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Could this be your ‘forever house’?

FOR SALE

HUNTER’S MOON

Set in idyllic gardens and grounds in the Peasebrook Valley, Hunter’s Moon is in need of some updating, but its perfect proportions and enchanting features will delight the potential purchaser.

It is here that the novelist Margot Willoughby penned her most famous works, no doubt inspired by the breathtaking views.

It enjoys complete privacy yet is only two miles from the Cotswold town of Peasebrook, with regular trains to London Paddington.

It is expected that interest in Hunter’s Moon will be high, so an early viewing is advised.

 










The Forever House

Two miles out of the Cotswold town of Peasebrook, you must keep your eyes peeled for a left-hand turn into a tiny narrow road: there is no signpost, so be careful or you might easily miss it. The road is no wider than a tractor, and it meanders between high hedges for half a mile before plunging into woodland. The branches of the trees meet overhead, like a guard of honour, and the grass grows down the middle of the tarmac, leaving a trail for you to follow.

You will wonder more than once if you are on the right road, for it seems endless and to lead nowhere. Your stomach will swoop as you go over a tiny humpback bridge, and eventually you will arrive at a set of square pillars, each topped by a golden ball of stone. Moss has set in, and the gates are hanging off their hinges, but you will know you have arrived at Hunter’s Moon even though there is no sign.

Swish through the pillars and along the drive. You’ll find the house at the end, nestled in the cleavage of two hills, overlooking a tiny tributary of the River Pease. In spring, which it is now, it is surrounded by a swathe of bluebells.

In summer, fat bees sway drunkenly about the flowerbeds.

In winter, a dredging of snow settles upon it like a white fur stole on a woman’s shoulders.

In autumn, as the last of the leaves cling to the trees in a

blaze of copper glory, the hunter’s moon lights up the valley at night. The hunter’s moon that gives the house its name.

Hunter’s Moon looks perfect in whatever it wears.

And it is just the right size. Not so large as to be unmanageable, but with plenty of hiding places. And room for parties: impromptu gatherings which turn into laughter and dancing at the drop of a hat. Yet snug and cosy when all you want is to curl up by the fire.

For the very best houses can be whatever you want them to be, depending on the mood and the season and the occasion.

Hunter’s Moon is the perfect forever house.

But nothing, as we know, lasts forever.







1

Belinda was able to find Hunter’s Moon easily, because she’d done a dry run the day before to make sure she wouldn’t be late.

She’d been caught out once too often, lost down a country lane with no landmarks, so she always did a recce before a valuation. That way she arrived for her appointment prompt and unflustered. There was nothing worse than driving around in circles, sweating and swearing at the sat nav.

After twelve years in the business she’d got serenity down to a fine art. A dry run and a fine dusting of face powder to her cheeks, which had a tendency to rosiness, and she always appeared calm, even if she didn’t feel it. Often there wasn’t much time between appointments, so she was perpetually running late.

Today, though, she was bang on time. This was an important viewing. She had a feeling it had the potential for a bidding war. As far as she could make out, it was perfect. Big, but not too big. Plenty of land, but not too much – no one wanted lots of land any more because it cost so much to keep, yet everyone wanted privacy. As far as she could see, nothing awful had been done to it. There were no electricity pylons, no planning permission for a nearby

housing estate, no restrictive covenants. Of course, something might become apparent when she actually got there and had a chance to look around. But she felt hopeful.

And it had one unique selling point: Hunter’s Moon had once been owned by the novelist Margot Willoughby. Of course that wouldn’t add much to the value, but it added to the romance. Almost every house she went to view had a copy of one of Margot’s books somewhere on its shelves. No one admitted to reading them but everyone did. Belinda remembered the tattered cover of her most famous bestseller as it was passed around school. She smiled. She’d learnt a lot from that book.

A high-profile house with a bit of history in the shop window would be a fantastic marketing tool. She could already imagine her sign up on the main road: FOR SALE – BELINDA BAXTER with a little white arrow pointing down the lane.

She slowed down as she rumbled along between the hedges, the road beneath riddled with bumps and potholes. She didn’t want to risk damaging the underside or to scratch the bodywork on the hedges, even though her car was a four-wheel drive, specifically bought to deal with the winding narrow lanes around Peasebrook. It was over fifteen years old, but she looked after it carefully. In her business you had to look successful, and the easiest way to convince people of that was to have an immaculate car.

As she approached the entrance she felt her pulse quicken. It was almost like stage fright, this moment, because everything depended on her performance. If she said the wrong thing, delivered the wrong line, she would lose the commission. She’d rehearsed her spiel, but of course there was always an element of improvisation.

She had to take her cues from the vendor. She could usually predict what they were going to say, but sometimes she was wrong-footed – that was why she prepared so thoroughly before she went out to do valuations. People couldn’t argue with facts.

She looked at the entrance. The stone posts were impressive but the iron gates had long since fallen off their hinges, resting drunkenly in the hedge. In her head, she began her snag list: all the repairs and cosmetic touches that would need doing before the property went on the market. People protested, but presentation was paramount if you wanted top dollar. Painting and oiling the gates and putting them back on their hinges would make all the difference.

She felt her tyres bounce over the potholes as she turned into the drive. It was cool and tree-lined, reassuring oaks meeting overhead and blocking out the light. She glanced down at the passenger seat to check she had everything she needed. Her iPad in a sleek cover and a notebook and pen. Laser tape measure. Sample brochures of other high-end houses she’d handled. In the boot were a wax coat and a pair of Hunters for walking the land.

The accessories were superfluous, though, because she knew it would be her charm and her expertise that would win her the job. She made people feel safe, by allaying their fears and taking all of the hassle out of the process. ‘We can do that for you,’ was her favourite phrase, whether it was going to the council for a completion certificate or arranging for a delivery of freshly cut logs to put by a fireplace.

