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Guessing Games


[image: ]


Home. The root of your routines, the origin of your adventures, the end of your explorations, the protector of your most private times. 

You know home like your own limbs, its mirrors and light switches and doorways. If you change their positions, you can’t unlearn where they used to be. If you leave, you forever go back in your dreams. 

And home begins as a place you’ve never before been to. 

Dave and I are househunting. Each time we walk through a new gate, it could be The One. But will we know? 

How will we know?

At the house we are viewing now, we have doubts. There is a front garden with a strip of lawn and smartly trimmed hedges as straight as walls. We’re not gardeners and this will take endless upkeep. We’ve never even pushed a lawnmower. And this is just the front? What mowing, pruning and weeding duties wait at the back? Is this the right house for us?

Every detail is a question. 

Inside, the hallway is dark. Can we fix that with paint? Leave a door always open? The rooms are a good size but the vibe is uncomfortably ersatz. That might be the fake gilded door handles and window-catches, which we’re hyper-noticing because they are not us. If we change them, will this house feel right? 

We can’t know. We have to guess. 

I announce the news in our Christmas cards. ‘Big change! Our house is on the market. We hope to move out of London next year.’ The reaction is surprise, disbelief. But you’ve been there for x years, where x is thirty for me and thirty-eight for Dave.

Most of our crowd left London long ago, following jobs, loves, family imperatives and itchy feet. We have remained here. We are writers. We keep our dramas and upheavals for our books, or we try to.

Our wandering friends visit from time to time. They have new professions, new life missions, new achievements, new PhDs, new partners, new offspring, new in-laws, new surnames, new survivals. They find us under the same roof (almost; the roof has been refurbished) and behind the same front door (now a smarter colour). Your house never changes, they say.

They endure a night on our sofabed and that also hasn’t changed. We apologise for their creaking stoop next morning. We don’t know what the sofabed is like to sleep on. We realise the sofabed is thirty-five years old, and they probably slept on it when it was new.  

We should replace it. When we visit them they have proper guest bedrooms. We will have a guest room too, in the new house. But there’s no sense in buying more furniture yet. We’ll have to move it and we’re already stuffed with stuff. 

Stuff is significant. There are books and podcasts about stuff. A History Of The World In 100 Objects. Shakespeare In 100 Objects. The quiet everyday things that witness how we live. Home is the ultimate of these. 

This house of ours, of thirty and thirty-eight years, is a home and a home country.

And now we are looking for its successor. 

How do we choose it? We are driving unfamiliar streets, bewildered by first impressions. Does the house feel right? What about its neighbourhood? Can we even guess this now? A petrol station: useful. A bakery with artisan blackboards: encouraging. A school: could be a traffic scrum at certain times of day. Could be screamy. 

All this might be our new everyday.

‘At the roundabout, take the tit.’ 

Our satnav sometimes swallows a syllable. That ‘tit’ was ‘exit’, first or second, but which? It also has too many details to process.  

We take, it seems, the correct tit. 

We are standing in a house with a demanding garden, troubling door handles and doubtful amounts of light. Which of these details will matter and which might we cease to notice? If this becomes ours it will simply be itself.  

Is this The One? 
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Unexpectedly, This Became Home
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This house became my home unexpectedly.

The first time the house saw me, thirty years ago, I wasn’t a prospective owner.

I lived on the opposite side of London, with a steady boyfriend, with no plans to change either of those things. 

I was here to meet a friend of a friend, to travel to a laser-tag game.

I was late. Thanks to a dumb mistake with directions, because I didn’t know the area, I went to the wrong station and finally arrived to find a very quiet house because the laser-tag party had left. 

Was it even the right house? Nobody rushed out and cried ‘you’re just in time’, so I wasn’t sure. It seemed not to have a number. Flustered and rehearsing my excuses, I did not see the number was on a small enamel plate on the gatepost, and also on the front door, weathering into the wood. 

In the movie of this essay, that confusion would thrum with metaphor. Look, everybody. She doesn’t know where she is.  

It was Dave’s house. 

The house sat in the November sunshine, keeping its own counsel. It had characterful stripy beams and pretty diamond-pane leaded lights. Dismissive folk would describe it as mock Tudor. Those who like that would say Arts and Crafts. 

I liked it.

The house was quiet, so I did what everyone does in this situation. Rang the bell, listened, heard nothing. Repeated so the house could relent, reset and send a person out. 

