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  Magic




  Do you believe in Magic?




  I mean, real Magic, capital M. Not rabbits out of hats, disappearing sequined ladies, or silver spheres that dance in the air. The real stuff, not tricks, illusions. I mean spells, enchantments

  – witchery, even. Damaged limbs that heal overnight, animals that trust in humans, paintings that come alive. Shadowy figures that aren’t really there. More, there’s more, but

  it’s too soon to tell.




  Maybe – probably – you don’t believe. Maybe you half believe. Or maybe you want to believe.




  A kind of magic I once knew, long before we took the cottage, came from powder or pills shared with friends; but that was just delusion. And a waste. I learned of real Magic when we came to

  ‘Gramarye’.




  That was Good Magic.




  Yet everything has its opposite, and I found that there, too.




  If you like, and if you’re willing to suspend belief for a while – as I eventually had to – I’ll tell you about it.
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  Looking




  Midge saw the ad first. She’d been scouring the classified columns of the Sunday Times for weeks, circling the more interesting properties with a red felt-tip, her

  enthusiasm for leaving the dirty city a little greater than mine. Every week she’d been presenting me with a whole number of red circles to peruse, and we’d go through each one,

  discussing their merits and drawbacks, following up those that survived. So far none had come up to expectation.




  On that particular Sunday there was only one circle to look at. A cottage. Adjoining woodland, secluded position. Needed some restoration.




  So what’s so special? I thought.




  ‘Hey, Midge!’ She was in the kitchen of the apartment we rented near London’s Baron’s Court – a large place with high ceilings and high rent, and a complex of rooms

  that allowed for Midge’s painting and my music, with never the twain unnecessarily meeting. But we wanted something of our own. Something ‘rustic’ was in our minds although, like

  I say, Midge was keener than me.




  She appeared in the doorway, dark haired and pixie eyed, five-foot-one of pure small-featured lusciousness (to me anyway, and I’m not unchoosy).




  I tapped the newspaper. ‘Only one?’




  Midge tossed the dishcloth back towards the sink – we’d just finished a late (very late) breakfast – and padded barefoot towards the sofa I loafed upon. She knelt, chastely

  drawing her summer-thin dressing gown over her knees. When she spoke she looked directly at the ad, and not at me.




  ‘It’s the only interesting one.’




  That puzzled me. ‘It doesn’t actually say much. A dilapidated cottage is all it tells me. And where the hell is Cantrip?’




  ‘I looked it up. It’s near Bunbury.’




  I couldn’t help grinning. ‘Oh yeah?’




  ‘That’s in Hampshire.’




  ‘At least that’s in its favour – I was getting worried about some of the remote places you were taking an interest in.’




  ‘A remote part of Hampshire.’




  A groan from me. ‘Is that possible?’




  ‘Any idea of how big the New Forest is?’




  ‘Bigger than Hyde Park?’




  ‘Somewhat. A huge-what.’




  ‘And Cantrip is in the heart of the forest.’




  ‘Not quite, but you’re getting warm.’ Then she smiled, her eyes even more pixieish. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll be able to get back to London for sessions easily

  enough. You can pick up motorways practically all the way.’




  I ought to tell you now I’m a session musician, one of that quiet breed that earns a generous living behind the scenes of the upfront pop-world, working in recording studios and

  occasionally backing touring artistes – usually those whose bands aren’t allowed over from the States. My instrument’s the guitar, my music – well, you name it: rock, pop,

  soul (I’ve even dubbed punk), a little jazz and, when I can, some light classical. Maybe more about all that later.




  ‘You still haven’t explained why this one,’ I persisted.




  She was quiet for a moment, just studying the page as though looking for the answer herself. Then she turned to me. ‘It feels right,’ she said.




  Yep. It feels right. That’s all.




  I sighed, knowing Midge always had great intuition, but not quite prepared to accept it this time. ‘Midge . . .’I warned.




  ‘Mike . . .’ she said, just as gravely.




  ‘Come on, be serious. I’m not trekking down to Hampshire just on a whim.’




  The imp took my hand and kissed the knuckles. ‘I like forests,’ she had the nerve to say. ‘And the price is right.’




  ‘There’s no price mentioned.’




  ‘Offers invited. It’ll be right, you’ll see.’




  Mildly exasperated, but not annoyed, I replied, ‘The place is probably really rundown.’




  ‘All the cheaper.’




  ‘Think of the work!’




  ‘We’ll send the builders in first.’




  ‘You’re a bit ahead of yourself, kiddo.’




  The merest shadow of uncertainty flickered across her face or perhaps it was a sudden anxiety; I can read all sorts of things into that expression, knowing what I do now.




  ‘I can’t explain, Mike. Let me ring tomorrow, find out more. It could be totally wrong.’




  Her last sentence was hardly convincing, but I let things go at that. It was peculiar, but I was beginning to have a good feeling about the cottage myself.
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  Gramarye




  You’ve seen the film, you’ve read the book. You know the one – there’ve been so many: The young couple find the home of their dreams, the wife’s

  ecstatic, the husband’s happy but more controlled; they move in, the kids (usually one of each) tear around the empty rooms. But we know there’s something sinister about the

  place, because we’ve read the blurb and paid our money. Slowly, THINGS start to happen. There’s something nasty in the locked room at the top of the old creaky stairs; or something

  lurks in the cellar below, which is possibly itself the Gateway to Hell. You know the story. At first, Dad’s oblivious to his family going nuts around him – he doesn’t

  believe in the supernatural, or things that go splodge in the night; to him, there really is No Such Thing as a Vampire. Until something happens to him, that is. Then all hell breaks loose.

  You know it like you wrote the story yourself.




  Well, this is similar. But different. You’ll see.




  We drove down to Cantrip the following Tuesday (our work-style allows such freedom), Midge having rung the number in the ad the day before and finding it belonged to an estate agent. He’d

  told her a little more about the cottage, not much, but enough to increase her enthusiasm. At present it was unoccupied, the owner having died some months earlier; it had taken this long to have

  the deceased’s affairs sorted out before the property could be put on the market. Midge was keen-edged throughout the journey and kept telling me she didn’t expect too much, the place

  would no doubt be a huge disappointment, but it did sound interesting from the agent’s description, it could just turn out to be ideal . . .




  The journey took a couple of hours or so, maybe closer to three by the time we’d taken a few wrong turns looking for the village of Cantrip. Still, the scenery, once we reached the New

  Forest with its wood- and heathland, was worth the long drive in itself. We even came upon herds of ponies and, although we didn’t actually catch sight of any deer, there were plenty of signs

  telling us they were about (and for a city-bred boy, that’s almost as good as the real thing). The weather was May-fine, the air crisp and bright. We’d kept the windows of the hatchback

  down once we were off the last motorway, and despite her barely-hidden apprehension, Midge had joined me in choruses of Blue Suedes and Mean Womans and the like (I was going through my old rock

  period that morning, my musical mood varying from day to day). The fresh air was making me hoarse before we saw the village ahead.




