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Holiday

ROGER SPENCER STOOD outside Richamton Grammar School at the end of the last day of the summer term. He was of average height for an eleven year old but his slight figure made him appear frailer than he was. Under his mop of fair hair was an open, honest-looking face, with clear blue eyes that looked at you frankly. His usual demeanour was rather serious.

His classmates were making noisy farewells in the playground, shouting goodbye to friends they did not expect to see in the holidays. Roger answered the boys’ shouts perfunctorily, envying the little knots of three or four close companions who were dispersing in every direction.

‘Goodbye, Spencer!’

‘Goodbye, Jones.’

‘See you, Spencer.’

‘See you, Thompson.’

‘Bye, Spencer! Have a good holiday.’

‘See you next term, Spencer.’

Spencer. It was never Roger. No one ever called him by his Christian name. He had no special friend. Wistfully he turned away and began to walk home.

It was raining but he didn’t mind. He nearly always walked, feeling less isolated on foot than in the midst of the cheerful crowd at the bus stop. He was thoroughly fed up. Six weeks of summer holiday and nothing to look forward to. Nobody to visit, nor to have back home. It was the end of his first year at secondary school and he had not made one real friend. He got on well enough with most of the other boys in his form, but that didn’t count for much – they all forgot about him once they reached home. Roger sighed. He wasn’t really looking forward even to the week in the caravan. His sister Patricia was not coming this year; she was going on holiday with her boyfriend and his parents. And, although Patricia was seven years older than Roger and therefore not especially close, he would have preferred the whole family to have gone together as usual. He did not know how it would turn out with just himself, Mum and Dad.

His father, George Spencer, had not been easy to live with recently. He was worried about his job. The firm he worked for had been taken over and there had been redundancies. Mr Spencer was in the Accounts Department, and one of his junior colleagues had lost his job. Although George Spencer had been told that he was safe, there were still unconfirmed rumours circulating that further cuts in staff were coming. The stress of the situation told on him, and, for a long while, he had been moody and irritable. Not all the time, of course, but enough to make life difficult. And, naturally, Roger’s mother was also very worried.

Mary Spencer was a quiet, gentle woman, who spent her life trying to keep the family comfortable and on friendly terms with each other. She could not bear arguments or quarrelling and usually gave in to her husband rather than risk a row. Roger was her favourite. She had had him comparatively late in life and had always tended to spoil him. Even now she did so. Sometimes Roger enjoyed it and took full advantage but there were times when he felt that his mother made him appear foolish. He was no longer a child, after all – he was eleven and a half.

He walked along the main road, glancing every now and then at a shop window that caught his eye. He had no pocket money left, so there was nothing he could buy. Every so often a bus would pass, carrying its load of blue-blazered schoolboys from Roger’s school. He saw them inside, laughing and gesticulating at each other, and turned his head quickly. He wondered if his father would give him extra pocket money as it was the holidays. He sometimes did – if he remembered. Roger decided this was unlikely. His father was too wrapped up in his own problems.

The rain eased up and Roger’s pace slackened to a saunter. He was in no particular hurry to get home because he did not know what he was going to do when he got there. What was there to do? Read, play on his own, talk to his mother for a bit. . . . He toyed with the idea of going the long way home, across the common. He loved the common, which was heavily wooded and had a wealth of birds. You had to know where to look if you wanted to see more than just blackbirds, robins, pigeons and thrushes. Roger knew. He had seen nuthatches, tree creepers, long-tailed tits, and once a cuckoo had flown right in front of him. But no, today he wasn’t in the mood for birdwatching. So he skirted the common after all and kept to the direct route.

The Spencers’ semi-detached house was down an avenue leading from the main road to central London. All the houses in the avenue were modest but well-cared for. The gardens were neat and tidy and similarly fenced and hedged. The houses had been built on old orchard land in the Thirties as London spread westwards, so most of the people who lived in Pembroke Avenue had a fruit tree in the garden. The Spencers had an apple tree which, in good years, still gave a lot of big green cooking apples, and Mrs Spencer had devised many different ways of cooking them. She enjoyed cooking and spent a lot of time in the kitchen. Sure enough, that’s where she was when Roger arrived home.