It did not. I went home. 

Bless, the movie viewer would say. She has no idea what’s in store for her and this house.

My goof was forgiven and I returned a few times for parties. I met people who were exciting and exotic. They were artists and writers. I was in awe. My own friends were in graduate corporate careers, in software, or the law, or banking. I worked on a magazine but it was also corporate, for the construction industry. But the people who came to Dave’s house were a breed I’d never encountered. They made books that were read for fun and enjoyment, when people were not at work, when they were being their real selves. 

In the summer, I was told, friends would stand in the church pulpit in the back garden to read out stories they’d written.  

‘The back garden has a church pulpit?’ I said. I peered into the November darkness. All I could see was skinny weeds and a thicket of dead brambles.

‘You’ll have to come back in summer and read out a story,’ said somebody. I can’t remember who that was, though I must now know them very well. I do remember thinking I wouldn’t dare read a story to these people who lived by their talents in writing and art. While wishing, very dearly, that I could.

Then a few months later I was arriving in a big way. Not with a story. With a packed bag and a trail of chaos behind me. To move in with Dave. Bewildered and uncertain as on that first afternoon, and now on a cosmically different scale.

Unexpectedly I was changing my life. 

I had been with the steady boyfriend for six and a half years. Now I was tearing that up. How long had I known Dave? Not even six months. I’d met him five months before, talked to him a few times, and known him properly for one whole week. 

I am not an adventurous person, which is why I write memoirs about unadventures because they’re plenty for me. This was not my usual behaviour. 

Friends asked for explanations. I had none. I just did it.

The night I moved in, I gazed out into the darkened garden. ‘Where’s the famous pulpit?’ I still hadn’t seen it. 

‘It’s out there under that clump of ivy,’ said Dave. ‘Are you any good at gardening?’

‘Terrible. But I love that you’ve got a pulpit in your garden.’

‘Your garden,’ said Dave. ‘Now you can say you’ve got a pulpit in your garden.’

My garden? Did it feel like my garden and my house? This turn of events seemed profoundly right but also profoundly reckless.

Perhaps it’s something that happens in your mid-twenties. Several of Dave’s friends had, without warning, broken long-term relationships and found the sudden and right love of their life. One of my own friends at work did too, shortly after I did. She left her boyfriend of seven solid years to move in with a guy she hardly knew. ‘I’ve done a Roz,’ she said, shocked at herself. 

I was also shocked at myself. 

The house kept reminding me. Roz, did you think about this properly?

It was always full of visitors, who were more at home than I was. Writers and artists working with Dave on books or games. Groups arriving for weekly roleplaying games or friends staying for the weekend. They marched in as they had done for years, with ciabatta and Stilton from the deli, and went to the kitchen to fix a sandwich, a bit surprised to be introduced to me. They knew where to find plates and knives and pickle and where to stash the beers. I didn’t yet know what was in all the cupboards. Some regularly stayed overnight and kept a toothbrush here. They’ll never know how overwhelming this was to me, their easy use of the house and its stuff and, also, obviously, their long familiarity with Dave. I felt like I was the visitor. 

My own friends were just as disorientated. They took me for serious talks, said this was not like me, wanted to make sure I was sure. Some of them gave Dave the serious talk. 

Was I sure? Of course I was sure. I offered evidence. I was changing my address on numerous documents. There’s a lot of admin when you elope in chaos. I was extracting myself from the mortgage with my ex-boyfriend, paying him compensation because he was in negative equity. Didn’t that say I was sure? 

The house kept asking. Is this where you should be? Do you feel settled? When the visitors weren’t here, it kept their ghosts as well as their toothbrushes. I had the strongest feeling that another person was living here too, moving between the rooms just out of sight.

I’d arrived with no furniture. I let my former boyfriend keep it. Anyway, this house had everything because Dave’s mother had an active network of neighbours with stuff they needed to offload. There were wooden chairs galore, with yellowed varnish. There were two dining tables, one of which lived upstairs for board games. There was much 1970s brown and orange. I was borrowing the house from an earlier time. 

My colleague who ‘did a Roz’ went back to her original boyfriend. Her life-changing romance wasn’t for ever, as it turned out. Knew it couldn’t last, said various people, with scrutinising looks at me. But Dave’s friends who’d made spur-of-the-moment marriages were happy and thriving. Who were we more like? 