  I have to admit, Cantrip was a bit of a letdown. We’d expected thatched roofs, old inns, and a village green with its own rusty-handled pump – National Trust stuff: what we got was a

  fairly uninteresting high street whose houses and shops must have been built around the late twenties or early thirties. No, it wasn’t quite that bad on closer inspection – there really

  were some ancient properties of crumbling character among the less-old structures – but the overall impression was pretty drab. I could feel Midge’s heart sink.




  We crossed the bump of a small bridge and drove into the high street, keeping our eyes peeled for the estate agent’s and our disappointment to ourselves. We found his office jammed between

  a post office-cum grocer’s and a butcher’s shop, the frontage so small we’d gone past before Midge tapped me smartly on the shoulder and indicated.




  ‘There!’ she cried, as though she’d discovered the Missing Link.




  A cyclist wobbled by, scowling because of the car’s sudden halt. I shrugged a friendly apology and pointed at Midge so that she could take the blame, but didn’t catch his grumbling

  response. Probably just as well: he looked a mean local.




  After reversing into a space, Midge and I left the car and strolled to the agent’s office, Midge suddenly nervous as a kitten. Now this was something new to me. We’d been together a

  long time and I was used to her occasional skittishness, especially when she’d accepted a new commission (I should have mentioned that Midge is an illustrator, and a damned good one,

  specializing in children’s books: you’ll see her work on the shelves alongside Shirley Hughes and Maurice Sendak, although you’d know her as Margaret Gudgeon), but nervous of a

  brick-broker? I quickly realized it wasn’t the agent but the prospect of viewing the cottage that had unsettled her. Hell, the mood had been building from Sunday through to now, and I

  couldn’t understand why.




  I pulled her to a stop before pushing open the door and Midge looked at me distractedly, her attention more involved in what lay beyond the glass.




  ‘Take it easy,’ I told her softly. ‘There’ll be plenty more for sale and we may hate this one anyway.’




  She took a quick breath, squeezed my hand and went in ahead of me.




  Inside, the office was less cramped than it should have been, because although narrow, the single room stretched back a fair way. Pictures and details of properties covered the length of one

  wall like badly pasted wallpaper. An ample-sized secretary thrashed an Adler just inside the doorway, while further down a man in a neat grey suit and thick black-rimmed glasses, seated behind an

  untidy desk, looked up.




  I peered over Midge’s shoulder and said, ‘Mr Bickleshift?’ (Yeah, I promise you.)




  He appeared not to mind his own name, because he smiled broadly. No, not really; I think he just liked the look of Midge.




  ‘Yes indeed,’ he said, rising and waving us forward.




  I nodded at the secretary, who had stopped clattering to give us the once-over as we passed, and I might just as well have greeted a sullen whale for all the expression she showed.




  ‘You’ll be Mr and Mrs Gudgeon,’ Bickleshift surmised, reaching across his desk to shake Midge’s hand then mine. He designated two chairs angled towards him on our

  side.




  ‘No. She’s Gudgeon, I’m Stringer.’ We both sat and the agent glanced from face to face before following suit.




  ‘Then it’s only you, Miss Gudgeon, who is looking for a property.’ I’m not sure, but he may have said Ms just to show he was part of the new order.




  ‘We both are,’ Midge replied. ‘And it’s the cottage advertised in the last Sunday Times that we want to see. I told you on the phone.’




  ‘Of course. Flora Chaldean’s roundhouse.’




  We both raised our eyebrows and Bickleshift smiled.




  ‘You’ll understand when you see the place,’ he said.




  ‘And Flora Chaldean – she’s the woman who owned the cottage?’ asked Midge.




  ‘That’s correct. Rather an, er, eccentric old lady. Well-known hereabouts, something of a local character, you might even say. Well-known, but not much known about her. Kept very

  much to herself.’




  ‘You told me she’d died . . .’ said Midge.




  ‘Yes, some months ago. Her only surviving relative was a niece living in Canada. They’d never met apparently, but Mrs Chaldean’s solicitor eventually traced the niece and

  advised her of her inheritance as next-of-kin. I imagine there was a small amount of money left also, but I doubt it amounted to much: I understand Flora Chaldean led a very frugal existence. The

  niece instructed the solicitor to sell up and send on the proceeds.’




  ‘She didn’t want to see the place herself?’ I asked.




  Bickleshift shook his head. ‘No interest at all. However, Flora Chaldean was sufficiently concerned about the fate of her cottage to have a certain proviso inserted into the Will regarding

  its sale.’




  Midge looked anxious all over again. ‘What kind of proviso?’




  The agent’s smile widened to a grin. ‘I don’t think it’s anything for you to worry about.’ His hands came up and flattened themselves on the desktop so that for a

  moment, with elbows bent sideways, he resembled a bespectacled grasshopper. ‘Now,’ he said breezily, ‘I suggest you take a look at the cottage, then we’ll discuss the

  details if you find you’re interested.’




  ‘We are already,’ Midge responded and my foot flicked at hers: no need to appear too keen before bargaining started.




  Bickleshift reached into a drawer and brought out a set of keys, three in all, old and long, attached to a ring and labelled. ‘The cottage is empty, of course, so feel free to have a good

  look round. I won’t accompany you unless you specifically want me to; I always feel clients prefer to inspect on their own and discuss things freely between themselves.’




  It was Midge who reached for the keys and she grasped them so reverently you might have thought they were the Keys to the Kingdom.




  ‘Fine,’ I said to Bickleshift. ‘So how do we get there?’




  He drew us a quick map which was simple enough provided (as he stressed) we didn’t miss the small turn-offs. Then we were on our way.




  ‘Okay,’ I said as I steered through a winding lane, a leafy canopy overhead subduing the light and cooling the air. ‘I still don’t get it.’




  Midge looked at me curiously, but she knew – oh, she knew – what I meant.




  ‘You act like you’re already in love with the place.’ I tapped the wheel with the back of my hand. ‘C’mon, open up, Midge. What’s got into you?’




  Her fingertips sank into the hair at the back of my neck and she lightly stroked; yet her voice was a little distant. ‘Just a feeling, Mike. No, more of a conviction that it’s going

  to be all right for – for us.’




  The slight pause didn’t go unnoticed by me. ‘Then how come I don’t feel the same?’




  She was back with me, eyes shining with humour. ‘Oh, probably because anywhere that isn’t within walking distance of a pub, a Big Mac, and a three-in-one cinema isn’t civilized

  to you.’




  I was hurt. ‘You know I want to get out as much as you.’




  She gave a short laugh. ‘Perhaps not quite as much, but all right, I admit your values have changed recently. I’m not sure our complaining neighbours haven’t had

  something to do with that, though.’