She stopped the car just before turning the final corner and pulled down the mirror to check her appearance. She

wasn’t vain, but she didn’t want mascara smudges or lipstick on her teeth. She had to look her best for her clients: perfectly turned out, yet not a threat. Though she didn’t flatter herself that she would ever be that. Belinda knew she was easier to jump over than walk around, if you were being rude like her father. Curvaceous if you were being polite. She had learned to dress for it: fitted jackets and pencil skirts or tea dresses. She had dark hair, which she wore in a French pleat, sludgy green eyes and what she’d been told was a very kissable mouth. She touched up her rose pink lipstick and pushed the mirror back.

Then she had her ritual moment of contemplation, when she wished happiness for all the people who were going to be affected by the sale. It was never just about the vendor: if it was a big chain, dozens of lives could be altered.

She still didn’t know why Hunter’s Moon was going on the market. The three Ds – Death, Divorce and Debt – were the most common reasons for selling a house. Those clients had to be treated with particular care. There were all sorts of emotions to negotiate: grief, stress, regret, pride, fear . . . The trouble was, people liked to lie and cover things up. They insisted on pretending everything was all right, when actually they had all sorts of skeletons in the closet.

Of course this could be just a fishing expedition. She got a lot of those. Time wasters were an occupational hazard. They saw the house of their dreams in the paper or on the Internet and wanted to put their own on the market, but all too often the numbers didn’t add up, especially now it was increasingly difficult to get a mortgage.

She didn’t think that was the case here, though. As she

drove around the corner, the trees finished and the pale gold April sun hit her in the eyes, dazzling her. She put a hand up to shade herself from the light, and she could see immediately that Hunter’s Moon wasn’t the sort of house you moved from unless you had to.

She inched over the pale chippings, manoeuvring round the fountain in the middle. It was crumbling and covered in moss – a dolphin entwined around a cherub – but she smiled in approval. These were the features that made people fall head over heels in love.

She turned to look up at the house itself, and her heart skipped a beat. If she could have described the perfect house, this was it. Built of pale Cotswold limestone and softened with lichen, she guessed it was about two hundred years old. It was three storeys high and the perfect width for its height, with large latticed windows that winked in the sunshine. A steep grey roof was flanked by two sturdy chimney pots. Wide stone steps led up to a canary yellow front door, guarded by two square lead planters holding balls of box. A thick, gnarled wisteria made its way over the top of the two ground floor windows.

In front of the circular drive, another set of steps went down to a formal garden: square herbaceous beds clustered around a lily pond. It was protected by a thick beech hedge; she couldn’t see immediately beyond it, but in the distance were gentle rolling hills dotted with sheep and a glittering silver thread which must be a tributary of the River Pease.

Belinda gave a sigh that was part contentment, part envy, just as the front door popped open and a cluster of golden curls hurtled towards her with a joyous bark, barrelling into her legs. She’d trained herself long ago not to

be intimidated by over-exuberant dogs, so she bent down to make a fuss.

The dog was swiftly followed by a slight woman in faded skinny jeans, a billowing white linen shirt, and sneakers.

‘Teddy!’ The woman admonished the dog with fond resignation, bending down to grab his collar. ‘Honestly, he’s the dimmest dog but such a sweetheart. Sit, Teddy.’

Teddy tried to sit but couldn’t quite resist continuing to nose Belinda’s shins.

‘He won’t hurt you.’

Belinda didn’t like to say that all owners said that, even when their dogs were sinking their teeth into your hand, but she could tell Teddy was harmless. She scratched his head.

‘What is he?’

‘The mother’s a poodle but the father is anyone’s guess.’

‘He’s gorgeous.’

‘He’s a liability. He’s a dreadful thief and a chewer. I was hoping he might have grown out of it by now.’ The woman smiled and held out her hand. ‘I’m Sally. You must be Belinda?’

‘I am.’ Belinda took her hand, which was dry and cool. She’d thought the woman was blonde at first, but now she could see her hair was a pale shade of honeyed grey. Her eyes were a brilliant blue, kind but observant. Her skin was relatively unlined though she must be in her late sixties. Good bone structure and a pleasant life probably accounted for her youthful looks. She wore a chunky amber necklace: it was real, Belinda guessed, rather than costume jewellery, and there was a very nice emerald on her left hand that flashed in the sunlight. Jewellery was

very useful for summing people up. This woman belonged in this house – and suited it.

‘Welcome to Hunter’s Moon,’ said Sally, and Belinda saw a momentary flicker of something in her expression. Worry, anxiety, doubt?

She wanted to tell her how wonderful the house was, how perfect, but she had trained herself not to gush.

‘Thank you so much for asking me to come and see you,’ she said instead.

They both stood for a moment, looking out over the grounds, a few pom-pom clouds bobbing across the blue sky. The air was sharp with the scent of a bonfire – there was a white plume rising up from further down the garden. Teddy’s tail thumped up and down on the gravel. It was a moment of perfect peace, just before a conversation that was about to change the future, and Belinda sensed Sally knew that.

‘Would you like a coffee?’

‘Good idea. We can get all the formalities out of the way.’

She was reluctant to sit this woman down and bombard her with her sales pitch. She decided she was going to take a more relaxed approach. That was the beauty of being the boss. Somehow, she didn’t think Sally was going to respond to pie charts and percentages. She recognised her type: she was a doer, a decision maker, switched on and pragmatic. Not one to suffer fools. She wouldn’t quibble but she would expect great service.

A woman after Belinda’s own heart.