Could I stop being weird and worried?

I didn’t find a padlocked den of Bluebeard secrets. But among the house’s ghosts I found relics from Dave’s first fiancée. I was second fiancée. They’d split several years before and she was now married, but she’d moved out piecemeal, and not entirely. There was a wooden chest in the hall that belonged to her. There were wall hangings and wineglasses. 

We sent them back to her via her brother, who was another regular guest. He reported that she wasn’t grateful. ‘That woman’s in my house,’ she grumbled. I never met her or saw pictures of her, but I had a feeling that she was still here, like all the other people, and also because some of the things she left behind were garments. A tiny satin skirt on a wardrobe shelf. Itsy lace underwear in the airing cupboard. These were sassy shoes to fill. Was I exciting enough?

The second Mrs de Winter might understand the feeling.

Could I just stop being so fretful? There were no secrets to fear. Dave and I were having a great time. And first fiancée now lived in Switzerland, where she was contentedly raising a family.

We took control of the house. Much of the downstairs décor was chosen by the first Mrs de Winter. Vinyl moiré wallpaper; crimson paint above the picture rail. I detested the wallpaper but appreciated the crimson. I’d always wanted a house in tempestuous colours. We painted the lounge bordello red, the dining room forest green with gold on the woodwork. Some of the décor was left by the owners before Dave. Graphic designers with kooky tastes, they had painted blue water patterns on the upstairs doors and landing, like an aquarium. 

‘What are you going to do about the whacky doors?’ chuckled one of Dave’s friends, as if he hoped my tastes would be sensible.

‘Keeping them,’ I said. ‘I love the doors.’ 

We painted Dave’s office Egyptian blue to match the Arts and Crafts fireplace and put a giant gold Eye of Horus across the entire width of the chimney breast.

Now we have lived in this house for more than half our lives. We’ve extended and made it more grown up, which meant goodbye gold and red and green, and goodbye water patterns, and goodbye Eye of Horus. But don’t be fooled. The chairs and tables from Dave’s mother’s neighbours are still here, sanded and painted. The gaming dining table is in my office, painted lilac with black legs, sitting under my computer as I type, under every book I’ve written.

The pulpit in the garden died. During a thunderstorm, I looked out of the kitchen window and saw it, split open on the crazy paving like a flatpack. Maybe it rotted with age. Maybe it took offence at our recent fancy dress party, where people came dressed as members of the spirit world. (Stranger things have happened here. In October 1987 the guys cast a storm spell in a roleplaying game and awoke to the country’s worst hurricane.) I howled when I saw the pulpit in pieces. I seized a chisel and went out in the deluge, rescued the panels and put them in the loft. 

Now we are trying to sell this house. Crikey. But the pulpit, our legendary pulpit, will come with us.
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We Know Nothing About Moving House
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This is not a book of statistics, of how many people move house every year, of how many deals go through or fall through. 

This is not a book of tips or typicals. Real life has no typicals.  

This is not a book of advice. We are the least suitable people to give advice. In househunting there seems to be a game to play, and we are playing it without reading advice and with little prior experience. Surely it’s simple. Get an offer, find a house we like for that price, buy it? 

Surely all we need is instincts, honesty and common sense? 

Tip from the future: these assumptions will, at times, make people furious with us. We will find we are not good examples of how to behave when buying and selling a house. You should not do what we do.

Our housemoving experience is tiny. Here’s mine. I was born in the north of England. From age two I was in the same house until I left for college, age eighteen, when I went 200 miles south to London, and I have been in London ever since. University halls of residence, then a flat share, then a first flat, then I met Dave. 

Dave’s moving history is also short. He grew up in Surrey, in a house his parents bought when he was very young. Then came university in Oxford and some nomad years, then a rental or two in London, then he made his one and only property purchase, this house, a bit run down. He had friends as lodgers in the early years, they migrated away, as did first fiancée, then I came along. 

We’re settlers, not movers. 

But gradually we have realised we might belong somewhere else.
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Not Quite Londoners 
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I came to live in London aged eighteen. I yearned for an arty career. I wasn’t sure which of the arts I wanted to do, but London seemed to hold all the possibilities.

I wasn’t sure how I’d make this career. I had no examples in my family. My father was a sales rep for big pharma. My mother ran businesses.