  ‘Yeah, I’ll agree I need somewhere to play when I want and as loud as I want, but that’s not all of it. And anyway, I didn’t appreciate their noise too well,

  either.’




  ‘Nor me. Or the traffic, or the dust—’




  ‘ – or the hustle—’




  ‘ – and the bustle—’




  ‘ – Let’s get away from it alllll – ’ we harmonized, putting our heads together.




  When she’d stopped giggling, Midge said, ‘It’s true, though. Sometimes I think the whole city’s going to collapse in on itself.’




  ‘You could be right.’ I was busy looking for a turning on the left, one of those that Bickleshift had warned us not to miss.




  ‘I know it’s weird,’ she went on, lifting from her lap the particulars leaflet the agent had given us, ‘but when I looked through the paper on Sunday, this place seemed

  to fly out at me. I couldn’t concentrate on any others, my eyes kept coming back to this one. It was as if everything else was out of focus.’




  I moaned, long and low. ‘Midge, Midge, I hope you’re not going to be disillusioned.’




  She didn’t reply, just looked straight ahead. And suddenly I wanted to turn the car around and go back the way we’d come, and keep on going, right back to the smoky old city. A

  shiver of premonition? Yeah, I think it was. But such things were uncommon to me then, and I thought the feeling was only cold feet at the prospect of moving out. Maybe she’d been right: I

  wasn’t ready yet for the little house on the prairie.




  Of course I kept going. What kind of fool would I have looked if I’d U-turned? What good reason could I have given? I loved Midge enough to make changes in myself and I knew that what was

  good for her would eventually become good for me. She had values and motives that I admired and loved her for, and I’m not too proud to say that I felt a need to acquire some of those ideals

  for myself. I’d had too many good times and not enough right times. She made right times.




  The turn I was keeping an eye out for soon materialized and the agent had been correct – it was easy to miss. I slowed the car, almost coming to a stop to take the sharp corner. Our

  Volkswagen Passat used up most of the road as it gathered speed, and we were still in a wooded area, trees brimming the lane right up to the edge. The roadway dipped and curved too, and Midge loved

  every yard we covered, her eyes alight, while I concentrated on taking the bends, occasionally stealing glances at her happy face.




  ‘Shouldn’t we have reached the cottage by now?’ I was beginning to wonder if I hadn’t taken the wrong turn.




  Midge consulted the sketched map. ‘Shouldn’t be far—’




  I’d slammed on the brakes, an arm automatically stretching across Midge’s chest to hold her back even though she was belted in. She rocked with the car and turned to me in

  surprise.




  ‘Will you look at the nerve of that guy.’ I indicated the road ahead with a nod.




  The squirrel was sitting upright slap-bang in the middle of the road, nibbling an acorn or something between its paws, pale tan-to-white tail fluffed up behind. The little devil didn’t

  appear to be oblivious of us – it kept darting its tufty head in our direction – but we didn’t seem to bother it any.




  ‘Oh, Mike, he’s gorgeous!’ Midge was leaning forward as far as her seat belt would allow, her nose only inches away from the windscreen. ‘He’s a red. I heard they

  were coming back to this part of the country. Oh, he’s lovely!’




  ‘Sure, but he’s – it’s – taking up the road.’ I was about to thump the horn, but Midge must have read my mind.




  ‘Let him stay there for a moment,’ she urged, ‘he’ll move on soon enough.’




  I sighed, although I quite enjoyed the sight of the furry little brute munching its lunch.




  Midge clicked free of her seat belt and peered out of the side window, smiling all the while. That was just too much for our friend: he dropped the acorn and scampered off.




  I couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Terrific. It didn’t turn a hair at this great, noisy, metal monster, but your grinning face sent it into shock.’




  Then I had to eat my words. The squirrel streaked back, retrieved its lunch, looked our way for a second, and hopped up to the Passat on Midge’s side.




  ‘Hello,’ Midge said nicely.




  I couldn’t see, but it might have smiled back. I leaned over and just caught sight of the stirring of undergrowth as the squirrel departed once more. I expected Midge to give me one of her

  smug smirks, but there was only immense and innocent pleasure on her happy face. I pecked her cheek, amused, and shifted the automatic gear-stick into D. ‘Onwards,’ I said.




  Midge settled back and scanned our surroundings as we sped by.




  We soon came clear of the trees, rough grass verges on either side of the lane opening up into stretches of heavy green bracken and yellow gorse, pushing back the thick woodland as if to say

  enough is enough. The sun was high now, at its zenith, and the sky around it was bleached a pale blue. We’d chosen a perfect day for a trip into the country and my enthusiasm was picking up

  once more, despite the disappointment of Cantrip itself.




  Midge clutched at my arm. ‘I think I see it,’ she said with restrained excitement.




  I squinted but didn’t catch anything.




  ‘It’s gone,’ said Midge. ‘I thought I saw a splash of white ahead, but now the trees are in the way.’




  The car was rounding a long sweeping bend and the woodland was coming back at the road with a vengeance. In places, leafy low-hanging branches brushed against the windows.




  ‘This forest could do with a trim,’ I grumbled and then we saw the cottage, set back from the road, a low, weathered fence, with many of its uprights reclining at angles or fallen

  out completely, bordering the front garden. The small gate was closed and a sign, peeling and weary-looking, was battened across the struts. In beautiful but faded script, the sign said:




  

    Gramarye
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  The Cottage




  So there it was before us. And on initial observation the cottage was enchanting.




  I’d pulled the car over onto the grass in front of the crumbling fence and now we both sat staring at Gramarye, Flora Chaldean’s roundhouse, Midge, it seemed, as if in awe, and me

  – well, let’s say pleasantly surprised. I’m not sure what I had expected, but this wasn’t quite it.




  The building really was round, although the main section facing us was conventionally straight, only one end curving away (we were to understand the structure a little later), and it was on

  three levels if the attic was included, so maybe ‘cottage’ was the wrong description. Yet it did look like a cottage, because it was set into a grassy bank which somehow reduced its

  size. The bank swept around from the sides, moss-covered stone steps eating into the left-hand slope, levelling down to the front garden. There were trees on the rise, some with branches scraping

  against the white brickwork, and beyond was further woodland (wouldn’t you know?). The windows at the front were small and multi-paned, adding even more charm to the general setting, and the

  roof was of discoloured red tiles.




  Okay, that was our first glimpse, and the overall impression was more than pleasing.




  ‘Mike, it’s wonderful,’ Midge said in a kind of hushed breath, her gaze roaming over the wild colours rampaging through the garden area, flowers that had got used to having

  their own way.




  ‘Pretty,’ I had to admit. ‘Let’s take a closer look before—’ Midge was already out of the car.




  She ran round to my side and stood facing the cottage, the brightness in her eyes increased. No disappointment, no disillusionment, there. She bit nervously into her lower lip, but all the while

  her small smile remained. I joined her and slipped an arm around her slim waist, studying her expression at first, and smiling myself. Then I turned to take in Gramarye more fully.




