
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      
      Home Truths

      
      Margaret Bacon
      

      [image: image]

      
   
Copyright © 1984 Margaret Bacon

The right of Margaret Bacon to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN : 978 0 7553 9418 0

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk


      
      
      

      
      Margaret Bacon was brought up in the Yorkshire Dales and educated at The Mount School, York and Oxford. She taught history
         before her marriage to a Civil Engineer whose profession entailed much travel and frequent moves of house. Her first book,
         Journey to Guyana, was account of two years spent in South America. Her subsequent books, including one children’s novel, have all been fiction.
         She has two daughters and is now settled in Wiltshire.
      

      
   

      

      

Also by Margaret Bacon


Fiction


Going Down


The Episode


The Unentitled


Kitty


The Package


Snow in Winter


The Kingdom of Rose


The Serpent’s Tooth


Other Women


Home Truths


Friends and Relations


Non-Fiction


Journey to Guyana


For Children


A Packetful of Trouble



      
      Chapter One

      
     
      
      The telephone rang. Seven o’clock on a Sunday morning.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get it,’ he said, and did not move.

      
      She lay still, eyes closed, pretending to be asleep. The telephone went on ringing.

      
      He stretched out an arm, lifted the receiver, lost it temporarily among the clutter on the bedside table and retrieved it
         in time to hear a man’s voice say, evidently not for the first time, ‘Has it gone yet?’
      

      
      ‘What?’ he asked, his voice still slurred with sleep.

      
      ‘I said has it gone yet?’

      
      ‘I meant has what gone?’
      

      
      ‘The house. Your house.’
      

      
      He looked around. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Still here. I think you’ve got the wrong number.’

      
      ‘Chorfield 764682?’

      
      He looked at the dial. ‘’Sright,’ he said.

      
      She sat up suddenly.

      
      ‘For God’s sake!’ she hissed. ‘Give it to me.’

      
      He relinquished the receiver and fell back among the pillows.

      
      ‘Good morning,’ she said brightly. ‘Can I help you?’

      
      How could she? Lying there, her hair all over her face, her nightie inside out, sounding like an answering machine. Just as
         well they didn’t have a televised telephone. He yawned loudly.
      

      
      ‘I imagine you’re ringing up about the cottage we advertised for sale in the Sunday Times?’ she enquired sweetly.
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ he heard the voice say at the other end, relieved, no doubt, to be talking at last to an intelligent fellow
         creature. ‘We were afraid it might have gone already.’
      

      
      ‘Not by seven o’clock, it hasn’t, no,’ she said rather less sweetly.

      
      ‘Well, I’m sorry to ring so early, but you see we’ve been looking for two years and we know how quickly houses go. Could my
         wife and I come to view today? This morning if possible?’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps I should tell you a bit more about it first?’

      
      ‘You won’t let it go to anyone else before we come?’ the voice enquired anxiously.

      
      ‘No, you can have first refusal,’ she reassured him, and went on to give details and directions.

      
      He lay, listening. Evidently they were called Armstrong and were coming this morning by the Green Line coach that passed the
         cottage gate at a quarter past eleven. At last she had finished being bright and helpful, put down the receiver, groaned and
         lay back exhausted.
      

      
      ‘The contrast between how you sound and how you look is quite startling, Heather Barnicoat,’ he said, settling down beside
         her.
      

      
      ‘Well, honestly. You were awful. You might have lost us a sale.’

      
      ‘You know I’m no good in the morning.’

      
      ‘You didn’t even sound sober.’

      
      ‘Your nightie’s inside out,’ he counter-attacked irrationally.

      
      ‘You know why.’

      
      ‘I’ll take it off for you and put it right in no time,’ he promised.

      
      ‘You’ve just said you’re no good in the morning.’

      
      ‘Ah, but I’m not going to sell you a house. What I had in mind was quite different,’ he said, kissing her shoulder.

      
      ‘No, really. They’re coming at eleven and . . .’

      
      ‘And it’s only just gone seven now,’ he pointed out, rolling her over towards him.

      
      James appeared in the doorway.

      
      ‘The telephone woke me,’ he accused.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Your Highness.’

      
      ‘Well, you two get mad if we wake you up.’
      

      
      ‘What are the others doing?’

      
      ‘Jonathan’s playing with his Lego and the Ant’s just lying in his cot. But he’s taken his nappies off.’

      
      She went downstairs. In the corner of the little sitting-room, the baby was lying in his cot, staring abstractedly at the
         branches of apple blossom that waved to and fro across the square of blue sky that he could see through the little sash window.
         His nappies and plastic pants lay rolled in a ball in one corner of the cot. When he heard his mother come in he looked towards
         her, his eyes suddenly bright with recognition, his arms outstretched, his back arched ecstatically, his whole body taut with
         joy. For a moment she leant over the cot, gazing back at him, her face reflecting the delight on his. It was the best moment
         of the day. Then he looked suddenly solemn, his eyes withdrew from hers and he gazed intently at the wall, contemplating more
         serious matters. A fine jet of clear liquid rose delicately from him into the air and then flowed down on to the mattress.
      

