression and squeezed my hand again gently. “Come on, love. Your mum would want you to make good use of the money.”

“I’m just sad that she’ll never get to see it.” I wanted to add or her grandchildren, but as they were hypothetical at the moment, I didn’t. 

“I know, sweetheart. Why don’t you make an appointment for us to go and see it?”

I turned the pages of the brochure. “I don’t think the estate is finished yet.”

“They’ll have a show home. We could have a look and see what we think.”

“Yes,” I said, suddenly decisive in a way that wasn’t like me. “I’ll do exactly that.”

The next day, we drove out of Midford and took the Bristol road out of the village. We found the turning for Asharton Estate easily; it was clearly signed and there was a small, two-way road that wound through the woods before we reached the outermost part of the estate. It was still a building site, with huge craters of scarred earth and heavy machinery and palettes of building materials. It didn’t look very promising but as we made our way further along the road, the houses gradually became more complete; the empty shells that we first encountered turned into ones which were growing breezeblock walls within their frames, to the houses right at the centre of the estate which were already finished. These houses were arranged around a large square of grass and newly planted trees, with some sort of old monument in the middle of the square. We parked the car next to the sign indicating Show Homes and Estate Reception, and got out. 

We had an appointment with the one of the managers of Phoenician Building, a Brian Spencer, and we were ushered into his office by one of those glossy receptionists who always make me feel rather intimidated. I resolved yet again to go back to Weightwatchers and made a mental note to have my hair cut and coloured soon. The pretty receptionist gave Mike a flirtatious glance and although he didn’t respond – I’m not sure he even noticed – I felt a twist of anxiety. I am sometimes keenly aware of how much better looking Mike is than I am, not that it ever seems to bother him.

Brian Spencer was very helpful. Mike explained that we were interested in a cottage on the estate and Mr. Spencer nodded and brought out another thick sheaf of brochures.

“Ah, the Pinewood,” he said, once he’d realised the type of house that we wanted. “That’s a very popular choice. There’s only a few left, I believe.” I must have looked stricken because he smiled reassuringly at me. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Dunhill, there are a few that are still available, and once you put down a deposit then it’s yours for keeps. The Pinewood is perfect for a young couple like yourself, small enough to be manageable but roomy enough to adapt to family life. Do you have children?”

“We plan to,” I said, before Mike could say anything, but I felt him take hold of my hand under the table and give it a squeeze.

“Lovely. Well, you’ll find that the Pinewood will be just right for you now but as it’s got three bedrooms, that’s more than enough space to accommodate the patter of tiny feet!” He twinkled across the table at me and I bit back a giggle. “We have a Pinewood show home just along this street, would you like to see it?”

I nodded fervently. We went outside and strolled down the pavement to a house that stood about twenty feet away. Everything was so shiny-new; the paintwork on the doors and window frames glossy, the slate tiles gleaming in the weak spring sunshine. There wasn’t a scrap of litter to be seen. Probably because no one lives here yet, I told myself. 

The show home Pinewood was the cottage of the brochure, come to life.  We walked up the tiny front path, a matter of three steps or so and then Mr. Spencer unlocked the sage-green front door. I felt a surge of excitement as we stepped over the threshold. 

It was beautiful inside, tasteful and yet comfortable. The floors in the hallway and kitchen downstairs were wooden but the carpets of the open plan living and dining room were of a soft, luxurious cream. It was a bit smaller than I had anticipated but not enough to be a worry. The bay window of the living room looked out onto the fresh green grass of the central square, with the strange old sculpture or monument in the centre.

“What’s that?” I asked, curious, gesturing towards it.

“Oh, that’s the fountain that once stood in front of the original manor house,” said Mr. Spencer. “Lovely old thing, don’t you agree? Gives quite an air of distinction to the green, I always think.”

“It’s nice you were able to save something from the original building,” I said.

Mr. Spencer looked smug. “Phoenician Building always strives to retain as much of the original materials as we possibly can, Mrs. Dunhill. You’ll find that some of the original wooden panelling of the manor has been used in creating the park benches you’ll see dotted about, here and there. And, of course, we have reused much of the original stone in the building of the new houses. Sadly, so much was destroyed in the fire that we weren’t able to use everything we could have wished to.”

We had walked upstairs by now and were looking at the bedrooms. There was a large master bedroom, a smaller secondary one and a somewhat cramped third bedroom over the stairs. 

“Perfect for a nursery,” suggested Mr. Spencer, looking meaningfully at both Mike and myself. I wasn’t sure whether to blush or laugh but settled for an embarrassed smile.  

The show home was furnished beautifully, everything new and carefully arranged, and perfectly coordinated. There was a vase of fresh flowers in every room and a couple of tasteful, carefully chosen ornaments. Mike perked up a bit in the living room when Mr. Spencer demonstrated the built in entertainment system and the surround sound that could be directed to any room in the house. 

“You can listen to anything, anywhere,” he said, flourishing several different remotes. “Everything can go through the system; internet, film streaming, anything. Integrated wi-fi and the signal is boosted so you won’t have to worry about download speeds or anything like that. Everything you might need for twenty-first century entertainment.”

The kitchen had French doors that led onto a small area of decking, with steps down to the rest of the garden. That was pocket-sized, but still charming. I could just imagine Mike and me sitting out here on a summer evening with a glass of wine, watching the sun set.

Towards the end of the tour, Mr. Spencer stood back, tactfully giving us time to discuss the next move. My mind was made up and I just hoped Mike felt the same way.

“Well, Bea? What do you think?”

“Oh, please let’s buy it,” I said fervently. “It’s just perfect. It’ll be ours, Mike, yours and mine. Our own home. It’s so perfect.”

Mike laughed. “I knew you’d think that. Come on then, let’s get the deposit down.”

I was almost floating all the way back to Mr. Spencer’s office, despite my weight. Of course, I knew we weren’t going to live in that house but the one we could have would be just the same, just as perfect. Mr. Spencer ushered us to our chairs and took a thick sheaf of papers from his desk drawer. He flicked through them and suddenly stopped, frowning. I felt a sudden moment of terror. Was he going to say that there was a mistake, that all the Pinewoods had actually been sold?

“My word, it was lucky you came along today,” Mr. Spencer said. “There’s only one left.” I sagged back in my chair with relief. He looked up from the papers. “You’re not superstitious, are you?”

“No,” Mike replied. “Why?”

“Well, if your heart is set on the Pinewood then the only one left is number thirteen. I suppose the number put some people off. Lucky for you! It’s the only one left.”

“We’ll take it,” I said breathlessly. “Where is it situated?”

“Nicely central, actually, Mrs. Dunhill. Just off the main square. It’s finished, it just needs a snag check, so you’ll be able to move in very soon.”
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