  A tiny shock of recognition touched me, but the sensation was fleeting, too nebulous to be understood. Had I been there before? No, never in a thousand years. I couldn’t remember having

  even visited this part of the country at any time. Yet there was something familiar about . . . I shrugged off the feeling, putting it down to some form of déjà vu, perhaps a peculiar but

  mild backlash of anticipation.




  There was no need to ask Midge her impression so far: it was all there shining in her eyes. She left me and slowly walked towards the gate; I had to call out to remind her of my existence. She

  turned and my mind freeze-framed.




  The shot’s with me now, always will be, clear and sharp, and almost mystical: Midge, small and slender, dark hair falling without curls close around her neck, her lips slightly parted, and

  in those sweet blue-grey eyes that tilted a little at the corners, a gleam of wonder and joy, an expression that disturbed me yet made me happy for her at the same time; and she wore jeans, a loose

  short-sleeved blouse tucked into them, sandals on her small feet; and behind her loomed – no, not loomed, because the whole scene, with Midge in the foreground, blended so well, was so

  complete – stood Gramarye, its white walls now visibly crumbled and stained, windows lifeless yet somehow observing, the grounds sun-dazzled with colours, while beyond and around was the

  all-encompassing forest. You might say it was a storybook scene, and certainly one to be impressed on the mind.




  Then she’d turned back, breaking the spell, and was leaning over the gate’s catch. The entrance squealed open and Midge stepped inside as I moved to join her. I reached to take her

  arm but she was gone again, tripping down the overgrown path like an eager child, making for the cottage door.




  I followed at a more leisurely pace, noticing that on closer inspection the late-May flowers were not quite as bright as they had appeared from the distance. They had, in fact, that

  end-of-summer look, when most flora is past its prime and wearying into decline, their petals curled and dry. Not to put too fine a point on it, they looked pretty sick. Weeds flourished

  everywhere, healthy enough specimens there. The path was made of flat broken stones, and long grass pushed through the cracks, almost smothering the hard surfaces in parts.




  I found Midge peering through a grimy curtainless window, one hand forming a shadowed tunnel between forehead and glass. Grubby though the panes may have been, they were of good old-fashioned

  thickness – I could see smooth ripples near the base where the glass had relaxed before hardening. Unfortunately, the frames were rotting and flaky.




  ‘Not exactly House-and-Gardens, is it?’ I ventured, leaning forward to peer in with Midge.




  ‘It’s empty,’ she said.




  ‘What did you expect?’




  ‘I thought there might still be furniture inside.’




  ‘Probably auctioned off soon after the Will was settled. We’ll have a better idea of how the place could look without the old lady’s clutter.’




  Midge gave me a reproving glance as she straightened. ‘Let’s see around the outside before we go in.’




  ‘Uh huh.’ I was still gazing through the window, wiping at the glass with my fingers for a better view. All I could make out was a big black range set into a chimney breast.

  ‘It’ll be great cooking on that.’




  ‘The range? It’ll be fun.’ There was no dampening her enthusiasm.




  ‘More like a forge,’ I added. ‘I suppose we could have both – an electric cooker as well as that monster. Still, no shortage of wood to fuel the thing.’




  Midge pulled at my arm. ‘Could be very avant-garde in a “back-to-our-roots” sort of way. Come on, let’s take a look around the back.’




  I pushed away from the window and she stabbed at my face with her lips, then was off again. I trailed behind, examining the front door as I went. The wood looked sturdy enough, although there

  were one or two thin cracks running the length of its lower panels. Above, set in the surround, were two narrow windows no more than four inches deep, and a pull-bell hung to one side of the door,

  mounted against the brickwork. The entrance was sheltered by an open-sided storm porch, which looked thoroughly useless to me. A coach lamp hung on the opposite side to the bell, its interior

  smeared with cobwebs. I tugged at the bell’s handle as I passed and its chime was dull and disinterested, but the clunk gave Midge cause to look back. I hunched over and did Quasimodo

  for her, mad-eyed and tongue filling one cheek.




  ‘Mind the wind doesn’t change,’ she called as she mounted the steps running around the building’s curve.




  I lumbered after her, catching up on the fourth moss-layered step. Arm in arm we rounded the curve and began to appreciate better the cottage’s structure. The main portion certainly was

  circular, with the kitchen area (where the range was located) and the rooms above branching off as an extension. All very small scale, you understand. The shape certainly gave Gramarye character,

  and undoubtedly added an odd charm. Unfortunately, its general condition was as poor as the unhealthy flowers in the garden.




  The brickwork, originally washed white but now greying and considerably stained, was crumbling in parts, the pointing virtually absent in several sections. Tiles littered the ground beneath our

  feet, so I imagined the roof to be pitted with holes. The steps had led us to another door, once painted a dismal olive green and now blistered and peeling, revealing rotted wood beneath. The door

  faced south and the woods that were no more than a hundred or so yards away across an expanse of tall grass and bramble, a few individual trees dotted here and there like members of a cautious

  advance party; a clearer area, obviously trampled down over the years, spread out ten or twelve yards from the building, with smaller trees – plum and crab-apple I thought, though I was no

  expert at the time – standing fruitless (and somewhat dejected, I also thought) closer to the cottage. On this side, because Gramarye was built into the embankment (or rise) the cottage

  appeared to have only two storeys, and was as round as an oasthouse. The apparent ‘ground’-floor windows were arched at the top and Midge had already left me to press her nose against

  one.


  

  ‘Mike, come and look,’ she called, ‘it’s fabulous inside.’


  I joined her and was as impressed as she – although ‘fabulous’ was stretching it a

  bit – for the curved walls accommodated three longish windows which must have enabled the room to capture the sun’s rays throughout the day. Opposite, and through an open doorway, I

  could make out a hallway with stairs leading up and down; presumably another door led off into the squared section of the building from the hall. Sunlight fairly glowed from the walls, no shadowed corners to be found, even the dirt on the windows unable to suppress the radiance from outside. It looked warm and happy in there, despite the

  bareness. And oh yeah, it looked inviting.




  ‘Let’s sit for a moment.’ I’d noticed a weather-beaten bench tucked in the corner where the straight wall of the cottage peeled away from the circle; the wooden seat

  looked as if it had either taken root or had grown from the very earth itself.




  ‘I want to go inside,’ Midge replied impatiently.




  ‘Sure, in a minute. Let’s just take stock of what we’ve got so far.’




  She was reluctant, but moved with me to the bench, where we sat and gazed out at the nearby woods. They seemed thick and impenetrable, but at that time not the least bit sinister.




  ‘It’s wonderful,’ Midge sighed needlessly. ‘So much better than I expected.’




  ‘Oh really? Between you and me, I thought you expected quite a lot.’




  A frown marked her face, but didn’t make her any less pretty. ‘I – I just knew instinctively it was going to be right.’