He did not have his own key. His mother, her apron covered in flour, answered his knock.

‘Hallo, dear.’ She kissed him. ‘Well – that’s that. Holidays at last.’

‘Yes,’ said Roger and sighed.

His mother’s soft grey eyes looked at him steadily. ‘You don’t sound very enthusiastic,’ she remarked, brushing a stray wisp of her fair hair into place with the back of one hand. Her fingers were coated with flour.

Roger looked up at the tall, slim figure. ‘Oh yes, I am,’ he fibbed. ‘It’s just —’ He broke off.

Mrs Spencer, reassured, returned to the kitchen. ‘Just what?’ she called behind her.

‘Just a long time to be on my own,’ Roger murmured unaudibly.

His mother did not ask again. She was absorbed once more in her pastry making.

Roger had brightened up a bit by the time his father was due home. The rain had soon passed over and Roger and his mother had had tea in the garden, spreading a plastic sheet along the wooden garden bench. In the sunshine, Roger chattered away to his mother about all sorts of things, ate hungrily and, all in all, felt quite light-hearted. Well, it was the holidays. Mary Spencer smiled and listened and spoke little, as always. She was wearing a light blue dress with a pale rose floral pattern that blended in well with the colours of the herbaceous border behind her. She was pleased Roger was going to be at home for six weeks. It made a welcome change from being on her own nearly every day.

‘Your father will be glad to get away for a bit,’ she remarked. ‘He needs a break. He’s very tired.’

‘Yes,’ said Roger. ‘It’s been a bit rough for him lately, hasn’t it?’

‘Oh – he’ll manage,’ she murmured. ‘But a week in the caravan will do us all good.’

When she left him to prepare supper, Roger sat on and mused about the familiar countryside where they had spent a week each year for the past five years or so. The caravan belonged to Edward Green, a colleague of his father’s who had now retired and lived in a cottage near the sea in Sussex. It was in a field which he also owned and which adjoined his garden. Mr Green and Roger’s father had become good friends during the years they had worked together, and so the offer of the caravan at a low rent for a week in the summer had appealed to Mr Spencer. The first year the Spencers went they had all enjoyed themselves so much, principally because it had been a glorious summer, that they had returned every year afterwards. Sometimes the weather had not been so kind but the caravan had become like a second home to them, and so somehow this had not seemed to matter.

Now, this year, Patricia’s interests lay elsewhere and she was going to Spain later in the summer with her boyfriend Mark Peel and his parents. They owned a newsagents’ and tobacconists’ shop in a prime site in a nearby town which had made them comfortably off. Patricia talked of nothing other than Mark these days. She was head over heels in love with him and her conversation bored Roger terribly. As he thought about the caravan and the countryside and the sea, he supposed a week listening to his sister’s unending stories of how wonderful Mark was at absolutely everything would have been pretty unbearable. Nevertheless it would seem strange without her.

They were to leave on the Saturday – in three days’ time. It was not a very long drive and Roger knew the journey by heart. How he could remember the excited anticipation of previous years as he had sat on the stairs waiting for his father to load the luggage into the car! He asked himself if he was excited this time. No, he didn’t think he was. But by Saturday. . . .

His father arrived home at his usual time. He came into the hall, tall, dark-haired, moustached, his face rather pale and worn, looking more than his forty-eight years. He gave his wife a bleak smile in answer to her questioning look.

‘I’m surviving,’ he joked. ‘At least till the end of the week.’

Mrs Spencer was worried. ‘It’s not as touch and go as that, is it?’

‘No, no. I must stop talking about it all the time. It’s not fair.’

‘The caravan beckons,’ said Mrs Spencer, trying to cheer her husband up. ‘I was saying to Roger earlier how it’ll do us all good.’

‘Yes. How is he?’ Mr Spencer hung his coat up.