‘Come on in, then.’ Sally led the way across the gravel and up the steps, pushing open the door.
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Inside the air was cool and smelled of the lingering remnants of a wood fire, furniture polish, and a faint trace of what was probably lunch: Belinda imagined a pan of home-made soup sitting on the hob, ready for when she had gone. It made a refreshing change for a house to smell of itself. So often when she went to value houses there were cheap scented candles blazing or plug-in air fresheners pumping out chemicals: synthetic scents designed to cover up any trace of real life.

The flagstone floor in the hall was pale; a staircase made of oak curved upwards, shiny with hundreds of footsteps. A round pedestal table held a jug of narcissi. There was an enormous mirror on one wall and Belinda glanced into it. It was old and foxed and made her look radiant: a magical mirror, just what you needed to look into before setting out for the day. There were several oil paintings scattered around the other walls and up the stairwell, hung casually rather than in the measured way of someone who wanted to impress their visitors. This was a house that had evolved rather than been designed.

Already she could feel herself falling under Hunter’s Moon’s spell. The house almost spoke to her. She felt as if it were beckoning her inside, telling her she was home.

Which was silly, of course – she could never call somewhere like this her own. It was far beyond her reach. But just as you sometimes meet people you long to be friends with, because they exude an overwhelming warmth, so this house made her feel more than just welcome.

She followed Sally down a corridor into the kitchen. The walls were painted the same colour as the narcissi in the hall, and there was the requisite Aga tucked into an inglenook fireplace. There was a row of cream cupboards, which could have been installed at any time in the past fifty years, and a huge old dresser painted pale blue that was probably original, while well-used copper pans covered one wall. It was everything anyone wanted from a kitchen. She could almost hear its heart beat. And there, as she’d guessed, was the soup, in a Le Creuset pot.

Sally went over to a very snazzy Italian coffee machine, the only modern gadget in the room.

‘My son bought it for us for Christmas,’ said Sally, seeing Belinda’s admiring look. ‘I must admit, I’d never have bought one myself, but it’s such a luxury.’

‘How generous.’

Sally laughed. ‘Don’t be impressed. It was a totally selfish gesture – Leo says he can’t come and stay without decent coffee. He’s a bit of a foodie.’

She threw a handful of beans into the grinder and for a moment all conversation was halted and the rich smell of dark-roasted Peruvian coffee filled the air. Belinda’s mouth watered with anticipation and delight. This was unusual – it was extraordinary how even the wealthiest people could serve you up instant coffee that tasted of gravy browning.


She raked her eyes around the room to look for clues – sometimes people left brochures from another agent lying about, just to make sure she knew there were others in the running. She knew only too well who her prime competitor would be for this instruction. Giles Mortlake of Mortlake Bassett in Maybury, whose father had founded their agency fifty years ago. Giles was smooth as a bottle of vintage claret, dressed in tweed or linen jackets depending on the season and was slightly shambolic in his battered old Volvo. He wasn’t such an attractive proposition now he was heading into middle age, as the waistband of his cords was straining somewhat, and his teeth were overcrowded and yellowing. Yet his mellifluous reassurance was very beguiling. He was old school, which a lot of people wanted from an estate agent even now, especially in the Cotswolds.

Belinda had her own reasons for wanting to wrestle the listing from Giles’s grasp. And she knew Mortlake Bassett weren’t as upstanding and reliable as their image might indicate. She never expressed her opinion on them to clients, however. Much better to win the business with a confident, well-informed and very personal service.

She sat down at the kitchen table, which was covered in a blue oilcloth decorated with birds’ eggs. There was an old wooden box in the middle crammed with jam, honey, Marmite and ketchup.

‘Have you got a timescale in mind?’ she asked. ‘Have you found somewhere you’d like to buy?’

Discussing practicalities rather than price first helped people relax. Plus it was useful to know if they needed a quick sale, or if they could hang on for the right buyer.

Sally brought over two mugs of coffee, and put a jug of

milk on the table. Belinda helped herself as Sally answered.

‘The place is too big for us. It’s just not practical any more. The garden’s a full-time job for a start . . .’ She waved a hand to indicate the grounds outside.

Belinda nodded. This was the fourth D. Downsize.

Sally sighed. ‘It’s difficult when you’ve lived somewhere as wonderful as this. But a property has come up on the Digby Hall estate. It’s not big, of course, but very luxurious. And beautiful grounds, but there’s a gardener.’ She laughed. ‘And a management fee, of course.’

‘The Digby Hall estate? It’s a very special development,’ Belinda nodded. Special and massively over-priced. When it was converted to a high-spec retirement village, all the units had sold off-plan in a trice. There were plenty of people around Peasebrook who wanted to carry on living somewhere lovely and not have to think too much about maintenance.

Sally nodded and voiced almost exactly what she was thinking.

‘Designed for old crocks like us who are used to grand living but are slowing down somewhat . . .’

‘You don’t look as if you’re slowing down at all.’

She didn’t. Sally was one of those women who still had boundless energy and a great spirit. Belinda hoped she would have an ounce of her brio at her age.

‘Yes, but it’s better to move while you still have a choice about where to go, don’t you think?’

‘Oh, definitely.’ There was nothing more distressing than an elderly person having to be rushed out of their home in a hurry because they couldn’t cope. She’d seen it too many times and it was horribly sad. One minute a panoramic view, next minute some ghastly warden-controlled

bungalow with two square metres of block paving to look out at.

‘And my husband . . . well . . .’ A cloud flittered over Sally’s face. ‘He can’t manage stairs terribly well or surfaces that aren’t level, and of course this place is huge so it takes him hours just to get out to the car . . .’ She grabbed a china bowl full of brown sugar lumps. ‘Sugar?’ It was clear she wanted to change the subject.

‘Not for me, thank you.’