  I held up a hand. ‘Wait. We haven’t been in there yet.’




  ‘We don’t need to.’




  ‘Oh yes we do. Let’s not get carried away here. The ad said in need of renovation, right? That might just be enough to push it over our price. The outside alone’s gonna need a

  lot of repair, and God knows what the inside’s like.’




  ‘We can take that into account when we make our offer.’




  ‘I think that’s already been done by the agent. He told you over the phone the kind of price they’re looking for, but unless we go under that we could have trouble finding the

  cash to make the place liveable.’




  I was saying all the wrong things to Midge, but I had to make her face up to the reality of the situation. She studied the ground as though an answer might lie in the soil. When she looked up

  again I could see stubbornness had set in – no, not exactly stubbornness, Midge wasn’t that kind of person; let’s call it a quiet determination. She was generally pretty soft,

  pliable even (a facet that often annoyed me when her agent pressured her into accepting commissions she didn’t really want either because of timing or subject matter), but underneath that lay

  a resoluteness which surfaced only when she knew she was absolutely right about something, or needed that particular trait to carry her through a difficult time. I suspected, in fact, that her

  quiet determination had been born out of bad passages in her life, and believe me, Midge had had some.




  My arm went around her shoulders and I hugged her to me. ‘Just don’t want you to build your hopes too high, Pixie,’ I said softly, using the nickname saved for tender moments.

  ‘So far, I like the place myself, even though the location scares me a little.’




  ‘It’ll be good for your work, Mike,’ she replied, and there was an endearing earnestness in her voice. ‘It’s what you need, away from all those distractions, those

  . . .’




  She had paused and I said the word for her. ‘Friends.’




  ‘So-called “friends”. And Gramarye will be so right for me, too. I just know I can work here.’




  ‘You don’t figure we’ll get lonely?’




  She shook her head emphatically. ‘No chance. Not together, Mike, you know that. And have you already forgotten all those times we’ve talked of being away from everybody, somewhere

  out of reach, with no agents or musicians dropping in or sacking down for the night? Being lonely would be bliss. Anyway, I bet there’s a lively community hereabouts. We’ll soon make

  new friends, friends of a different kind though, and ones we can keep at a safe distance.’




  ‘They might be too different for our liking.’




  ‘We’re in Hampshire, not Outer Mongolia. A couple of hours away from the city. They speak the same language here.’




  ‘Maybe not quite the same.’




  Midge rolled her eyes heavenwards. ‘You city slickers are full of it. You’ll learn soon enough.’




  ‘All right, but don’t forget that today the sun is shining, the sky is blue—’




  ‘There’s not a cloud to spoil the view,’ she rhymed.




  ‘But when it is raining, when winter comes and it’s freezing, or when we’re cut off completely because of snow—’




  ‘Mmm,’ she murmured, snuggling up, ‘that’ll be lovely. We probably won’t be able to leave the cottage for weeks and we’ll have to have a roaring fire going to

  keep ourselves warm, or cuddle under bedclothes for days on end. Just imagine the things we can get up to to keep ourselves amused.’




  Midge had a knack of hitting below the belt, my weakest point. ‘Be sensible,’ I complained.




  ‘I am. I’ll make things so cosy you’ll become a hermit.’




  ‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’




  ‘And I’ll have to force you out into the harsh cold wind to bring back bread for the table.’




  ‘You’re not helping.’




  She became serious again, but still smiled when she said, ‘Feel this place, Mike. Close your eyes and really feel it. Gramarye is so good and so perfect for us.’




  I didn’t actually close my eyes, but a peculiar sense of well-being definitely rose inside, an intoxication that was very mild yet filling. No, not the kind that comes from a good toke,

  but something else, something more real, somehow more permanent. Say it was the warmth of the sun’s rays, the very pleasantness of the day itself and my surroundings. Call it, even, the

  strength of Midge’s own conviction flowing into me, a sensing natural enough to true lovers. At one time I’d have concluded it was only those influences. Not now, though. Oh no, not now

  that I know so much more.




  ‘Let’s look inside,’ I said to avoid the final commitment, and Midge’s smile only became more knowing. She stood and drew out the three labelled keys from her

  jeans’ pocket. Dutifully she handed them to me, a gesture that seemed to say, ‘Okay, fate is in your own hands and inside is where you’ll find it.’




  I took them and moved towards the back door with Midge close to my heels. Stopping before the marked and tired-looking old door, I held up the long keys and pondered on which one to try first.

  Two were cut the same, so I decided they would probably be for the front door. I pushed the odd one home and it fitted easily. But it wouldn’t turn.




  Neither would the next key. Nor the next, the second’s twin.




  I groaned. ‘Looks like Bickleshift gave us the wrong set.’




  ‘Let’s try the front,’ Midge suggested.




  ‘Okay, but one of these has to be for this door if they’re the right keys.’




  We descended the curving steps carefully because of the moss and were soon under the open porch. I chose number one and inserted it into the lock to find it still wouldn’t turn. Growing

  more frustrated I tried two and three again with no luck. The door wouldn’t budge, even when I twisted the handle and used shoulder pressure. The wood creaked, but didn’t move a

  fraction.




  ‘Let me,’ said Midge, pushing between me and the door.




  ‘It’s no good. The lock’s either rusted solid, or Bickleshift made a mistake with the keys.’ I examined the label and GRAMARYE was clearly typed.




  She took them from me without a word and held one of the ‘twins’ up to her face for a second before decisively pushing it home into the lock. Her wrist twisted and I thought I saw

  her give a little gasp, almost as if the key had turned of its own accord. I may have been mistaken.




  The door opened easily and smoothly, without even the hint of a horror-movie creak; the air that rushed out was musty and damp, and seemed glad to be free.
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  The Round Room




  I was ready to go straight on in, puzzled though I was that Midge had succeeded where I had failed; Midge, however, hesitated. Again I’m not sure – quite a few

  things are still not entirely sharp in my memory – but there seemed to be some kind of trepidation in her manner now. Enough, at least, to dismiss any mock-gloating on her part. Perhaps

  I’m not sure because the sudden change in mood was just as quickly gone; I know she had disappeared inside before I could voice my concern.




  Shrugging to myself, I ventured in after her and the instant coolness was an unwelcome contrast to the warmth outside. We found ourselves in a smallish room, no more than ten by twelve I guessed

  (the house particulars had been left back in the car), with an open door ahead and stairs beyond leading up to the next level. We could see the kitchen area through an opening to our right. The

  floor here and in the room next-door was quarry-tiled and I noticed an unnatural darkness to the surface. Crouching, I touched the stone.




  ‘Feels damp,’ I said and searched the skirting. Sure enough, a dark waterline stained the opposite wall just a couple of inches above the floor. ‘The far wall there must cut

  into the embankment and when it rains water seeps down through the soil and into the brickwork.’