      
      ‘You rotter,’ she said, lifting him out of the cot. ‘And just when we don’t want washing hanging around all over the place.’

      
      The telephone rang.

      
      It rang eight times before they had finished breakfast. By then the two older children were grumpy and the Ant had quite lost
         his early morning serenity. By nine-thirty he was screaming in the pram, under the apple tree.
      

      
      ‘If you do the washing up, Derek,’ she said, coming back into the cottage, ‘I’ll see to the rest.’

      
      As he moved towards the sink there was a scrunching sound of trodden plastic.

      
      ‘My bridge, you’ve broken my bridge,’ James roared. ‘Don’t you ever look where you put your great feet?’

      
      ‘Sunday, bloody Sunday,’ he murmured.

      
      She laughed. ‘He sounded just like you,’ she said.

      
      The telephone rang.

      
      At first sight the Armstrongs were a disappointment; they seemed, as they walked hand-in-hand up the uneven brick path to
         the cottage door, much too young and small to be taken seriously as house-buyers.
      

      
      The impression soon passed. They said disconcertingly little as they were shown over the cottage, but they obviously noticed
         everything. Occasionally Christopher Armstrong asked unanswerable questions about such things as the under-drawing, and, looking
         at the pond in the field at the back of the house, something about what he called the water table. But they obviously liked
         the cottage and pictured themselves living in it.
      

      
      ‘One could build an extension,’ Christopher Armstrong pronounced as they stood in the kitchen.

      
      ‘We did think of it,’ Derek told him, rather defensively, ‘but the builder said there wouldn’t be headroom. It’s a lean-to
         already, he said.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes, but you’d build this way, taking off the back door,’ Christopher Armstrong explained. ‘Is this a load-bearing wall?’

      
      ‘I’ve no idea,’ said Derek, who had not heard the expression before.

      
      ‘I don’t imagine it is,’ Christopher said thoughtfully, ‘and anyway, we could always put in a reinforced concrete beam.’

      
      Derek nodded knowledgeably.

      
      Later they drank coffee on the undulating little terrace which Derek had laid at the back of the cottage.

      
      ‘I’m sorry we rang so early,’ Bunty Armstrong said, ‘but we were so afraid of missing it. It’s happened to us before.’

      
      Heather laughed. ‘You did right,’ she said. ‘The telephone hasn’t stopped ringing all morning. We took it off the hook in
         the end to get a bit of peace. We’d no idea there’d be such a response to those few lines in the paper. It seems crazy.’
      

      
      ‘There’s such a shortage of this kind of house, that’s why. The agents all say the same – they’ve never had so few on their
         books.’
      

      
      ‘Well, we’d heard that, so we decided we might as well try to sell it ourselves and save agents’ fees, but we hadn’t realized quite how desperate people are to buy.’
      

      
      ‘And these other people who rang,’ Christopher Armstrong cut in, ‘are they coming to see it?’

      
      ‘I said I’d let them know if you didn’t want it.’

      
      The Armstrongs looked at each other. They nodded, Tweedledum and Tweedledee, she thought. ‘Yes,’ they said in unison, ‘we
         want it.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll pay the full asking price,’ he said.

      
      ‘Oh, well . . .’ Heather began.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Derek said. ‘Then that’s settled.’

      
      ‘You see, if we make a lower offer, you could accept the full price from somebody else this afternoon,’ Bunty pointed out
         shrewdly. She looks about sixteen, Heather thought, but she’s years older than I am in the ways of the world.
      

      
      Bunty caught the look.

      
      ‘You think I’m cynical,’ she said.

      
      ‘No, of course not.’

      
      Later, as they looked around the garden, the two women strolled over to the pram. The Ant slept, uncovered. Bunty gazed down
         at him.
      

      
      ‘He’s lovely,’ she said, awe-struck.

      
      ‘He’s called Anthony really, but the poor chap gets called Ant for short. You like babies?’

      
      ‘I can’t wait. We’ve been married four years, but first we were abroad so we postponed having any, then back in England we
         couldn’t find a house, and the basement flat we’ve got in Victoria is horrible, and anyway the landlord doesn’t allow babies
         or pets.’
      

      
      ‘Well, this place is marvellous for children. It’s so safe and the garden’s much bigger than you’d expect with such a tiny
         cottage.’
      

      
      ‘It doesn’t seem tiny after our flat, I can tell you!’

      
      Heather smiled. ‘Yes, I remember when we first came it seemed quite big. It’s ideal for a couple and one child, it’s a bit
         of a squeeze with two children, and it’s quite impossible now we’ve got the Ant. We looked for something bigger a while ago, but we couldn’t see anything to compare with this position – the shops are handy and it’s all so quiet, and then Derek
         can walk up to school.’
      