‘It seems serendipitous, because those properties don’t come up very often, but we need to get this on the market as soon as possible. I have expressed an interest, but I want to feel confident we’ll sell this easily so I can make a formal offer.’

‘Oh my goodness, Hunter’s Moon will fly, I’m sure of it. It’s just a question of getting the price right.’

Sally gave a dazzling smile. ‘Yes. But I know as well as the next person it’s only worth what someone will pay for it.’

‘Not everyone understands that. I wish they did. But we need a guide price.’

‘I haven’t a clue. I’m relying on you to tell me.’

‘There are no records of the house’s value last time it was sold, which can often be used to estimate.’

‘Yes. It would have been years and years ago. And I didn’t actually buy it. It was left to me by my mother-in-law.’

Belinda raised her eyebrows, intrigued. That must have been Margot Willoughby. ‘Golly.’

Sally picked up her coffee with a grin. ‘Don’t worry. It didn’t cause a rift, though I suppose it could have.’

She didn’t elucidate. Belinda wasn’t going to push her. The story would come out eventually. People didn’t say things like that unless they wanted you to know more.


She opened up her iPad. ‘Anyway, what you paid or didn’t pay doesn’t make any difference. All we’re worried about is what we can get for it now.’

‘Quite.’ There was a wheel of home-made shortbread on a plate. Sally used a sharp knife to cut it into segments and offered her one. Endless coffee and biscuits were the bane of Belinda’s life and usually she said no, but homemade shortbread was impossible to resist. She bit into its buttery sugariness and started a Hunter’s Moon folder.

‘Let’s get the boring bit over with, then you can show me around.’ She went in with the killer question. She might as well know what she was up against. ‘Have you had any other valuations?’

‘Of course,’ said Sally, tipping her head to one side in an I’m no fool gesture. ‘You’re the third. Best of three. Isn’t that what they advise?’

Giles would have overvalued. He was the most bullish agent in the area, and very annoyingly his strategy often worked. He had a nose for buyers who didn’t care how much they paid for the right house. Belinda would be more cautious. She had a figure in her head, but she needed to see everything before she committed.

She was excited. Having Hunter’s Moon in her window would be the perfect start to spring. And her commission on it would bring her one step closer to realising her ambition. Her own house again, at long last. It had been a long haul, but it was starting to become more than just a dream.

‘Well, this is certainly the perfect kitchen,’ she told Sally. ‘A big kitchen is what everyone wants, now dining rooms are a bit out of fashion.’

‘Oh, it’s seen some fun,’ Sally’s eyes sparkled. ‘There is

a dining room too, of course, but we hardly use it. Shall we start the tour?’

Belinda finished her coffee and stood up. This was her favourite part of the job and, as she expected, Hunter’s Moon was enchanting. Light and airy but cosy, its rooms were perfectly proportioned. The living and dining rooms were about twenty feet square each, one either side of the hall looking out over the gardens. To the back of the house were a study, a snug, the kitchen and various utility rooms, and on the side was a pretty glass-roofed garden room with a tiled floor, perfect for morning coffee or afternoon tea.

‘I’m afraid it’s all a bit old-fashioned. No private cinemas or wet rooms,’ Sally apologised.

‘Oh, that doesn’t matter one bit. It’s unspoiled – that’s the important thing.’

Belinda followed her back into the hall and up the stairs. At the top on the landing was a painting of a woman. She was lying on a sofa, dressed in a dark green dress that shone like the sea, her hair piled on top of her head. She was staring out of the painting with a half-smile on her lips, teasing, provocative, her expression full of promise. And something else. Defiance?

Belinda gasped in admiration.

‘That’s Margot,’ said Sally. ‘She still likes to keep an eye on us all.’

‘She was stunning.’

‘She was. And quite a character.’ Sally opened the door to the master bedroom and ushered her inside. Belinda could feel Margot’s eyes follow her, as if she was saying What are you doing in my house? and she shivered slightly. It was the first time she had felt uncomfortable.


The bedroom was large, with a small bathroom adjoining it that was pretty antiquated, so whoever bought the house would doubtless rip it all out and start again – everyone wanted rainforest showers and heated towel rails nowadays – but the point of the room was the view. Belinda imagined waking up in the four-poster bed and looking out of the window to the garden and the hills beyond.

‘I’d never want to get up,’ she said. ‘I’d just lie here all day, staring out of the window.’

Sally laughed. ‘It is heaven,’ she agreed. ‘My favourite thing in the world is Sundays. I get breakfast in bed, and I lie here planning what to do with the garden. Weed it, mostly.’

There were three more bedrooms on the first floor, each a good size, then three more in the attic, the last done out like an old-fashioned nursery – Belinda could almost imagine Wendy and Peter and John beckoning Peter Pan in through the window. There was a set of bunk beds and piles of books and puzzles.

‘For my grandchildren,’ smiled Sally. ‘Two so far, but they live in Scotland.’

‘They must love coming here.’

‘They do.’ She touched a ship in a bottle on the shelf, wiping off some dust with the tip of a finger. ‘But there’ll be room for them at Digby Hall. Not as much, but . . .’

She turned away, and Belinda sensed she was finding this more difficult than she made out.

‘Shall we go into the garden?’ she asked rather briskly, and Belinda followed her downstairs.
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Alexander was following his son around Borough Market.

He felt surprisingly OK. He was a little slow, because his left leg dragged. It was this that had alerted him that something was amiss, which led to the tests, and the diagnosis. He wondered, would always wonder, if it would have been better not to know just yet, to have lived longer in blissful ignorance. After all, there was nothing that could be done. That much was clear.

But now he knew he couldn’t un-know it. So the important thing was to make the most of the time he had while still reasonably fit. Which meant spending time with his offspring. He loved his son’s energy, and he loved getting an injection of London.