  Midge didn’t even appear that interested, which irritated me a little; I knew that kind of dampness could be serious and I was thinking in money terms. She’d already gone through

  into the kitchen. With an exasperated shake of my head, I rose and went after her. ‘Midge, you’ve gotta take note of these things,’ I whined. ‘They’re gonna decide

  whether or not we buy this place.’




  ‘Sorry, Mike.’ Pretending contriteness, she slid up to me and momentarily rested her head against my chest. Then she was over by the huge black cooking range we had seen through the

  window and stooping to open oven doors, squawking with delight when she peered into them, then rising to exclaim more loudly when she laid eyes on the skillet hooks on the side of the recess above

  the range, filled with long-handled saucepans and a rather large frying pan. On the floor just in front of the range stood an iron kettle on a trivet, adding an extra charm.




  ‘It’s like something out of an old fairy-tale,’ Midge called back to me.




  ‘You mean where the witch boils frogs and babies’ legs on her stove to make her spells?’ I asked as I joined her. I saw there were pots, also of black metal, inside the largest

  of the ovens.




  ‘Nothing so nasty,’ Midge admonished. She leaned into the recess and squinted up into the chimney. I hastily pulled her back when I noticed the dangerous flaw in the massive stone

  lintel above the range. She looked at me in surprise until I pointed out the crack.




  ‘That looks ready to collapse,’ I warned and she had sense enough to back away.




  ‘I doubt it runs all the way through.’




  ‘Maybe not, but why take the chance? That’s another item that would have to be taken care of.’




  Midge frowned, not liking the list I was already compiling.




  ‘Ten-to-one the chimney’s blocked by now, and nobody’s going to clear it until that stone’s been made safe.’ There was no fun in mentioning these things, but I felt

  that someone had to be realistic.




  ‘Perhaps the damp and this are the worst faults,’ Midge remarked hopefully.




  I shrugged. We’d only seen the ground floor so far.




  One of those deep earthenware sinks stood under the window we’d peeked through earlier, the kind you could bath a Shetland pony in, and I wandered over to it and turned on the hot and cold

  taps. Both ran brown after several clunks from the pipes and sudden spats from the taps themselves. I let them run for a minute or so and the colour hardly changed at all.




  ‘Tank’s probably rusted through,’ I commented. ‘Or maybe that’s how they drink it around here.’ I was beginning to feel gloomy.




  Meanwhile, Midge was opening cupboards and drawers; the wooden units looking pretty early fare but none the less not in bad shape. I investigated another door, expecting to find a larder or

  broom-cupboard, but instead discovering a toilet with a high-mounted chain flush.




  ‘Least we don’t have to use a shed in the garden.’ I pulled the rusty chain and the system groaned loudly, the bowl flooding instantly with the not-unexpected brown water which

  seemed to take an unreasonably long time to gurgle away, burping and hiccuping as it went. ‘I think the leaflet said cesspit drainage,’ I said as I closed the door again. ‘I

  wonder when it was last emptied.’ I was wondering if it had ever been emptied.




  Midge was standing in the middle of the kitchen and I could tell that nothing I’d said so far had deterred her.




  ‘Can we go upstairs now?’ she asked.




  ‘I can’t wait,’ I answered.




  ‘Keep an open mind, Mike.’




  ‘Will you do the same?’




  There was no annoyance in our words; we trusted in one another too much for that kind of pettiness. I suppose you could say we were tinged with apprehension, both of us fearing that either one

  would be disappointed. I knew Midge really wanted me to want this place and I would have done almost anything to please her, but we were not just talking about a financial wrench here, but a social

  one too. If it was going to work, it had to be right.




  We mounted the stairs to the next level holding hands, Midge leading as if drawing me up with her.




  The stairway doubled round into a mini-hallway, the outside door I had first tried to our right and the doorway leading into the round room to our left. Sunshine hit us like a softly exploding

  shell and for an incredible instant I felt as though I were floating. So strong was the sensation that I became giddy, and only Midge clutching my hand and pulling firmly saved me from toppling

  back down the stairway. I blinked rapidly, blinded by the sudden dazzle, and Midge’s sweet image swept in and out before me as though I were in a dreamy, slow faint. I remember concern in her

  light eyes, yet warmth also, a confidence that encompassed and reassured me. My vision cleared and I was vaguely aware that although no more than a second or two had passed, a vast expanse of time

  had swayed before me.




  I found myself in the round room, although I couldn’t remember having entered. The sun blazed outside and the landscape through the large windows looked microcosmically clear, as though

  every leaf could be seen singly, every grass blade viewed as a separate entity. The sky around was of the cleanest, purest blue I had ever witnessed. Mistakenly, I thought I understood that abrupt

  and unnatural lucidity. I’d heard that the effects of certain drugs could spring back at you when you least expected it, even years after their original use, and I got no pleasure from that

  notion, only a withering sense of shame. I assumed that the sudden change from cool shade into dazzling light had triggered off lingering chemicals in my mind – strobe lighting can sometimes

  do the same thing – taking me on a short and confusing trip. That’s what I thought then, and I’m still not discounting that possibility.




  My eyes quickly refocused (perhaps it would be more accurate to say defocused) back to normality, everything losing that peculiar linear depth. Midge had both hands around my face and was

  studying me with that same warm concern of a moment ago.




  ‘Are you okay?’ she asked, her hands soft against my cheeks.




  ‘Uh, yeah, I think so. Yeah, I’m fine.’ And I was, for the mood, the unexpected shift in perception, had vanished, leaving hardly any after-effects other than the memory.

  ‘Felt faint for a minute there; must have been the change in altitude,’ I joked.




  ‘You sure you’re all right?’




  ‘Yeah, I promise, I’m okay.’




  I looked around, seeing the room itself now, not the landscape outside. ‘This is something else,’ I remarked after a low, appreciative whistle.




  ‘Isn’t it beautiful, Mike?’ Midge’s smile threatened to split her face in two, so broad and beaming was it. She skipped away from me and did a quick tour (circular, of

  course), ending up at a quaint fireplace with a rough brick surround. She leaned an elbow on the narrow mantelpiece and grinned at me, her eyes sparkling with merriment.




  ‘Puts a different complexion on things, doesn’t it?’ she said.




  It did. It certainly did. There was a glow to this room that I realised was due to the sun’s unhindered rays reflecting off the round walls; yet contained therein was something more, a

  liveliness, a vitality, something intangible but nevertheless very real. You have to be open to it, though, a tiny voice at the back of my mind whispered. You have to want to feel it.

  Cynic at times I may be, but I had finer feelings too and the atmosphere of the room itself (coupled, I’m sure, with Midge’s enthusiasm) was somehow unleashing these feelings. God, yes,

  I did want to feel it, I did want this place. Despite that, the other side of me asked whether it would be the same in winter when the rain clouds hid the sun. Would this energy

  inside be lost? Would the magic – there, the word had sprung into my mind for the first time, although I hadn’t realized its significance – be gone? But at the moment, I

  didn’t care. The present, and the yearning so suddenly induced, was all that mattered.