      
      ‘He teaches – your husband?’

      
      ‘Yes, at the local school. But he saw this job advertised in Leicestershire as head of the English Department, so he applied
         and we’ve just heard he’s got it. So really it’s all worked out very well, because we’d have to move to a bigger house anyway,
         and we know there’s not much around here, so we might as well move away. But it’s sad all the same. We haven’t told the children
         yet. I expect they’ll be furious.’
      

      
      ‘So when would you go?’

      
      ‘He starts in September. We’ll look for a house up there straight away now, but if necessary he can go into digs for a while.
         What does Christopher do?’
      

      
      ‘He’s with a firm of civil engineers in London. They asked him to work abroad again but we wanted to settle down and have
         a family, so they offered him this job at head office, doing tendering. He doesn’t really enjoy it, he’d much rather be on
         site, but that means moving around all the time.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, it’s difficult moving once you’ve got kids. And what about you? Do you have a job?’

      
      ‘I trained as a child’s nurse, looking after healthy children, that is. I’m working at a day nursery at the moment in London.
         They’re pre-school age, about two to five, but sometimes we have a baby to look after. I was lucky to get the job really when
         we came back from abroad. It’s near the flat too.’
      

      
      ‘I should think they were lucky to get you. There must be an enormous demand for people like you, especially now so many mothers go out to work. But how lovely to be
         an expert on children. I mean you’ll know exactly what to do with your own kids when you have them, won’t you? I hadn’t a
         clue what to do with mine.’
      

      
      ‘What sort of work did you do before you were married?’

      
      ‘I was in publishing. I loved it, but I can’t honestly say it was much help when it came to finding out how to put on nappies.
         Oh, do be careful,’ she added as Bunty tripped over the uneven bricks of the path. ‘I’m afraid Derek didn’t get it exactly flat.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry. Christopher will take it up and re-lay it in no time. He’s very practical,’ she added, her face glowing with
         pride, ‘and a real perfectionist.’
      

      
      ‘You’re lucky to have a tame handyman around the place.’

      
      ‘Oh yes, I am lucky. And I’m sure he’ll be a marvellous father; he’ll be able to make all sorts of things, dolls’ houses and climbing frames
         and everything like that.’
      

      
      She looked around the garden, peopling it with her children and their splendid home-made toys.

      
      ‘She’s really very sweet,’ Heather remarked after they had gone. ‘In fact they both are.’

      
      ‘Never mind being sweet, just so long as they can get a mortgage.’

      
      They began to stroll aimlessly around the garden, curiously drained by the experience of selling their home.

      
      ‘They look so young,’ she said. ‘You’d never think they’d been married for four years.’

      
      ‘Good lord! I thought they were newly-weds. I mean the way she looks at him, all dewy-eyed and adoring. You must be wrong.
         I bet they haven’t been married more than a few months.’
      

      
      ‘Rubbish. She told me. Don’t men ever tell each other anything?’
      

      
      ‘Well, he was on about underpinning and foundations and water tables so I couldn’t really interrupt and ask him how long he’d
         been married, could I?’
      

      
      She laughed and took his hand.

      
      ‘You don’t have to ask. These things just emerge. At least between women they do.’

      
      ‘Not with him, they don’t. Nothing but breeze blocks emerge. And load-bearing walls, and girders and suchlike. Tell you something,’
         he went on, ‘I don’t remember that you ever looked at me like that when we’d been married four years.’
      

      
      ‘We had two kids by then and I hardly ever looked up from the sink, if you remember.’

      
      ‘Do I smell the smell of burning martyr?’ he asked, putting his arm around her.

      
      She yawned and leant up against him. ‘Speaking of kids,’ she said, ‘I suppose I’d better go and collect them from Mary. It
         was jolly nice of her to take them out of the way while we showed off our house.’
      

      
      ‘Yes. You’ll miss her when we move.’

      
      They had reached the bottom of the garden and were leaning on the fence, looking out over the field beyond. It was ringed
         with trees and in the foreground cattle grazed peacefully round the pond.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she sighed. ‘I shall miss her very much. And we shan’t easily get another view like this either.’

      
      She gazed across the field, drinking it all in, as if for the last time. Then she turned and looked back at the cottage.

      
      ‘Who would have thought,’ she said, ‘that it would be so easy to sell a house? Just a little notice in the paper and the deed
         is done. Soon it won’t be our cottage any more. After all these years.’
      

      
      He nodded. ‘Can’t think why anybody bothers with estate agents,’ he said.

      
      They stood looking at it in silence, she thinking of the home that they had made and would soon leave, he contemplating with
         satisfaction the agent’s fees that they had saved.
      