School was little help. I wasn’t one of the stars in drama or music or art. I wasn’t a star in anything. I wasn’t friends with the kids whose families were in theatre or TV, who I envied because they were surely set for interesting futures. I was just quiet. 

But I lived loudly in my imagination, in books, music, TV, films, art. In those, I followed the strange, found where I belonged and who I belonged with, fulfilled my destiny, owned ponies and rode them bravely. (This last was important to Kid Roz.) 

Every weekend, my parents took The Sunday Times. The colour supplement ran interviews with actors, writers, directors, composers and musicians. I read them with fierce longing. These people made the things that mattered most to me. I wanted to do that. 

I didn’t tell anyone my secret ambitions. I didn’t dare. In a small school in a village in the north of England, I didn’t think such a life was in my reach. I hadn’t been chosen for it — by the school or by the people who were already in those worlds. If I confessed my hopes I would be mocked and misunderstood. ‘You want your picture in the Sunday papers, Roz? You want to be famous?’ 

That wasn’t it at all, the fame. It was those lives so full of good purpose. 

A plan was taking shape in my mind, without me realising. These artists, I noticed, all lived in London. They were photographed walking thoughtfully along a path by the Thames, or working at desks or pianos in townhouses, from where, at any moment, they could hop on a Tube train to a studio or a theatre or a place where they were needed for their special thing. 

That, I decided, was the key. London. It could happen there. It would never happen 200 miles away in the north, among the Muggles. But just by walking around the centre of London, you could brush past places where greatness was in progress. Drama and music schools, art academies, galleries, theatres, music venues, branches of the BBC, the offices of newspapers, book publishers and literary agents. London’s places were known throughout the land and far beyond. Foyles bookshop. Buckingham Palace. The streets on the Monopoly board. Mornington Crescent.

And so I would go to London. 

Then what? I had no clue. I wasn’t like the bold go-getters in The Sunday Times. I could never hustle my way into a job in TV or theatre or get a break by dazzling a stranger in an interesting place. When I go to an interesting place I don’t find it easy to talk to people. I want to drift with a camera or notebook. 

But I got myself to London, because if I didn’t I wasn’t trying hard enough.

I went to galleries and gigs and museums, but I found I preferred my explorations to be self-curated, in second-hand record shops, vintage emporia, antique markets, junk shops, learning what interested me, letting things speak to me on their own terms, searching for wonder. One day I needed to visit the family records office in Chancery Lane for a copy of a wedding certificate and I stayed for hours. I discovered I could look up anything I liked, the births, marriages and deaths of anyone I knew or used to know, then anyone whose dates I could remember, even rock stars, even the Queen. I didn’t have a use for this information, just a joy in finding how complete it was, all together in one floor of an old building in this city, in ruled ledgers.  

The whole world was available in London, whatever world you chose to seek.  

In this way, by following lights under unexpected doors, I found my own London as a writer, the London I hoped for. Now, when I get on the Tube it might be to travel to publishers, literary agents or events that need my special thing. No one takes my picture for Sunday papers but that has never been the aim. The aim is to be part of the noble engine of creation, the life of the inventive mind, and to make things. 

Dave has ended up in London a bit less deliberately. By the time I meet him he is tired of it, regardless of what Samuel Johnson might think. London is convenient for the necessaries of author life but Dave prefers Surrey, a short train ride away, where he grew up, with its heaths and woods. He goes there regularly to escape from streets.

I don’t feel the need to escape from streets. Or do I? I find, little by little, I do. 

It begins when I notice a girl in a supermarket who is wearing riding boots. These are not fashion boots. On the inner edge are pale marks from the horse’s coat. I am suddenly Kid Roz again, remembering my utter devotion to horse books, how I helped neighbours with their ponies, occasionally getting a ride, proud to have the white bloom on my boots afterwards. The marks that proved I had been riding.  

After this supermarket encounter, my horse life starts. ‘London is the best city for learning to ride,’ I am told. Of course it is. London is best for everything you want to do. It’s like Harrods. I take a riding lesson once a week in an indoor school in Dulwich. Soon I am riding in more adventurous places. A heath in Kent. Wimbledon Common. Richmond Park. Riding twice, three times a week, more if I can. I find a yard in Surrey, with deeper woods, bigger heaths, long miles through rain, snow, sunshine, the emerald abundance of spring, the orange opera of autumn.  