  I walked over to Midge and held her so tight she gasped. ‘Y’know, it’s beginning to work on me,’ I told her without really comprehending.




  The rest of the cottage was somewhat of an anticlimax. We found a long jagged crack that ran from floor to ceiling in the more conventional room next-door, and mould on the walls in the one

  next-door to that. The tiny bathroom was at best functional, with dark stains discolouring the bath itself. The staircase led up to what were no more than attic rooms, oddly shaped because they

  were built into the roof, with small windows providing inadequate daylight. The ceilings were squared off, though, and a trapdoor led into the loft area. I’d have needed a chair or a

  stepladder to climb up and take a look, so I didn’t bother, but I imagined there were quite a few gaps open to the skies judging by the amount of tiles lying scattered on the ground outside.

  We poked around on levels two and three, finding rotting windowframes, warped cupboard doors that wouldn’t close, more damp and more cracks in the walls, though the latter were less serious

  than the floor-to-ceiling one. Even the stairs protested against our weight and one board bent so badly I quickly hopped off, fearing it would collapse. Naturally, there was a fine layer of dust

  everywhere.




  I don’t know why, but we deliberately avoided entering the round room again – possibly we subconsciously felt its effect was too much to take twice in one day, or maybe we just

  wanted to remain more objective after having inspected the rest of the cottage. I had no trouble in turning the key when I locked the front door behind us, and we walked back down the path more

  slowly than we had walked up it.




  Beyond the gate, Midge and I turned and leaned against the bonnet of the Passat, my arm around her shoulders, both of us lost in our own thoughts for a while. The ragged state of the garden and

  the generally poor condition of the cottage itself seemed to be impressing themselves on me in a strong way, and when I looked at Midge I was sure I detected the merest flicker of doubt in her

  eyes, too.




  I was disturbed by the waxing and waning of my own enthusiasm and had sought reassurance from her. Her own uncertainty was the last thing I’d expected.




  Glancing at my wristwatch, I said, ‘Let’s discuss things over a beer and a sandwich.’




  Her eyes never left Gramarye as she climbed into the car, and she craned her neck to watch through the rear window while I drove away. I didn’t turn the car around but headed in the same

  direction as when we’d been searching for the cottage, remembering that we hadn’t passed a pub during the journey from Cantrip. A good ten minutes later I found what I was looking for

  and the sight cheered me considerably. Stout oak timbers and gleaming white paintwork; even a shaggy thatched roof. Rough wooden tables and bench seats in the front garden with no bright brandname

  umbrellas to spoil the rural charm. The Forest Inn was my kind of watering hole.




  The interior wasn’t a disappointment either: low beams, horsebrasses and thick leather belts mounted on the walls, huge inglenook fireplace big enough to roast a pig in, and the cigarette

  machine discreetly tucked away in a darkened corner. No jukebox, no Space Invaders. Not even a microwave oven on the bar, although a chalked menu advertising hot snacks was set in the wall to one

  side. The inn was nicely crowded without being full and I ordered a pint of bitter for myself and an orange juice for Midge from a thickset barman with mauve-veined cheeks and long thin strands of

  hair flattened sideways over an otherwise bald scalp. He had the bearing and authority of a landlord.




  ‘Passing through?’ he enquired without any curiosity at all as he filled the glass jug.




  I’d been studying the food list and replied abstractedly, ‘Sort of.’ Then, realizing he might venture some information about the locale, if not the cottage itself, I added:

  ‘We’ve been looking at a place for sale not far from here.’




  He raised his eyebrows. ‘Old Flora Chaldean’s place, is it?’ There was the faintest burr in his accent.




  I nodded. ‘Yeah, Gramarye.’




  He chuckled before turning to reach for a small bottle of orange, and Midge and I exchanged surprised glances.




  ‘Nice little place,’ I prompted as he poured the orange juice, ‘the cottage.’




  He looked up, first at me, then at Midge, still pouring and still grinning, but all he told us was the price of the drinks.




  Now Midge is usually quite reserved, not to say shy at times, not to say timid, so I was somewhat shocked when she said clearly and coldly: ‘Is there something funny in

  that?’




  The barman reappraised her and I could see that, like many others before him, he was not totally unmoved by her appealing good looks. For myself, a slab of concrete had gone to rest somewhere in

  the lower regions of my gut: like I said, he was thickset, and perhaps I should have mentioned that his bare forearms, now resting on the bar top, appeared solid enough to grind wheat by

  themselves. I swallowed beer as he leaned forward.




  ‘Sorry about that, Miss,’ he apologized. ‘Didn’t mean to be rude.’ And then he strolled to the other end of the bar to serve another customer.




  Just watch it next time, I said to his back and silently to myself, of course. ‘The idea, Midge,’ I said patiently, ‘is to get on with the natives. We didn’t even order

  any food.’




  ‘I’m not so hungry any more. Can we sit outside?’




  Only a few tables were occupied in the garden area and we sat at one that was some distance away from those. I placed our drinks on the rough-hewn surface, then slid onto a bench on the opposite

  side to Midge (we always enjoyed eye contact). I could tell she was still miffed at the barman, so I squeezed her hand and grinned.




  ‘It’s just the locals’ way of keeping visitors in their place, letting on they know a bit more than we do,’ I said.




  ‘What? Oh, him. No, he doesn’t bother me. Flora Chaldean was probably the token eccentric hereabouts, someone they could all have a chuckle over because she was different from them.

  She was probably just a lonely old woman with no family, who kept very much to herself. No, I was thinking of Gramarye itself.’ She sipped her orange juice.




  ‘You’re not so keen now?’




  She looked startled. ‘Oh, I’m more than keen. It’s just that there seem to be conflicting elements in the cottage.’




  My turn to be startled. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’




  ‘The peculiar emptiness of the place . . .’




  ‘It’s been unoccupied for a long time.’




  ‘Yes, but didn’t you notice? There were no spiders or their webs, no insects of any kind in there. No signs of mice even. There weren’t any birds nesting in the eaves of the

  roof, and the cottage is surrounded by woodland. Gramarye is just an empty shell.’




  I hadn’t noticed, but she was right. It should have been a haven for creepy-crawlies and nesting birds.




  ‘Yet,’ she continued, ‘the round room was so vibrant. You felt it; something happened to you in there.’




  ‘Sure, I felt dizzy for a moment, that was all. Probably hunger.’ I looked longingly back towards the inn.




  ‘No more than that?’




  I didn’t want to get into this. ‘Like what? If you must know, I think the sun hit me hard when I came up those stairs. The glare disrupted signals going to my brain.’




  She studied me for a second or two, then said, ‘Okay.’ Simple as that. No arguments, no further discussion. She’d either accepted what I’d told her, or accepted that I

  didn’t want to delve further. That’s what made Midge easy to live with.