      
      ‘I’ve just thought,’ he said suddenly, interrupting the silence, ‘since it was so easy to sell, maybe we won’t find it so
         easy to buy. I mean the boot’s going to be on the other foot now, isn’t it?’
      

      
      In the damp hall of their basement flat Bunty and Christopher Armstrong stood and hugged each other. Then they moved clumsily
         into the sitting-room, still clinging together.
      

      
      ‘I can’t believe it,’ she said almost in a sob. ‘I mean after all these awful months.’
      

      
      He patted her shoulder and said nothing.

      
      She looked up at him. ‘And when you didn’t say anything,’ she went on half-laughing, half-crying, ‘I thought perhaps you didn’t
         like it.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t dare say much, in case they put the price up.’

      
      She sniffed and dabbed at her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Oh, they weren’t like that,’ she said.

      
      ‘Everyone’s like that, when they’re selling houses.’

      
      ‘Not true. Not everyone.’

      
      ‘Well, I must admit they seemed a very nice couple.’

      
      ‘Oh, we’re so lucky. Such a beautiful little cottage and such super people selling it. I just feel everything’s going to be
         all right this time.’
      

      
      She began to cry in earnest.

      
      ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘you’re exhausted. Let’s get something to eat.’

      
      In a daze she went into the kitchen, which was really just a bit of the sitting-room roughly partitioned off. She scrambled
         some eggs, made coffee and put biscuits and cheese on a tray. And all the time she was thinking of babies.
      

      
      ‘You all right?’ he asked, looking at her curiously, as he picked up the tray.

      
      She nodded, unable to put it into words.

      
      He put the tray down on the table in front of the gas fire, which they had to have on all the year round to keep the damp
         at bay. ‘What is it? Don’t look like that.’
      

      
      ‘It’s the baby,’ she managed to whisper. ‘Now we can start a baby.’

      
      He looked at her, surprised. ‘Before or after the scrambled egg?’ he asked.

      
      ‘We’re looking for a four-bedroomed house, preferably old,’ Derek began. ‘You know, Georgian or Victorian, without too much
         garden, in the suburbs or a village outside the town. Quiet, but not too remote. We’d like shops handy and public transport
         and—’
      

      
      ‘How much?’ interrupted the young man.

      
      ‘How much what?’

      
      ‘Your price range.’

      
      ‘Oh, well, it all depends, doesn’t it? I mean, what sort of condition it’s in, and so on. Can’t you just show us all the houses
         of the sort I’ve described and we’ll think about price afterwards?’
      

      
      ‘No. It doesn’t work like that. We file them under the price. But actually we’ve nothing such as you’ve described on our books
         anyway. If you care to leave details on this form, we’ll keep you posted.’
      

      
      They filled in the form and left.

      
      ‘A bit take-it-or-leave-it, wasn’t he?’ she remarked as they walked towards the next estate agent on their list.

      
      ‘Well, we obviously struck the worst estate agent in the town for our first attempt,’ he said. ‘No doubt Flint & Skellow will
         make up for it.’
      

      
      They didn’t. Young Mr Flint said they only had three properties on their books, namely a flat and two mansions. They filled
         in another form and made their way to Namboe & Namboe.
      

      
      Mr Namboe was the senior partner and took them into an inner sanctuary. He had just the thing, he said. It was a three-bedroomed
         house on a high-class estate. They could convert the utility into a small fourth bedroom.
      

      
      ‘What a cheek,’ she said indignantly as they walked to the next agent. ‘Can you imagine? The poor Ant in a sink? Honestly that house was no bigger than our cottage.’
      

      
      ‘And cost nearly half as much again.’

      
      ‘It makes you realize your own home’s jolly good.’

      
      ‘Do you think we asked enough for it?’

      
      ‘Well, we can’t go back on that now. Where’s the next agent on the list?’

      
      She stood comparing the list with the town map. ‘Let’s give that one a miss – it’s almost on the outskirts, and it’s going
         to rain. But Soggets is only a couple of streets away.
      

      
      ‘Do you remember,’ she said as they walked, ‘how we used to grumble about the centre of towns being taken over by estate agents
         instead of proper shops? I’m jolly glad now, aren’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ he admitted reluctantly. ‘It shows how house-hunting corrupts one.’

      
      She laughed and took his arm. ‘Cheer up,’ she said. ‘You were the one who said what fun it would be, a day off without the children, all on our own, choosing this dream house.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I thought there’d be plenty to choose from. All lined up, you know, waiting for us.’
      

      
      ‘Here we are – Soggets. Perhaps it’s waiting for us here.’

      
      ‘I hate this business of reciting the great rigmarole of requirements when we go in. You say it all this time.’

      
      There was no need. Soggets was in charge of a girl who sat at a huge desk filing her nails. ‘We’ve only got four houses on
         our lists,’ she told them, ‘and they’re all ’orrible.’
      