‘He came in looking a bit glum too,’ she answered.

‘Oh? Did he?’

‘He’s all right now, though.’

‘Holiday mood, eh?’

Mrs Spencer laughed. ‘I think so.’

They went into the dining room. Roger got up and gave his father a hug, Mr Spencer squeezed his shoulder.

‘How’s tricks?’ he asked. He always said that.

‘OK,’ Roger replied. ‘Glad to see the back of school.’

‘I bet.’

Conversation was sparse during supper. Despite what he had said, Mr Spencer’s mind was still full of the difficulties at work. He seemed to be in a world of his own. He ate, for the most part, silently. He glanced at his wife once or twice, rather furtively, as if he wanted to say something but daren’t. In the end, however, it had to come out.

‘You know, Mary,’ he muttered, ‘I’ve got a horrible feeling something’s going to happen while I’m away.’

‘Happen? What do you mean?’ she asked nervously.

‘Oh, you know how it is when your back’s turned.’ He didn’t elaborate.

‘But surely, they couldn’t . . . I mean, not in your absence?’

Mr Spencer shrugged. ‘I’ve just got a feeling about it. Anyway I’ve asked Peter to get in touch if he hears anything. I’ve given him Edward Green’s number.’ Peter was Mr Spencer’s assistant.

‘Oh, George, can’t we get away from it all for a week?’ Mrs Spencer pleaded. ‘What sort of a holiday will it be with you listening all the time for the telephone?’

‘I’m sorry,’ he answered. ‘It’s just a precaution. I don’t want to come back to be greeted with dread news.’

Mrs Spencer sighed but said no more. She began to clear the table. Roger, who had kept very quiet, helped her. Now he could tell there would be a cloud hanging over this holiday.

Later, in the kitchen, Mr Spencer asked, ‘What time’s Pat coming home?’

‘I think she’ll be late. She and Mark were going to the cinema.’

‘What, again?’ he muttered. ‘He must have some money, that young man. They always seem to be going somewhere.’

‘Any job involving computers seems to pay well,’ Mrs Spencer remarked. ‘Besides, I’m sure Pat doesn’t let him pay for everything.’

‘I hope not,’ said Mr Spencer. ‘But she can be a bit thoughtless in that way.’

‘I thought she was supposed to be nuts about him,’ Roger said.

His parents laughed. ‘She is,’ said his mother.

‘Yes, he seems to blot out everything else in her mind,’ said Mr Spencer. ‘It’s a pity she doesn’t show a bit more interest in her job – try to get on a bit. She used to say she didn’t intend to stay a secretary for long.’

‘Plenty of time when you’re only eighteen,’ his wife reminded him.

‘I s’pose so,’ he conceded. ‘But her job seems to have become just a means to an end, I think. Something to fill in the time until she meets Mark again.’

‘Well, George, you know how it is,’ said Mrs Spencer quietly.

‘No, I don’t,’ he replied. ‘I can’t remember.’

Roger looked up at his father. He guessed he was joking but his face was quite straight. Mr Spencer caught his eye.

‘I can’t remember,’ he repeated, ‘and you haven’t found out yet, eh?’ He pinched Roger’s ribs.

Roger did not think this was funny, but he knew his father had meant it to be so he smiled obediently. Things seemed all right – for the moment.
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Going Away

BY THE END of the week Mr Spencer seemed genuinely relieved to be going away and Roger thought he looked quite cheerful. He had even remembered to give his son extra money for the holiday. Roger had a whole five pounds to spend on whatever he liked. He kept the crisp blue note in his wallet and kept taking it out to admire it and gloat over it. There were all sorts of things he meant to buy himself once they were away.

Saturday was sunny and warm, and the family was up early. It was always Mr Spencer’s idea to leave before any other travellers and ‘beat the traffic’, but somehow they never did. Mrs Spencer busied herself with some last-minute packing. The car was in the drive, its bright red paintwork gleaming in the August sunshine. The boot gaped wide like an open mouth ready to gulp the cases down.