  I drained half of the bitter and Midge watched me. Tilted eyes, dark-haired, and delicate little pointed chin. Yeah, that’s why sometimes I called her Pixie.




  ‘So where do we go from here?’ I asked, wiping the back of my hand across my lips. ‘You know I’m worried about how much it’s gonna cost to put the place

  right.’




  ‘But you like the cottage, don’t you?’ She leaned across the table and her words were almost a conspiratorial whisper. And she was fixing me with that smile again.

  ‘Don’t you think the location is ideal? Imagine the work we’ll do there. My paintings, your music. Mike, you’ll do so much, I just know it. And maybe you’ll finally

  get around to writing those children’s stories for me to illustrate. We’ll make a wonderful team!’




  I mulled it over. Sometimes Midge escaped into a world of her own, on a plane far removed from choking cities and avaricious mortals, and she had the ability to draw others into it, too –

  that is, if she wanted them along. I had to remain the pragmatist most of the time, although it never ceased to amaze me how down-to-earth practical she could become when the occasion truly

  demanded.




  ‘Look, I’ll tell you what we’ll do,’ I said. ‘We’ll go back to the agent and lay our cards on the table. We’ll point out all the faults, major and

  minor, and put in a lower bid to cover our costs. If Bickleshift goes for it, all well and good; if not – well, we’ll have to face up to the facts of life.’




  She could hardly argue with that, but I couldn’t help disliking myself for putting anxiety behind her eyes.




  So that was what we did. We finished our drinks and drove back to Cantrip, me with a grumbling stomach and Midge in a moody silence. When we passed Gramarye, her eyes locked onto the cottage and

  once more she craned her neck until it was out of sight.




  It was well after lunchtime when we reached the village and we found Bickleshift wondering how to occupy the rest of his day. I explained our position, telling him we loved the cottage, were

  extremely keen to buy, but that there were certain nasty faults that needed attention and these would burn a sizeable hole in our finances. How about knocking off at least four thousand from the

  bidding price?




  He sympathized. He understood perfectly. But he said No.




  The ad had mentioned that Gramarye would require some renovation, and quite possibly the costs would be high. But he did not have the authority to accept our lower offer, nor, he had to admit,

  the professional inclination to do so. It was a ‘desirable property’ in an extremely ‘desirable’ part of the world, after all.




  I could feel Midge’s spirits slump, and mine also took a nosedive. Although I had mixed feelings about the place, learning we couldn’t afford it anyway left me more frustrated than I

  thought possible. I tried three thousand.




  Bickleshift sat firm, explaining that the executors of Flora Chaldean’s Will had set a minimum price, apart from which we were only the first in a line of others wishing to view the

  property. He was very friendly when he told us this, but estate agents aren’t renowned for having generous natures.




  Our problem was that not only would we have to live in Gramarye, but we’d have to work there too, so conditions had to be reasonable for both of us. Also, I’d wanted to build some

  kind of mini recording studio for myself; nothing fancy, you understand, but the bare essentials would require a certain amount of ready cash. It was no good, useless to try and kid ourselves. Nice

  idea, but impractical. Bye-bye our cosy love-nest in the country.




  We left with lead-weight hearts and Bickleshift’s promise to be in touch if there were any further developments. Midge was silent all the way back to Big Met., and I could say nothing to

  console her.




  That night she wept in her sleep.
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  Three Scores




  There’s an old Chinese proverb I’ve just invented that goes: ‘When luck is on your side, numbers don’t come into it.’




  The doorbell woke us around 8.30 next morning. That kind of hour is rarely even mentionable to me, so it was Midge who had to crawl out of bed to answer it. With one open eye, I noticed her face

  was still puffy and her eyelids red-rimmed from salty tears as she pulled on her nightshirt and left the bedroom. I groaned and pushed my head further into the pillow when she opened the front door

  of our apartment and I heard a familiar growly ‘Good morning’. Val Harradine, her agent, had heralded in the dawn.




  Their voices wandered off into the kitchen, Midge’s barely audible and Big Val’s grinding on like an asthmatic cement mixer. Actually Val was okay, although a bit dykey of the

  bullish kind; what irritated me was the way she sometimes tried to force work onto Midge that Midge didn’t want. When I learned of her mission that morning, I could have kissed her big

  head, moustache and all.




  Midge came flying back into the bedroom and leapt onto the bed, her milky thighs straddling my tummy and her hands shaking my shoulder. I yelped and tried to shift her weight.




  ‘You’ll never guess!’ she cried, pinning me there and laughing.




  ‘C’mon, Midge, it’s too early,’ I protested.




  ‘Valerie tried to reach me all day yesterday—’




  ‘That’s wonderful news. Will you get off me?’




  ‘She couldn’t, because we were out, weren’t we? She couldn’t phone last night because she was out herself.’




  ‘This is fascin—’




  ‘Listen! She had a meeting with the art buyer at Gross and Newby yesterday morning.’




  ‘That’s the agency you don’t like.’




  ‘I love ’em. They’ve got a huge presentation to make next week and the account’s art director wants to use my style of illustration for posters. They want three,

  Mike, and they’re willing to pay a heavy price.’




  Now unlike book and magazine publishers, advertising agencies are astonishingly high payers where artwork is concerned – usually client’s money, you see – so £-signs

  flashed through my head and cleared the last dregs of sleep.




  ‘Five hundred a-piece,’ said a gruff voice. I looked over to see Big Val’s broad visage peering round the door, not a pleasant sight on an empty – if Midge-burdened

  – stomach. However, it wasn’t unwelcome on that particular morning, and I did my best to be nice.




  ‘Less your twenty per cent,’ I said.




  ‘Naturally,’ she replied without a smile.




  I blew her a kiss anyway – it wouldn’t have been decent in my naked state to make it physical. My hands rested on Midge’s thighs and I asked suspiciously, ‘When are they

  going to need ’em?’




  ‘Monday,’ she told me.




  ‘Aah, Midge, you’re gonna knock yourself out.’




  ‘It’ll be okay, I’ll work through the weekend. If the campaign goes through, the agency will double-up on the price.’




  ‘Three thousand?’




  ‘Less my twenty per cent,’ put in Big Val.




  ‘Naturally,’ I said.




  The idea of Midge producing three such illustrations worried me: she never skimped or cheated on her work, and she had a particularly fine-detail style. Even with the restrictive time limit I

  knew she would put everything she had into those paintings.




  ‘Do you realize what it means, Mike?’ Her eyes were wide and shining. ‘We’ll be able to afford the cottage, we’ll be able to meet their price.’




  ‘Not quite.’ I reminded her of the figures involved. ‘We’ll still be a thousand short, even if you do eventually get the full amount for the posters.’ If I imagined

  that would cast a cloud, I was wrong: my words didn’t seem to have any effect on her at all.




  ‘I just know everything’s going to be all right. I knew the minute I woke up this morning.’
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