      
      They filled in the inevitable form and left her to her manicuring.

      
      Rain was pelting down. They stood in Soggets’ doorway, appalled, watching as the road turned into a river in front of their
         very eyes.
      

      
      ‘There’s a pub next door,’ he said. ‘Let’s make a dash for it and have an early lunch.’

      
      ‘Can’t say I’m very hungry.’

      
      ‘We’ll have a ploughman’s lunch; you can manage that.’

      
      Soon they were sitting in the damp and gloomy saloon bar contemplating plates of dispirited lettuce leaves upon which rested
         lumps of dry cheese, impregnable bread rolls and tightly wrapped parcels of butter.
      

      
      ‘Do you think,’ she asked as she pursued a hard and slippery pickled onion round her plate, ‘that many ploughmen actually
         eat meals like this?’
      

      
      ‘No, they’re all having coq au vin at the Hilton round the corner.’
      

      
      Over coffee, she said, ‘Derek, what shall we do if we don’t find anything by October?’

      
      ‘October? I start work in September.’

      
      ‘I know. But we promised the Armstrongs we’d be out of the cottage by October.’

      
      ‘We didn’t sign anything.’

      
      ‘Derek! We promised.’

      
      ‘Oh, all right. We’ll find something. We’ve hardly started.’

      
      ‘I know, but all the same, you do get a feel of how things are, even in one morning. And I think there just aren’t any houses
         on the market.’
      

      
      ‘There’s bound to be something, you’ll see. We’ll do the other three agents in town and then we’ll start on the villages.
         At least it’s stopped raining, or almost.’
      

      
      As they went from agent to agent, in the fine drizzle, she noticed that their list of requirements got shorter and shorter.
         By the time they reached Freeman, Tucker & Son, Derek asked simply, ‘Have you any houses?’
      

      
      ‘Would you consider half a country house?’ the agent asked. He was a gangling, sandy-haired youth, very keen to oblige, who
         introduced himself as the young Mr Tucker. ‘I have a very desirable property of that nature which I know well actually, as
         it belongs to my cousin Susan. I have the particulars here, with a sort of map.’
      

      
      He produced a piece of paper with a plan of the house and grounds. ‘Lovely setting,’ he said. ‘In the village of Huntingford.
         Very much sought-after district, of course. It used to be the manor house, now converted.’
      

      
      ‘Which bit is it that she’s selling?’

      
      Young Mr Tucker pointed to the north-west corner.

      
      ‘So it doesn’t get the sun or a view of the garden?’

      
      ‘Well, no; it was the servants’ wing.’

      
      The telephone rang. ‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘I’ll be with you in a moment.’

      
      ‘Let’s go,’ Derek said. ‘He can find some other muggins to buy the damp bit of cousin Susan’s house.’

      
      ‘Sh, he’ll hear.’

      
      ‘I don’t care if he does. Come on – he said he hadn’t any more houses to show us.’

      
      They got up. Mr Tucker put his hand over the receiver and made noises at them to wait. Then he turned back to the phone and
         said, ‘By chance, Mrs Soddie, I have a Mr and Mrs Barnicoat here at the office who might be very interested. Could I bring
         them along with me when I come to measure up? They’ve come a considerable distance. Very well. In about half an hour, then.’
      

      
      It was not at all the kind of house they had intended to buy. Tall and forbidding-looking, it was in a Victorian terrace in
         the centre of the town.
      

      
      ‘Faces due north,’ Derek remarked as they got out of Mr Tucker’s car.
      

      
      ‘Which means that the garden, which is entirely at the back, faces due south,’ the agent pointed out.

      
      ‘It probably hasn’t got a garage,’ Derek said gloomily.

      
      ‘Ample parking in the square or the back lane. This is a very good residential area, of course. The best in town, some would
         say.’
      

      
      Mrs Soddie was tall and handsome but there was something sad, almost apathetic about her.

      
      ‘My husband’s in Zanzibar,’ she said casually. ‘They always are, aren’t they?’

      
      There was an archway across the hall beyond which the staircase wound gracefully out of sight. Mrs Soddie began to show them
         round the house, pointing out its disadvantages as she went, to the evident discomfiture of the agent commissioned to sell
         it. By the time she had insisted that they take a good look at the brown patch above the dining-room fireplace, a crack down
         the landing wall and holes in the bannisters which might be woodworm, young Mr Tucker could obviously bear it no longer.
      

      
      ‘Shall I show them round, Mrs Soddie?’ he suggested in tones of restrained exasperation. ‘There is no need for you to worry
         about the viewing.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that’s very good of you,’ she said and made obediently for the stairs. Half-way down she turned to warn them, ‘Do mind
         your heads at the top of the stairs, they’re dreadfully dangerous; a friend nearly knocked himself out up there. And I’m sorry
         about the smell in the attic. My husband thinks it might be the start of dry rot, but I don’t know.’
      