Patricia was dressed and made up, ready to wave them all goodbye. She was to be in charge of the house in their absence, and she could hardly wait for them to leave. It was the first time she would have the house to herself and the unaccustomed sense of freedom made her feel exhilarated. She thought of all the hours she would be able to spend with Mark, just the two of them on their own.

Roger was watching her as he finished his breakfast. She pirouetted about the kitchen, first on one leg, then on the other. She was light and graceful, not tall, and very slim, with the blonde colouring of her mother. Today her long fair hair hung loose and she had pale blue eye shadow on, which highlighted the sparkle in her blue eyes. She wore tight-fitting pink trousers and a sleeveless pink top. She was in very high spirits and even Roger could see how attractive Mark must find her.

Patricia paused in mid-spin and saw her young brother’s eyes on her. She pulled a face at him. To her he seemed a solemn little boy – their temperaments were quite different. ‘Cheer up. You’ll soon be off,’ she admonished him. ‘Haven’t you got a smile even for today?’

‘Of course I have,’ he answered her. He forced the broadest grin across his face he could manage.

‘That’s not a real one,’ Pat persisted. ‘Are you sad at leaving me?’

‘No,’ said Roger honestly. ‘I know you’re longing for us to clear off, so why should I be?’

‘Oh, go on, you’re going to miss me a bit, aren’t you?’

Roger pondered. ‘Might do,’ he muttered. ‘It won’t be quite the same this time. I don’t know how I’ll get on with Mum and Dad by myself. I shan’t have anyone to play with.’

Patricia laughed. ‘You’ve forgotten how Dad likes to make a fool of himself when he’s in the right mood.’

‘I don’t think he will this time,’ Roger remarked.

His sister looked more serious for a moment. ‘I know what you mean,’ she answered. ‘But don’t keep thinking about it, Rog. Try and make him forget all about work and Breece Clayton.’ (Breece Clayton was the company their father worked for.)

‘You know he can’t,’ said Roger. ‘Apparently he’s even got Peter Ball to —’ He was interrupted by his father’s call from the garden.

‘Roger! Come and help, please!’

Roger crammed the last of his toast into his mouth and ran outside. Mr Spencer was heaving the largest suitcases into the boot. ‘Go and tidy up the inside a bit, so that we’ve got some space,’ he told Roger. ‘I can’t get everything in here.’

Soon all was ready. Mrs Spencer knew Roger loved to be up front on their holiday journey, so she took her seat in the back. Roger much preferred the view from the front and he also liked to watch his father’s feet and hands as he drove. He knew everything about gear changes, braking, indicating, the use of the clutch. He knew what every switch and knob on the dashboard was for, though he would never have dared risk his father’s wrath by touching any. From where Roger sat, driving seemed the simplest, most enjoyable thing in the world.

Mr Spencer looked at his watch. ‘Nine thirty,’ he murmured. ‘Not bad, but I’d like to have been earlier.’

‘It’ll be all right,’ his wife assured him. ‘There can’t be all that many cars about yet.’ But Mr Spencer wasn’t listening to her; he was leaning out the car window to have a last parental word with his daughter.

‘Don’t forget all we’ve said, Pat,’ he was saying. ‘We’re putting our trust in you, so don’t let us down.’

Patricia sighed. ‘No, Dad,’ she said obediently but in a half-cheeky way.

Mr Spencer smiled and kissed her. He started the engine and carefully reversed the car out to the road. Pat waved and they were off.

Roger did not feel in the least excited. He never did during the first, rather tedious, part of the journey through the suburban area he knew so well. But, once out of the built-up area, he really started to enjoy himself.

The familiar byways through the countryside, avoiding the main roads, were Mr Spencer’s hallmark. The journey actually took longer this way but he sincerely believed he was saving time by avoiding traffic jams. Anyway it was certainly a prettier route. The well-loved fields and villages, ponds and copses sped past and eventually they were crossing the forest of Christopher Robin and Pooh before emerging on to the coast road again. This was Roger’s favourite spot. He always pictured the little animals running across the heath and under the dark trees on their comical adventures. His parents spoke little, allowing full scope for his imagination. The holiday mood engulfed him completely and he was happy.