Dave likes this horsey territory I have found. He comes for walks while I ride. We fit our lives around it, visiting the countryside most mornings, working into the night, which suits many of the people we write and edit with as they’re in the US. We become natives of the village near the stables, using its butchers and grocers. We’re on ‘hi-how-are-you’ terms with people in the shops, the cafes, the MOT garage and the gym. Then we get in the car and drive for an hour back to our house in London for work and sleep. 

Friends say: ‘You’re mad. You need to move.’

We view a few houses for sale but moving seems too difficult. To sell our house we’d have to tidy, make our offices look like bedrooms, all unthinkable because there’s proper work to do.  

My father dies and I am yanked into bitter squabbles with his friends and neighbours. I feel I will never again be carefree. I go for a ride. The horse’s sure walk, enjoying a hill on long reins, seems so uncomplicated. Just me and this creature in the woods in a trusting stride. The turmoil is gone. I am blessed to have this.  

And then it is March 2020. 

The rules are issued. Stay in your homes. Go out for shopping or one hour of exercise locally per day. Don’t travel.

We are locked down. In the city. 
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Stopped World
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There’s a book called Househunting, by the American photographer Todd Hido. He has captured the outsides of ordinary houses at dusk and night, the windows glowing blue from a TV or yellow from a lamp or ceiling light, some through curtains or shutters, some showing the room in full clarity like a set for a stage play. Hido juxtaposes them with the interiors of empty homes, bare rooms with the scars of departures, outlines on the walls of removed furniture and pictures. Presence and vanished presence. 

Seen together in this way, the lighted houses are mysterious and warming, each one a private kingdom, declaring its life to the evening. In the pandemic lockdown, the houses have never been so full, all at once, all hours of the day and night.

Dave and I are well, and grateful for that. Grateful also that isolation is our usual work mode and that our work continues. We are already good at making our own working day. And online, everyone is still out and about.

In real London, they are not.

There is no traffic. Our house is near to a school. Usually our road is a swarm of chattering children and parents, at 8.30am and 3.30pm, and mid morning when the kids are walked en crocodile to the common for sports. 

Now you can hear a hammer drop several gardens away. If a burglar alarm starts up, it never wails for more than a few seconds. There are people here, more of them than ever, but the street has taken a vow of stillness, as if everyone is sitting an exam. 

Suddenly, one evening, people on our street open doors, show themselves and start to applaud. Standing in lighted hallways, whistling, cheering. I find this so touching. 

I write about it on Facebook. ‘Wow, this spontaneous thing happened, and we all decided to show each other we're not alone.’

‘But Roz,’ comes the reply. ‘It was Clap for the NHS. It's been everywhere, all over social media, the news. How did you miss it?’

Yes, how? These last few days I've seen news galore but there's so much news, all the time. The clapping event is everywhere, but each of us has our own everywhere.

And this is the problem. Our everywhere has gone badly wrong. We are surrounded by city, grids of built-up streets and skies of roofs and chimneys and phone masts and tower blocks. But that’s not where we live.  

When the lockdowns end, many people emerge with life-changing epiphanies. This is ours. Our two-part life is absurd. For the time it takes, the petrol it takes, the money, the carbon footprint and the freedom that we have learned is fragile.  
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Not Like You Think It Will Be 
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My friend Karen is moving from London to a village 300 miles away in Cumbria. 

After weeks of packing and preparations, it is moving day. Once the lorry has driven away, she loads the last things into the car and sends an email. 

‘I feel just awful. Shell shocked. We lived there for twenty-five years and now it’s not ours any more. I suppose I will gradually learn to feel at home in the new house but I feel we have abandoned it unloved to strangers, leaving it lost and empty.’

She’s sent this as a warning to me. ‘You might  go  through a similar  rollercoaster when you leave your house. You start out feeling callous and cynical, wondering how much it will fetch, and end up weeping and hugging the walls saying sorry we sold you.’

She knows me well. I’m silly about items of long acquaintance. Cars, for instance. I keep them until they die. My first was scrapped because the gearbox seized. My second because a shunt from a fire brigade vehicle did expensive damage to the fuel system. The day the tow-truck arrived, Dave and I watched in grave silence while hoists were fastened around its front axles and it was dragged away, after all the miles it did for us. 

I talked to another friend about this. He knew the feeling. ‘I’ve always left a talisman in the car,’ he said, ‘to help it on its way.’  

How will I feel about
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