      
      ‘You see what spacious rooms they are,’ Mr Tucker cut in. ‘Such perfect proportions. And an amplitude of accommodation. The
         garden too is amply commensurate.’
      

      
      Heather, who had fallen in love with the house at first sight, agreed eagerly. From the moment she had come in the front door
         she had felt at home. The welcome the house had given her, and her own warm response to it, took her totally by surprise. She felt a kind of joyful recognition, but it was as unexpected as that of a traveller who approaches a stranger
         in some remote place only to find it is an old friend.
      

      
      It wasn’t just the thick walls and shuttered windows, the archways and unexpected corners, it was the whole feeling of the
         house. She belonged here, she knew it. It would be impossible now to live anywhere else. Indeed it would be a kind of treachery.
         She felt quite apologetic for looking around it, for she knew, before she entered each room, that it would be perfect, so
         much did she trust this house.
      

      
      ‘The stairs will kill you,’ Derek remarked.

      
      ‘No, they won’t. The boys can have the top floor, we’ll sleep on the first floor with the Ant in the other room, the sitting-room’s
         on the ground floor anyway, and we’ll eat in the downstairs kitchen.’
      

      
      They had reached the top. Mr Tucker stood at the bottom of the little flight of steps into the attic. She climbed up behind
         him.
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ she gasped. ‘Isn’t it perfect up here? Oh, Derek, just the place for the boys. They could leave their train set up all
         the time. And it’s so light and airy.’
      

      
      ‘Close boarded, too,’ Mr Tucker pointed out.

      
      ‘What was that she said about dry rot, Mr Tucker?’ Derek asked suspiciously.

      
      ‘I can assure you there is no possibility of it. The ventilation is excellent.’

      
      ‘I bet it’s freezing up here in winter,’ Derek said. ‘In fact the whole place must cost the earth to heat.’

      
      ‘I think you’ll find these thick walls retain the heat very admirably,’ Mr Tucker told him. ‘And of course being a terraced
         house there is minimum heat loss through the walls.’
      

      
      They turned and went thoughtfully downstairs. ‘About those holes,’ Mr Tucker said on the first landing. ‘Certainly not woodworm.
         More like drawing pins.’
      

      
      In the hall, he said to Derek, ‘Perhaps you and your good lady would like to discuss it before we rejoin Mrs Soddie? I shall
         be measuring the garden if you need me.’
      

      
      ‘How much?’ Derek said bluntly. ‘You realize we don’t know how much they want for it?’
      

      
      ‘Well, as you know, I haven’t measured up, but I think the figure Mr Soddie has in mind is quite reasonable. Let me see.’

      
      He took out a pocket calculator and, muttering about gas central heating and number of rooms and garage space, did some sums.
         Having named his price, he tactfully left them alone to discuss it.
      

      
      They stood in the hall, whispering at each other, feeling like burglars in this strange house.

      
      ‘Derek, it’s fantastic,’ she hissed. ‘You said we could afford the price of the cottage plus about a third. It’s easily within that.’

      
      ‘Yes, but there might be a lot to spend on it.’

      
      ‘That’s true of any house.’

      
      ‘Not new ones. There’d be no work to be done on a new house.’

      
      ‘Old houses are much better value. We’ve always said that. I mean, if it’s stood for over a hundred years it shows it’s strong.
         It’s not going to fall down now. These new houses are ever so flimsy. They’re always falling down—’
      

      
      ‘All right, I can see you like it. I’m just being practical. Somebody has to be practical.’

      
      ‘It’s not practical to refuse the only house on the market. Nobody else has seen it yet. It was a chance in a million to be
         in the office when she rang up. Don’t you see?’
      

      
      ‘We don’t want to seem too eager,’ he whispered, nodding his head and looking crafty. ‘We’ll say we have to look at several
         others before we make up our minds.’
      

      
      ‘Idiot. We’ll lose it.’

      
      ‘And there’s no harm in offering less than the asking price. People expect you to offer less.’

      
      ‘If you lose us this house for the sake of a few hundred pounds, I’ll never forgive you. Never.’

      
      ‘The road could be noisy.’

      
      ‘We’ll sleep at the back.’

      
      ‘I still think the stairs will kill you.’

      
      ‘I don’t mind the stairs.’
      

      
      ‘It’s you I’m thinking of. There’s a lot of work in these old houses.’

      
      ‘I tell you I don’t mind. Think how much house we’re getting for our money. Compare it with that modern one on the estate,
         with the utility room old Namboe wanted to make into a miserable fourth bedroom for the poor little Ant.’
      

      
      ‘And then there’s that basement kitchen . . .’

      
      ‘Semi-basement. And it’s almost on ground level at the back because of the way the land slopes. The sun must stream in at the back.
         And did you see that dear little conservatory where she had the plants?’
      