Some time later, as they neared the coast, Roger stole a glance at his father. He had been silent for a long while and Roger knew he was deep in his own thoughts. George Spencer’s brow was creased with concentration. He always looked like this when he was driving but now, in addition, there was a worried look in his eyes that told Roger only too clearly in what direction his father’s thoughts lay. A wave of sympathy swept him.

‘Soon be there, Dad,’ he said brightly. ‘You’ve made good time.’

A comment like that always pleased Mr Spencer. He was roused from his reverie and he flashed his son a quick smile. ‘Yes. Not bad. And my stomach tells me it must be nearly lunchtime. Is that right, Mary?’

Mrs Spencer laughed. ‘Nowhere near,’ she chid him. ‘But we can stop whenever you like.’

The family always had a picnic lunch on the way down to the caravan and Mrs Spencer had managed to make these meals quite memorable in the past. So she had a reputation to live up to and was determined not to let it slip. The Spencers were very fond of picnics. They had some favourite sites, but there was one in particular which they returned to year after year on this journey. It was not far from their destination.

There was an open, flat piece of meadow-land where a river flowed in exaggerated loops on its last few hundred metres towards the sea. Small streams and pools and a few scrubby trees dotted this little plain which nestled between the Downs. It was a popular spot with all sorts of people – walkers, birdwatchers, sun-worshippers and picnickers like the Spencers. But the Spencers had found one corner under some overhanging shrubbery where almost no one else ever came. There was a pool of clean water, edged by sedges and reeds. The animals came to drink here – a solitary pony or a few sheep, perhaps. Roger and his parents felt that this was their own place. While they ate there was always a lot to watch: fish in the pool, ducks of various sorts and, sometimes, Canada Geese. Through the surrounding grasses they often saw a rabbit pausing to nibble. It was all very peaceful and very private.

On this day there were plentiful knots of people strolling by the river on their way to the sea and the shingly beach. Mr Spencer parked the car by the road and he and his wife and Roger all carried the things they would need for their picnic. It was quite a walk to their special place but they did not mind because they could soon see that, as usual, there was nobody else there. The sun beat down. Mr Spencer undid another shirt button and settled his sunglasses more firmly against his nose. Roger ran on ahead. He carried the tablecloth and he busied himself spreading it on the flattest, cleanest patch of grass he could find. The pool looked as invitingly cool and clear as ever.

‘Uncork the bottle, unpot the jam!’ cried Mr Spencer as he came up. He always came out with these remarks. It had become a ritual. But there was never any jam and what bottles there were had crown tops on them.

‘Well, it’s a really lovely day,’ Mrs Spencer remarked, shading her eyes as she looked all round and then up at the sky. ‘Hardly a cloud anywhere.’

Soon the lunch was all laid out, looking as mouth-watering as they all expected. The salad was crisp and fresh, the chicken looked plump and succulent, the cheese rich and tasty. Mrs Spencer made a little nest of nutty brown rolls on a plate. ‘Help yourself, Roger,’ she said.

Roger needed no second bidding. He was famished. While he tucked in, Mr Spencer poured out some deliciously cold apple juice for him. It was his favourite drink. Mrs Spencer drank coffee she had brought in a small flask. Her husband took the top off a bottle of beer and let the beer trickle slowly down the side of a plastic cup so that the foam wouldn’t be too great. Roger had seen him do this a hundred times, yet it still fascinated him. Mr Spencer took a long draught and smacked his lips. Then he poured some more.

‘Cold as ice and twice as nice,’ he quipped.

The family ate steadily. Half a dozen sheep with neatly shorn fleeces munched their way towards them. Roger watched a little fish dart across the pool from one patch of weed to another.