They often did this. Alexander would jump on the nine o’clock train from Peasebrook – the one after the crowded commuter train – and they’d meet up for lunch. Sometimes they’d go to a gallery first, or Leo would take him to see his latest client or discovery – Leo’s company, Fork PR, was flourishing, with an office near Borough Market, a staff of six and a huge range of clients. Last time they’d spent a blissful few hours with a knifemaker in east London, riveted by the painstaking craft. Alexander had

come home with a hand-forged chef’s knife with a walnut handle, and hadn’t told Sally how much it had cost. Not that she would have minded, but you had to be there, to watch the skill and the love that had gone into making it, in order to really appreciate its worth.

Alexander wondered bitterly how much longer he would be able to use the knife, then reminded himself he was not going to be bitter. He dragged himself back to the moment.

‘It’s good to be on the ground, seeing what’s new.’ Leo stopped at a stall and handed his dad a creamy nib of cheese to sample.

Alexander didn’t want this day to end. He loved his son’s company, his energy, his knowledge, but the time was getting nearer. He was charged with breaking the news to him. He and Sally had agreed to divvy up the unpleasant tasks: she was doing the estate agents; he was going to tell Leo his diagnosis and prognosis.

Then he and Sally would drive up to Scotland to break the news to Jess together. Jess was younger than her brother – she was only just thirty – but she was settled, with two little ones, running a luxury bed and breakfast in the Scottish Highlands. Above all, they wanted to make it clear that what was to happen over the next few years should have as little impact as possible on their children’s lives.

Alexander wasn’t so worried about Jess’s reaction or the impact it would have on her. Jess was doughty. She had her mother’s practicality. But Leo was . . . what? Alexander couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Not hopeless or vulnerable or incapable. He’d made a huge success of his business. He had a luxurious flat with a view of Tower Bridge.


‘What do you fancy for lunch, Dad? Middle Eastern? Tapas?’

‘I’ve had so many samples, I’m not that hungry.’ Alexander smiled. He looked around at the vegetables stalls, spilling over with bright produce, some of which he didn’t recognise and couldn’t name for the life of him. The tantalising bakeries wafted the aroma of freshly baked breads. The rich, truffly scent of cheese filled his nostrils.

‘We need a glass of something, at any rate. And you need to sit down.’ Leo looked anxiously at his father. ‘You seem tired.’

‘No, no. I’m fine. It’s just this wretched knee.’ Alexander blamed his lack of mobility on a touch of arthritis – a diagnosis that was suitably unalarming and only to be expected in a man of his age. ‘I’m very happy to go wherever you choose.’

‘Let’s get a nice plate of Iberico ham and a crisp Manzanilla.’ Leo slung an arm around his father’s shoulder. ‘Just to start with . . .’

As they wove their way through the throngs, Alexander thought he would never admit either to himself or anyone else that Leo was his favourite, but he was the most like him: passionate, maverick, sensitive. He looked like him too: dark, chocolate-drop eyes and delicate bone structure, with thick glossy hair that always seemed to need cutting. Jess was fair, like Sally, and of a more practical outdoor nature. He felt a bond with Leo that he didn’t feel with Jess, though of course he adored them both. But in different ways.

With Leo, he felt as if he was passing a bit of himself on, and never had a sense of immortality felt more important.


And as Leo pushed open the door of a buzzy tapas bar to be greeted warmly by the waitress, he realised what it was as they kissed each other on both cheeks. He would feel so much happier about all of this if he knew Leo was settled with someone. He knew that was probably madly old-fashioned and traditional of him, but what he needed was the reassurance that the line was going to be carried on. Leo was never short of girlfriends – on the contrary – but they never seemed to last terribly long.

He knew who he got that from.

Alexander managed a wry smile. It was simply a question of meeting the right girl. He knew that too, better than anyone.

He switched his attention back as Leo introduced him to the waitress, the owner and the chef. There was much hand shaking and smiling and they were settled at the best table in the house and chilled glasses of sherry appeared as if by magic. Leo had a conversation in broken Spanish with the chef about the best things on the menu.

‘You’re OK if I order for us, Dad? I’ve just asked them to bring what’s good.’

‘Of course,’ said Alexander, and went to pick up his glass.

His fingers felt useless. They wouldn’t do what he was telling them. He put his hand in his lap and reached out the other one. Happily, that was more obedient. He raised the glass, hoping Leo hadn’t noticed.

Leo raised his own glass to his father’s with a smile. ‘Cheers, Dad.’ He leaned forward. ‘This is great. I needed a break. Work’s been crazy for the past few weeks. Which is a good thing, obviously. But every now and then it’s good to press the pause button.’


Bugger it, Alexander thought. I’m not going to tell him. Not yet. Not now. I can keep up the pretence. I love my son and I love all of this. I’m not going to burst the bubble.
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As Sally led her outside, Belinda realised the grounds at Hunter’s Moon were even more perfect than the house.

The more formal gardens were on the first tier of lawn: a pretty combination of box hedging and rose beds around a pond. A small walled garden to one side held a Beatrix Potter greenhouse, soft fruit cages, cucumber frames and sheds. And behind a manicured box hedge was the nicest surprise of all – a swimming pool, with shallow steps at one end, surrounded by a stone terrace. Belinda could imagine sleepy, sunny summer afternoons, bodies draped on sunbeds, splashing and shrieking . . .

‘Of course not everyone wants a pool, and it’s not heated,’ said Sally. ‘It’s ancient. I expect the next people will fill it in.’

Belinda watched the surface of the water ripple. The bright blue of the tiles made the pool seem azure and inviting. She wondered what it would be like to be brought up somewhere like this. She had been lucky if she was taken to the public swimming baths on her birthday.