      
      ‘You mean that glass porch on the back door? Hardly a conservatory.’

      
      ‘Oh, do stop quibbling, Derek. It’s a super kitchen. You could put most of our cottage into it and still have space left over.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a nice big kitchen, I grant you that. But you’ll still have to carry food upstairs to the dining-room.’

      
      ‘No, we’ll eat downstairs. There’s heaps of room. We could make a dining end to the kitchen. Window seats and everything.’

      
      ‘What would you do with the dining-room?’ It’s a shame not to use the dining-room. The nicest room in the house, I thought.’

      
      ‘You could have it for a study.’

      
      ‘Mm. Yes. Well. As you say, it is a very nice house.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Derek, please.’

      
      They sought out Mr Tucker and the three of them returned to the drawing-room. Mrs Soddie was sitting at her desk, reading.
         She put aside her book, which, Heather noticed, had pictures of flowers on the cover. Heather’s love affair with the house
         seemed to have sharpened her perceptions; though she caught only the briefest glimpse of Mrs Soddie as she sat there absorbed
         in her book, she saw that the face was changed, much more alive than it had been. And for a second, as she looked up, startled
         as the three of them interrupted her reading, Rosemary Soddie’s face held its animation before being masked by the quite different
         expression of dutiful interest which she now turned on Mr Tucker.
      

      
      ‘About the house, Mrs Soddie,’ he said. ‘Mr and Mrs Barnicoat are certainly very interested.’

      
      ‘Only if we can move in by October,’ Derek said. ‘When are you planning to leave here?’

      
      ‘You see, we’ve promised to leave our cottage by October,’ Heather began.

      
      ‘Oh, we shall have gone by then,’ Mrs Soddie assured them. ‘My husband opens his northern office at the end of September and
         we have already arranged to buy a house up there.’
      

      
      Heather sighed audibly with relief. It was all working out so easily. Even the rain had stopped; sun shone through the big
         sash windows catching the white paint on the panelling of the shutters.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Mrs Soddie went on, more or less reciting the arrangements. ‘The house we’re moving into belongs to an old lady who
         is going to live in a hotel, so there’s no problem of her having to find a house or anything like that.’
      

      
      She spoke without real interest, as if she was managing all the arrangements vicariously.

      
      ‘Ah, an ideal situation for you, no chance of a hold-up,’ Mr Tucker told the Barnicoats, as gratified as if the situation
         was all of his own making.
      

      
      ‘And do you like where you’re going?’ Heather asked.

      
      Rosemary Soddie hesitated. Then, ‘It’s more convenient to like where you live,’ she said, in her resigned way. ‘I’ve always
         found that.’
      

      
      Heather heard her with astonishment. She couldn’t imagine herself not caring about where she lived. She cared desperately.
         She had adored the cottage. It was going to be a heartbreak to leave it after all these years and everything that had happened
         in it. But Mrs Soddie’s flat statement showed that she didn’t care about leaving here. She didn’t seem to be involved, as
         a person, at all. She was only going through the motions of buying and selling. She gave the impression of one who would see
         to everything very competently, but without any relish.
      

      
      ‘But the house,’ Heather persisted. ‘I hope you like the house you’re buying?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, it’s a nice house we’re going to. Just on two floors. You see, here you’ve got four floors and all those stairs and—’

      
      ‘Well,’ Mr Tucker cut in brusquely, ‘this is a lovely house too and Mr and Mrs Barnicoat are seriously interested. I know
         your husband wants it settled as soon as possible, Mrs Soddie.’
      

      
      She looked at them in mild surprise. ‘Well, it’s your decision, of course,’ she said, ‘I mean if you want to live here.’
      

      
      ‘Do you wish to make an offer?’ Mr Tucker asked them.

      
      The Barnicoats looked at each other. It was suddenly very quiet.

      
      Derek hesitated. Heather glared at him.

      
      ‘We’ll pay the full asking price,’ he said hoarsely.

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
     
      
      Bunty sipped the tea. She nibbled at the biscuit. He watched her anxiously.
      

      
      ‘All right?’

      
      ‘Yes, thanks. Much better.’

      
      ‘Good.’

      
      He stroked her forehead. God, but she was pale. You would think all that heaving and retching would bring the baby up.

      
      ‘I don’t mind, you know,’ she said. ‘And it’s lucky I always get it over early. It would be awful if it went on all morning
         and I couldn’t go to work.’
      

      
      ‘If it did, you’d just have to stop work. We could manage.’

      
      ‘Even now that we’ve paid the deposit on the cottage?’

      
      ‘Yes, if we had to.’

      
      She sighed and lay back, relaxed. ‘You know, I feel so much happier now that we’ve paid the deposit. I shall really enjoy
         telling old Skinflint we’ve got a home of our own to go to, and he can have his horrible flat back. It’s such a relief to
         know it doesn’t matter if he notices I’m pregnant now.’
      