‘Well,’ said Mr Spencer in a tone which announced that he was about to say something significant, ‘on a day like today it’s difficult to feel I have a care in the world.’

Roger screwed up his eyes as he looked up at his father and grinned happily. His father was beaming.

‘Oh George, how glad I am to hear you say that,’ said Mrs. Spencer. ‘I’ve been hoping so much you’d enjoy yourself.’

‘Absolutely bent on it, Mary,’ he joked in reply. ‘We’re going to have a lovely week, all of us. That’s a promise.’

It was a long time since his wife and son had heard such a cheery note to his voice. It seemed to set the seal on the holiday. Mary Spencer leant over and gave her husband a kiss, then she kissed Roger and they all started laughing together. Roger rolled over on to his back and squinted up at the blazing sky. It was going to be heaven if it was all to be like this.

They sat in the midday sunshine soaking up the heat and the laziness of the holiday atmosphere. Roger took off his socks and trainers and dabbled his feet in the water, flicking a row of ripples over its surface. It was quite astonishingly cold and felt delightful.

‘I wonder what Pat’s doing?’ he mused.

‘On her way to meet Mr Wonderful, I should think,’ chuckled his father.

Roger giggled.

‘Do you think you’ll miss her?’ Mrs Spencer asked him in an inquisitive way.

‘She asked me that,’ Roger said. But he wouldn’t tell, one way or the other.

Mr Spencer filled his pipe. ‘It might seem a bit strange for a while,’ he commented, ‘once we get into the caravan. But at least we’ll have more space.’ He clamped the pipe between his teeth and lit it, puffing methodically. The sheep paused from their grazing to look at the three strangers. The animals chewed without interruption but they would not venture any closer. The afternoon crept by.

In the heat Roger’s parents fell into a doze. He hated it when they did this but he didn’t dare to wake them. He watched the sheep for a while and then got up and wandered off on bare feet to see if he could spot a rabbit. A cloud passed in front of the sun and the sudden shade woke Mr Spencer. He glanced at his watch and realized it was time to go on. He called Roger back.

Half an hour later they were on their way again on the last lap of the journey. They turned off the road down a dry, stony track that led to a group of three cottages. Edward Green’s was the first of these. They always caught their first glimpse of their caravan as they turned round a left-hand bend a short distance along the track. The ground was very uneven and Mr Spencer drove slowly. All three of them were looking out eagerly as they turned.

Without any warning, Mr Spencer slammed on the brakes. The car stopped abruptly.

Mrs Spencer let out a gasp and her husband cried out: ‘Good God!’

The caravan, or what had once been a caravan, was still there in the field. But it was a wreck. Half of it had been burnt right away and the rest was as black as soot. The remnant of their holiday home was smoking even now as they looked at it. Roger gaped, his mouth wide open. His eyes stared in disbelief. A feeling of intense misery and disappointment welled up inside him and he burst into tears. The holiday was in ruins.
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End of an Era

ROGER’S PARENTS WERE stunned. How could this have happened? How was it they had not been informed before they left for their holiday?

‘There’s something fishy here,’ Mr Spencer muttered, when he had recovered himself a little.

Mrs Spencer was doing her best to console Roger. She had got out of the car and moved round to the front seat. She put her arms round him. ‘Don’t cry, darling,’ she said lovingly. ‘We’ll find somewhere else to go.’ Her voice sounded throaty. She almost felt like weeping herself. Their beloved caravan where they had spent so many happy days! The family really did think of it as theirs.

‘It – it – won’t be the same,’ sobbed Roger.

‘Oh yes, it will. We’ll have just as much fun; you’ll see,’ his mother soothed. But she knew he was right. It wouldn’t be the same.

Mr Spencer patted Roger’s arm. ‘I’ll soon see about this,’ he said, and he was angry. ‘We’ve got some money to come back for a start.’ He always paid Edward Green for their week’s accommodation in advance.

He drove forward purposefully. The car lurched and bumped over the stones and pulled up by the cottage gate. Mr Spencer jumped out and stumped towards the front door. Before he reached it his friend had opened up and now raised both hands in the air in a gesture of helplessness. Mr Green was tall and spare, with wispy grey hair.