‘Well, it’s a lovely spot. Whatever they decide to do.’

They walked back up to the top lawn and through the formal garden, past the pond. It was still and deep green;

flashes of bright orange darted amidst the lily pads as the fish chased each other.

‘The lilies will be in bloom in a month or so,’ said Sally. ‘They’re my favourite thing in the garden. As big as soup plates . . .’

She held her hands up to show how big, then trailed off, perhaps realising that next month would be the last time she would see them.

Belinda sat on the edge of the pond for a moment to take in the view. She looked at Sally, who was gazing at the horizon. What was she thinking? Or feeling? It must have taken months of discussion and soul-searching to reach the decision to sell a place like this.

‘Come on,’ said Sally eventually. ‘There’s masses more.’

They walked up past the side of the house, where a little path led to a small courtyard, on the far side of which were the garages and a tiny coachman’s cottage.

‘We haven’t done anything with this,’ said Sally, ‘but obviously you could. My mother-in-law used to work in the room upstairs. It would be a perfect home office. Careful – the staircase is a bit rickety.’

Belinda followed her up the stairs. At the top was one large room with wooden floorboards, filled with old furniture and covered in posters. An old-fashioned sound system loomed in one corner with massive speakers. The window looked out over the garden and grounds. Belinda imagined Margot Willoughby sitting here at her typewriter, gazing out over the hills. There was a shelf full of her books on one wall.

‘Is this where she worked?’

‘Yes.’ Sally ran her finger along the spines. ‘I was hoping I’d find a first edition worth millions so we wouldn’t have

to sell, but they’re of no real value. They’re out of fashion nowadays.’

‘It’s fascinating, though. We could make a feature of this. People love a bit of history.’

‘Yes, we could do that,’ agreed Sally. ‘My kids used it as a party room. They could get up to whatever they wanted with their friends without us knowing.’

‘Lucky things,’ said Belinda. She pictured the cramped RAF quarters she’d been brought up in – she rarely had anyone back for tea, let alone for a party. She’d been shy, and making friends when they moved every two years had been torture. ‘Anyway, there’s heaps of potential. It’s rare these days, to find something like this unspoilt. It makes the whole thing very special.’

Sally nodded

‘It is special.’ She was fighting back tears. ‘But nothing lasts forever. You have to learn to let go.’

She gave a tight smile and walked past Belinda, leading her way back down the stairs.



Inside, they sat back down at the kitchen table. Belinda refused more coffee – she wanted to get some momentum.

‘My strategy would be to market the property with a realistic guide price then ask for Offers In Excess Of. When people fall in love with Hunter’s Moon, it will give them the confidence to make the most generous offer they can to knock out the competition.’

She named a figure. Sally nodded. Belinda had no idea what she was thinking. She couldn’t tell if she was wildly off the mark, or spot on, compared with the other valuations. Usually people gave the game away, with a wince or a widening of the eyes or a mutter of approval.


‘Interesting,’ was all Sally said.

‘In what way?’ Belinda countered, eager for a clue.

‘What’s your percentage?’ Sally asked instead.

‘It’s negotiable. Depending on the asking price.’ She paused. ‘If you sign up today, we can probably come down a bit . . .’

She felt uncomfortable trying to close the deal. It seemed crass, but this trick often worked. Sally just gave a vague smile. Belinda felt as if she was losing her. Perhaps she needed to change tack?

‘If you want to exchange quickly,’ she went on, ‘it would be good if we could get everything on to the system and I can send my photographer over. The weather forecast is good for the next couple of days, and a blue sky really is paramount for photographs—’

‘There is something I need to tell you.’ Sally interrupted, putting a hand up to her neck. ‘My husband has just been diagnosed with motor neurone disease.’

Belinda could see the anguish in Sally’s eyes. For a moment she didn’t know what to say. She had been so wrapped up in the perfection of Hunter’s Moon that this revelation was quite unexpected.

‘I’m so sorry,’ was all she could think of to say.

‘You wouldn’t guess if you saw him now. Only people who know him well can see he’s not quite himself. We’ve had a very early diagnosis. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.’ She took in a deep breath. ‘Either way, it’s a terminal disease. Life is going to get very difficult. So I have to do everything I can to make it easier. Which means selling this.’ She smiled. ‘Like many people of our age our pension pots are sadly lacking. My husband was very successful – he was in the rag trade on

the business side – but we had rather a foolish habit of spending rather than saving . . . So basically, we need to free up some capital. The difference between this and the Digby Hall cottage would go a long way towards nursing costs and whatever help we need.’

Belinda nodded. She knew Sally didn’t really want her to say anything, just listen. This often happened towards the end of a viewing: the real reasons came spilling out, once the client trusted you. There was a slight break in Sally’s voice as she carried on talking.

‘Alexander’s having lunch with Leo in London today. I didn’t want him here while I was talking to agents. He would find it too distressing.’

‘He does know you’re selling?’

‘Oh yes. He knows it’s an inevitability.’ Sally looked down at the table for a moment. ‘I don’t want to make a big thing of the sale. I don’t want a sign on the road, or for it to be in the paper. Or in your window.’

‘Oh.’ Belinda made a face. ‘Obviously that makes things difficult. Getting the best price does rather rely on exposure. But we can work around it.’

‘I know it’s impossible for it to be completely confidential. But I don’t want a fuss. I don’t want gossip and speculation. And I know Alexander won’t. He’s devastated about selling and he feels it’s his fault. Not because he’s ill, but because he didn’t plan well enough. I don’t want him bumping into people and having to explain. You know how small Peasebrook is.’

Belinda thought carefully before replying.