      
      ‘I shouldn’t think he’d notice for a while. You’re skinnier than ever.’

      
      ‘Give me time,’ she said and laughed.

      
      Her colour was coming back, he observed with relief. If things followed the usual pattern she’d be better in time to cook
         his breakfast.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think the rent’s at all bad really,’ Heather said. ‘Not for nowadays. And you have to remember that it includes dinner and breakfast. And it’s a nice room.’
      

      
      They had spent the previous day in Leicestershire looking for lodgings for Derek to go into next term.

      
      ‘Well, it’s only for four or six weeks anyway,’ he said.

      
      ‘More like two months. From early September until we move at half-term. It’s not far off, you know. We’re into August already.’

      
      She sighed and turned in the bed to look at him.

      
      ‘It’ll be odd being here alone just with the boys next term.’

      
      ‘I’ll be home every weekend. It’s not for long.’

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t mind really. I’ll be able to get on with all the sorting out and packing up in the evenings when the boys are
         in bed. And I shan’t have to cook at night.’
      

      
      ‘How lovely for you! What was it somebody said about a husband’s exile being a pleasant foretaste of widowhood?’

      
      ‘Derek! Sometimes you’re absolutely foul!’

      
      ‘It was only a joke, my lovely.’

      
      ‘I hate sick humour.’

      
      ‘Sorry. Come here.’

      
      ‘No, it’s time we got up. I’ll go and put the kettle on. Mary’ll be bringing the boys back soon.’

      
      ‘No, she won’t. She said she’d keep them until at least eleven o’clock this morning because she knew we’d be exhausted after
         hunting for digs for me yesterday. I heard her say so. She said we deserved a lie-in.’
      

      
      ‘Well, we’ve had a lie-in,’ she said, getting out of bed. ‘Where are the cups? I know I brought them upstairs last night.’

      
      ‘On the chair behind you.’

      
      ‘Oh Derek,’ she said, suddenly turning back to him. ‘Won’t it be lovely when we’ve got space in our room for a bedside table?’

      
      ‘And more bookcases,’ he said, drawing her back into bed again.

      
      ‘And a room of his own for the Ant,’ she said, snuggling up to him.

      
      ‘And a study for me,’ he said, kissing her.
      

      
      ‘And an attic room for the boys’ trains,’ kissing him back.

      
      ‘And clothes in wardrobes instead of in trunks,’ he said, taking off her nightie.

      
      ‘And a place for my mixer in the kitchen. And – oh Derek, I was going to make the early-morning tea.’

      
      ‘It’s too late,’ he said, ‘for early morning tea.’

      
      Afterwards he sighed deeply and said, ‘We haven’t had a morning like this since James learned how to get out of his cot.’

      
      She laughed. ‘Our poor little boys,’ she said. ‘How you don’t miss them!’

      
      ‘Do you?’

      
      ‘Of course I do! The house felt all horrid and quiet last night when we came home. And I kept thinking I could hear them.
         Really, I was sure I heard the Ant early this morning. Do you realize it’s the first time they’ve ever been away from us for
         the night?’
      

      
      ‘Of course I realize, softie. I’ve just told you – normally they’d be in bed with us by now.’

      
      ‘Mary says she’ll have them again if I need to go up to see the house. And she’ll have them when we move. I suppose I’ll stay
         down here and see the furniture off and you’ll stay up there to receive it?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ He yawned. ‘We ought to arrange for the removal men soon.’

      
      ‘I was just thinking that. We should get estimates from two or three firms. They’ll have to come and assess the furniture,
         won’t they?’
      

      
      He laughed. ‘It’s the other end they ought to worry about,’ he said. ‘Just think of lugging all this stuff up those flights
         of stairs. There’s no need,’ he added hastily, ‘to tell them that, of course.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I shall have to, if they ask.’

      
      ‘Just don’t let honesty get the better of you, that’s all.’

      
      ‘Like Mrs Soddie and her damp patches.’

      
      They laughed. ‘And the woodworm and the dry rot. Poor Mr Tucker. I thought he’d have a fit.’

      
      ‘I expect she was quite disappointed when the building society surveyor gave the house a clean bill of health.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, but she was nice. I like people like that. Uncalculating. It makes such a refreshing change. You know really, we’ve been
         awfully lucky, Derek, the way things have gone so smoothly. You hear such dreadful tales about moving house, but we’ve had
         really nice people to deal with, both buying and selling.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know Mr Soddie’s nice? We don’t know a thing about him except that he’s never there. First it was Zanzibar, now
         it’s Nairobi. Anywhere except Wellington Square.’
      

      
      ‘I have a call for you from Nairobi. Will you accept the charge?’

      
      Rosemary Soddie wondered idly what would happen if she said no.

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said.

      
      ‘Just rang to see that everything’s all right. Have you heard from the solicitor yet?’
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