‘Edward, what on earth —?’ began Mr Spencer.

‘Come in, come in, all of you,’ said Edward Green. ‘It’s a calamity. I’ll explain it all. Only happened this morning – too late to stop you.’

George Spencer motioned to his wife and son to join him and they were soon all seated in the Greens’ sitting-room whilst Mrs Green hastened to make some tea. After the initial polite inquiries about the health of the family, Edward Green began.

‘I feel so bad about it,’ he said from the depths of a faded old armchair. ‘It was my fault, you see. I went into the caravan this morning to make sure everything was working all right – of course, I always do that. Well, the atmosphere felt a bit damp so I put one of the wall heaters on to air the place. I left it a good couple of hours and then went back to turn it off. That’s when it all happened. I’d forgotten the vacuum cleaner was still in the caravan and tripped over it. I put out my hand to save myself and caught hold of the pull-cord on the heater. Down it came and – my God! you should have seen the flames spring up. It was so quick I could hardly believe it. I ran out to get a hose but, by the time I’d unrolled it and got it to the kitchen tap, it was too late. Joyce phoned the fire brigade but the ’van was an inferno by then. All they could do when they did get here was to douse the flames and, of course, the worst was over. I just thank heaven there is no wind blowing today.’

‘Phew!’ Mr Spencer blew out his cheeks. ‘That’s quite a tale. You weren’t burnt yourself, I hope?’

‘No, fortunately. But I’m so sorry about it all, George. A stupid accident and a bit of carelessness and – whoosh! End of caravan.’

Plump Mrs Green bustled in with the tea. ‘One thing,’ she said as she sorted the tea-things, ‘you mustn’t have come all this way for nothing. I’m going to give a friend of mine a ring, if you’re agreeable, a widow who’s got a large house in the neighbourhood and takes in holiday guests. She’s on her own, so there’s plenty of room for you all, and she’ll do all the cooking – whatever you fancy – and the housework as well. She enjoys the company.’

‘But how do you know she’s got vacancies?’ Mrs Spencer inquired.

‘I’ve already spoken to her once to establish that,’ Mrs Green replied. ‘You’ll have the house to yourself, except for Doris. It’s the least I could do, when you’ve been relying on us for your break.’

‘Very kind of you, Joyce,’ Mr Spencer murmured. He was not quite sure if his wife would like this sort of arrangement.

Roger had not said a word the whole time, except the usual politenesses required when they had first arrived. Now his mother was looking at him to see how he was taking Mrs Green’s suggestion. He caught her eye.

‘Can we, Mum?’ he asked. His spirits had lifted at the prospect of there being some sort of holiday after all.

‘We’ll see,’ she said and smiled non-committally at the Greens. ‘Whereabouts is the house?’ she asked.

‘Not far from here,’ Mrs Green answered. ‘You go back down the track and then turn right and it’s about half a mile farther on. There’s a row of houses with big gardens in a side road called The Strand. You’d be quite close to the sea.’

‘The Strand!’ echoed Mr Spencer. ‘I know that. We’ve been past it countless times.’ He turned to his wife. ‘You know, Mary – those big old houses we always admired when we drove by. One of them has a huge wisteria climbing over it?’

His wife nodded.

‘That’s the one belonging to my friend Doris Heale,’ Mrs Green said triumphantly. ‘What do you think? Shall I ring her?’

The Spencers were in a little difficulty since they did not have any idea what they would be expected to pay. Mrs Spencer motioned with her eyebrows at her husband, hoping he would take the hint and ask. As for Roger, he was squirming with impatience. He remembered the houses in question well and thought they looked great.

Edward Green recognized his friend’s embarrassment and came to the rescue. ‘Don’t worry about the cost, George,’ he assured him, ‘it’s paid for.’

‘But —’ began Mr Spencer.