‘People often want a discreet sale. It’s not that unusual. But it does mean a different strategy.’ She cleared her throat, twirling the sugar bowl round in her fingers. ‘We

could have an open house. It’s hard work at the time, but it saves weeks of people traipsing in and out and constant tidying.’

Sally looked interested.

‘How would that work?’

‘We pick a weekend to hold it and tell all interested parties. My team will help you get the house ready. Make sure it looks as good as it possibly can. We’d have plenty of staff on hand to supervise. But we only let people come who have registered an interest and given us their financial details – and proved that they are in a position to proceed. No casual passers-by or people who just want a nose.’

‘That sounds like a great idea.’

‘Then we ask everyone to submit their best and final offers as a sealed bid. It really is the quickest and most secure way to get the ball rolling.’

Belinda could tell Giles hadn’t suggested this avenue. She felt pleased, but sensed Sally would need time to think. She stood up.

‘I’ll leave you to think about it. And just call me if you have any questions at all.’

‘Thank you. I can’t take it all in,’ Sally said. ‘I do need to think. And I need to talk to my husband. This is the biggest decision we’ve ever had to make.’
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After lunch, Leo was anxious about his father and wanted to put him in a taxi to Paddington. Alexander refused.

‘I’ve never taken cabs in London and I’m not about to start now. Everyone knows it’s quicker by Tube.’

‘I can get you an Uber. It’ll be as cheap as chips.’

Alexander wasn’t having it.

Only now, as he stood at the top of the escalator, he wished he’d taken his son up on his offer. He felt daunted, suddenly. What if his leg gave out on the way down? Or his stupid hand wouldn’t let him grab the rail – that was happening more often, though he hid it as well as he could. People streamed passed him, and the metal stairs rolled relentlessly downwards, making him feel giddy. Perhaps he shouldn’t have had wine on top of sherry?

He could feel panic welling up and he wished Sally was with him. She’d make it all right. She’d take his arm without being asked. He felt desperate. He didn’t want to become over-reliant on her. They’d always been very independent. They didn’t live in each other’s pockets. All that was going to change. He hated the thought.

‘Are you all right, sir?’ A girl in a black padded jacket

and leather leggings touched his arm, her face full of concern.

He wanted to say he was fine, but he wasn’t. He wanted someone to hold his arm while he went down the escalator. He was afraid. He didn’t think he’d ever felt such fear before in his life, except perhaps when Jess was born and had been a little bit blue and he’d felt so terribly powerless despite all the nurses reassuring him.

‘Would you mind?’ He held out his elbow for her to take.

‘Take care stepping on,’ she said, and guided him until his feet were firmly on a step. They glided down together. He worried they were blocking the escalator – there was always someone in a tearing hurry – but she sensed his anxiety.

‘Don’t worry. They can wait,’ she told him.

Peasebrook seemed unreachable at the moment. He had to get to Paddington yet.

Once again he longed for Sally. He remembered when they were young, the two of them racing for the Tube hand in hand, leaping down the escalators and along the platform and then on to the train just as the door was closing, falling into their seats laughing.

They reached the bottom and he managed to step on to the ground without stumbling.

‘Thank you so much. I’ll be fine now,’ he told the girl, and she patted him on the shoulder before racing off to her own destination.

Break the journey down in pieces, Alexander told himself. He needed to get to King’s Cross, then change for Paddington, then get on the train. And Sally would be waiting for him at Peasebrook.


*

Leo hated leaving his father, but Alexander was stubborn. He would have needed a gun at his head to get him into a taxi. But there was definitely something wrong. He’d been quiet and withdrawn and . . . slow. His father was never slow. What Leo couldn’t fathom was whether his father knew he was different. Was he hiding something or was he simply unaware? He’d said something about his knee – his arthritis playing up – but Leo hadn’t been convinced it was just that. Maybe he should have gone back home with him? But that wasn’t an option – he had a five o’clock meeting before everyone went home, then a soft launch of a new bar in Soho. Never mind – he would call home at about six and make sure Alexander had got back all right.

He felt a nagging guilt as he pushed through the crowds – the area was always buzzing with food tourists nowadays. Of course the world wouldn’t end if he didn’t go to the meeting or the launch. What was more important – the social media campaign of a new brand of ‘artisanal’ pork scratchings or his parents? His parents, obviously. The deep-fried skin of a British saddleback didn’t get a look in.

His phone rang and it was the office, checking on his whereabouts. His next client had arrived.

‘I’m three minutes away. Make them coffee.’

He broke into a light jog, arriving slightly breathless and charmingly apologetic. And of course, in between the meeting, and the launch, and bumping into a couple of people he’d been hoping to do business with, it was half eleven before he thought about ringing home and by then it was far too late. Anyway, his mother would

have rung him if there’d been a problem. Of course his dad was all right. His knee had been giving him gyp, that was all.
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Belinda drove back into Peasebrook after her visit to Hunter’s Moon feeling unsettled.

She knew if she left a valuation without tying the deal down she probably wouldn’t get it. But she could see how upset Sally was, and she hadn’t wanted to manipulate her emotions. If she was meant to get the job, she would, but she knew when to back off. Sally’s revelation about her husband had upset her too. So often there was sadness and grief lying underneath perfection.

She drove up the high street, and just as she did every time she felt a burst of fondness for the town that had become her home. She smiled in approval to see that it was buzzing. It had the proud boast of having the highest ratio of independent shops in the region. Of course there were a couple of chain stores, because its rising population meant a pressing need for a supermarket and a chemist, and there were the usual banks. But the other shops were a combination of long-running family businesses – the butchers, the saddlers, the greengrocer – or new enterprises set up by people passionate about what they were selling. She could see the zinc buckets of flowers spilling blooms outside the florist, and the window of a boutique filled with pastel dresses ready for spring. And her own

favourite, Nightingale Books, just before the little bridge that led out of town. She promised herself a browse in there on Sunday, her only day off.