‘No “buts”,’ Green went on. ‘We owe you at the moment since we have your money, and I’ll pay it over to Mrs Heale. It’ll be all right. She knows all about the catastrophe. So it only needs your say-so.’

‘Well, yes, certainly,’ Mr Spencer mumbled awkwardly. ‘It sounds perfect. But won’t there be any extra? I mean, after all, a house is usually more expensive than . . . ,’ he lapsed into silence, gesticulating at the window as if the remains of the caravan were directly outside.

‘I said not to worry,’ Edward Green reminded him. He beamed. It all seemed settled. ‘Leave it to me.’

The delighted smile that spread over Roger’s face dispelled any lingering doubts in his parents’ minds. They smiled their assent and they all had a most enjoyable tea. When Mrs Green went off to telephone her friend, the conversation turned to business matters at Breece Clayton. Mr Spencer was obliged to pass on all the latest news and rumours. Mrs Spencer bit her lip. She wanted the subject to be left out of their holiday discussions but she could not cut her husband short while they were all in the company of a former employee of the firm. Fortunately Mrs Green’s phone call was a brief one and she soon returned.

‘All done,’ she announced gaily. ‘She’s ready to receive you whenever you wish.’

A short while later the Spencers’ car was bumping along the track again. The forlorn hulk of what had been their holiday home still emitted a few dying wreaths of smoke.

‘End of an era,’ Mr Spencer pronounced.

‘Poor old caravan,’ said Roger, craning his neck to see the very last glimpse of it before it was lost from sight. ‘Won’t Pat be upset when she hears?’

‘Never mind, Roger,’ said his mother. ‘Things never go on the same for ever, you know. And it was rather cramped.’

Roger knew his parents were doing all they could to make the best of what was a disappointment to all of them and he decided it was only fair he should do the same.

‘I wonder what Mrs Heale is like,’ he said.

They were not long in finding out. Only ten minutes later their car drew up outside the big sturdy house whose front was clothed in wisteria. The flowering season of the shrub was long over but this massive plant, which must have been very old, seemed to gather the house into its branches as if in an embrace.

‘I bet there are a few birds’ nests buried in there,’ Roger remarked to his mother. He meant to investigate just as soon as he could.

Roses of all colours adorned the front garden which was meticulously neat. It was obvious that the owner was a keen gardener.

Mrs Heale answered the door-bell promptly. ‘I’ve been expecting you,’ she said unnecessarily. She was a big woman of about sixty; stout, broad-shouldered, not above medium height but solid-looking, with a red face and a thick short neck. She was wearing trousers and a short working housecoat, but looked very clean and well-scrubbed; her hair was set beautifully and had a slightly blue rinse, and she wore gold-rimmed spectacles. She exuded efficiency and authority.

‘So nice to have you,’ she said in a carefully modulated voice.

‘Good of you to help after the – the —’ Mr Spencer muttered inconclusively.

‘Disaster,’ Mrs Heale finished for him. ‘Not at all.’ She led them through the wide hall into the rear reception room. ‘I’ll just show you round and then you can bring your luggage in,’ she said over her shoulder to Mr Spencer. They followed dutifully.

‘This will be your sitting-room,’ she announced to them. ‘I think you’ll find everything you need here.’

‘Yes indeed,’ Mr Spencer replied appreciatively.

It was a big room with green velvet curtains and matching armchairs and settee. The chairs had seen a good deal of use but they did not appear badly worn. They looked very inviting, in fact, as if they would comfortably shape themselves to your contours as soon as you sat in them. There was a mahogany writing-desk, a reading lamp, a television set, a bookcase, a magazine rack and two large potted plants. On the floor lay a thick-pile pea green carpet with a floral motif at each corner.

Mrs Heale smiled at the family as if she knew they were impressed. ‘I’ll show you the bedrooms,’ she said.

The Spencers trailed up the stairs after her, Roger last. He did not know why but he thought that if he were asked to say anything he would feel he ought to whisper.

His parents’ bedroom was pink and looked out over the rear garden.
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