She drove over the bridge and forked right as the road split into two, then drove up a hill and pulled up outside her office. It wasn’t on the high street, but that meant her rent was a quarter of what it would be if it was, and it really didn’t seem to matter, and best of all there was a tiny flat over the shop, which she lived in. The basement she let to her photographer, Bruce. All in all she had made the building work well for her.

She felt a burst of pride that she had come so far. A long, long way from the shy school-leaver who had typed up property details at a faceless high street agency in Oxford, being shouted at because she had spelled ‘storey’ ‘story’.

‘A three story house?’ her boss had shouted. ‘What bloody story? The Three Little Pigs?’

She had felt tears stinging her eyes and for a moment had been tempted to walk out, but she had stuck at it, because there was something even then that intrigued her. Selling houses was like selling dreams. She loved everything about it: the personalities, the drama, the challenge.

You didn’t have to be a psychiatrist to work out that moving every two years into yet another anonymous RAF quarter, where she hadn’t even been allowed to paint her bedroom walls a different colour or knock a nail in to hang up a picture, had given her a fascination with the notion of owning your own house. Your own home. She had never really known what home meant as a child. Wiltshire, Germany, Holland, Yorkshire, then finally back to Oxfordshire – the houses had always been the

same, cramped and soulless with metal windows and walls the colour of skimmed milk. Unwelcoming. Sterile. She had never walked over the threshold and felt a sense of belonging.

So once she’d been taken out to viewings, that was it: she knew what she wanted to do. She spent three years learning the ropes in Oxford, putting hundreds of houses on the market, before moving to Mortlake Bassett in Maybury, which specialised in country homes. Beautiful houses that embraced you. Even if she didn’t own one, she loved living in them vicariously, mentally redecorating each one to her own taste. It almost didn’t feel like work.

Thus she flourished, becoming Mortlake Bassett’s best negotiator. She shook the agency out of its complacency and implemented new strategies while holding on to their Country Life image. She doubled, then tripled, their sales figures and set a record for the biggest bonus. Other agents in town tried to poach her, and when they couldn’t entice her they copied her ideas instead, but no one had her insight or flair. Or her personality and charm: she had a way with clients that couldn’t be imitated.

That was more than ten years ago. And then, they had betrayed her. Estate agency could be a dirty business. She had always known that, and worked hard to dispel the clichéd wide-boy image. Not realising that she would become a victim of it.

She didn’t dwell on it now, though. Instead, she paused for a moment to look at the window where she displayed the details of the houses she had for sale in individual frames. She only listed houses she liked. That was her niche. The houses didn’t have to be grand, but they had to be somewhere she’d want to live herself, from a tiny

one-bedroomed weavers’ cottage to a grand manor house. And, somehow, it worked: most people in the area knew if their house went on with Belinda Baxter, it was something special.

She had a brimming hot box of people looking for houses around Peasebrook. She often brokered deals without even having to put a house on the open market. She never took on houses that needed too much cosmetic surgery, but she could wave a wand and transform a house almost overnight into something really special. She’d been known to put as much as fifty thousand pounds on a house just by decluttering and revamping. She arrived with dustbin bags, empty boxes, and a man with a flatbed truck who ran back and forth to the dump. She had a contact with a warehouse full of furniture and ornaments she could hire. She could transform a nondescript garden terrace into an ‘outside room’ with a jet wash, a table and chairs, and two outsize pots filled with greenery. On a couple of occasions, much to Belinda’s chagrin, the clients had loved their makeover so much they had taken their houses off the market.

The other agents in town couldn’t offer this level of service. It was one of the things that set her apart. She could also organise a packing service, a storage service for surplus clutter, even arrange for dogs to be looked after during viewings.

In other words, if you sold your house through Belinda Baxter, you didn’t have to think about anything. And if you bought from her, she could advise you on everything, from the best school for your children to where to put your horse in livery and how to find a reliable cleaner.

The welcome pack she put in her ‘sold’ houses on the

day of completion summed up her brand: a handmade wicker basket would be waiting in the kitchen, with pale blue Cotswold Legbar eggs, local sparkling wine, homemade sourdough and an apple cake from the bakery in Peasebrook.

The keys, of course, were presented to the client on a leather fob with her logo embossed in gold: two Bs back to back.

It was all about the detail.

She worked ten times harder than any other estate agent she knew. And if anyone ever accused her of being a workaholic – well, when you loved your job, that wasn’t such a bad thing, and if someone broke your heart and kicked a boot through your soul, being a workaholic was better than having a nervous breakdown, surely?

She pushed open the door of her office. She was always eager to get back. She made a point of not answering her phone when she was out on an appointment, because it was too rude for words to take a call when you were with a client and there was never anything that couldn’t wait.

As she walked inside, she felt the usual rush of pleasure and pride. It was her little kingdom. The reception area was warm and welcoming and relaxed: seagrass flooring, sage green walls and a highly polished oak table that served as a desk. Clients sat in plump armchairs covered in a tweedy check, the lighting was soft and there was the merest whisper of baroque music in the background. The back room was where all the phone calls were taken and the paperwork dealt with. There was no sign of actual work front of house – nothing so pedestrian.

Sitting behind the desk was Cathy, her right-hand

woman. She was an empty nester who had begged Belinda to let her help with viewings.

‘I’m so bored,’ she’d said. ‘I’ve been a stay-at-home mum for twenty years and I’ve got no skills except for sewing in name tapes and making toad-in-the-hole. But I can’t stay at home in an empty house
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