A Cottage in the Country
by
Wendy Kremer
Amy inherits Rose Cottage in a bad state of repair. Her relatives want their share of its value, so they hope that she will refuse the bequest. However, Amy decides to keep Rose Cottage. She employs Ben, a local architect, to revamp the building. Amy lives amid the chaos during the transformation and is determined to stay. If only she could include Ben in her future, then things would be perfect - but she's not the only one who is keen on Ben.
Chapter 1
"But it's not fair, is it darling?" Marie absentmindedly stroked the surface of the reception desk with her red-tipped fingers.
Amy Austin smothered a fitting response and wondered if it wouldn't be better just to give in.
Instead, she managed. "Blame Aunt Sally, Mary! Not me!"
"Marie darling!" Her voice jumped an octave "I wish you wouldn't forget it, all the time! You know the press is very precise about actors' names!
Mary had become 'Marie' overnight when she took up acting. Only one newspaper reporter had noted Marie's existence so far, and he was a local one. Amy was about to reply it wouldn't matter what her cousin was called if she was a good actress, but she let Marie's remark pass uncommented.
"You don't have to accept, do you?" Marie's voice pleaded. "If you refuse, we'd all get a share, wouldn't we? Then everyone will be happy."
Amy shook some papers into a neat pile and tried not to sound put out. "I don't honestly know. We'll wait and hear what the lawyer has to say on Saturday."
A good-looking young man with corn-coloured hair opened the entrance door and interrupted their conversation. "Morning Amy!" He gave Marie a polite smile.
Marie fluttered her eyelashes.
Amy smiled back. "Hi! Had a good weekend?"
He nodded, and his smile widened. "Great! And you?"
"Not bad!" Amy handed him his post for the day and a list of telephone calls.
Nodding in acknowledgement he glanced at the list and his forehead furrowed. He started to flip through the envelopes as he sauntered towards his office.
Marie rolled her eyes. "My, oh my! You do work with nice men, don't you? What's his name? Is he married? What does he do?"
Amy sighed and wondered why Marie did a metamorphosis and became Diana the Huntress the moment she saw an attractive man. "He's Mike Bowers. He's engaged, he's a network technician, and he also happens to own this business."
"Umm! Interesting! What's a network technician? If you introduced us properly I bet I could get him to take me out for a meal in no time at all!"
Impatiently Amy replied. "I'll do no such thing. I just told you he's engaged; are you deaf? Among other things, a network technician establishes network users, installs, and upgrades systems, and supports users."
The computer language went in, and came straight out the other side of Marie's brain; she yawned artificially. Covering her scarlet mouth for a moment with fingertips that perfectly matched the colour of her lipstick, she stared wide-eyed at Amy and said. "I'm sure that's utterly fascinating if you know what it means but," She glanced at her oversize wristwatch. "I must be off! I've managed to organize a lunch date with a very, very influential agent. Think seriously about what'll happen if you accept, darling! I'm only trying to be supportive."
Amy liked Marie, even though they were so different. Amy tried to appreciate the positive aspects of her cousin's character and was prepared to compromise about the rest. She didn't take Marie seriously, and she didn't pay much attention to Marie's unasked-for opinions either, apart from fashion tips (Marie could make a jute sack look like a designer dress, and her taste was impeccable). Most people found it very hard to keep up with Marie's harebrained impetuosity though, and she couldn't keep a secret either. That was a great obstacle to wanting a lasting friendship with Marie.
Marie finished her unexpected visit to Amy's workplace with typical flair. She shook her head slightly and her hair flew around her face like a thick dark veil before it settled back to its perfect pageboy shape again. Pivoting on her seven-centimetre stiletto heels, she threw an opulent red wrap around the shoulders of her tight black jacket and hoisted a bulging black leather shoulder bag to a more comfortable position. Her hips moved seductively from side to side in her short black skirt as she sped towards the door. One hand waving in the air, she called.
"See you on Saturday Amy!"
A couple of minutes later, Amy pulled faces at the speckled mirror in the ladies, and she tugged at bits of brown hair framing her face. She thought about whether she should tint her hair, use more make-up, and even if it'd be worth buying matching nail varnish and lipstick. She studied her greenish eyes, cream skin and a sprinkling of freckles on the bridge of her nose and told herself to be sensible; people should like her for what she was, not what she appeared to be. Generally speaking, she was happy with her appearance. On her way back to her desk, deep in reflection, Amy wondered why Marie always had this effect on her.
****
Benjamin Tyler BA Architectural Planning, Services, and Valuations. Amy had often passed the brass sign before, but now she eyed it with hope. She pushed open the main door and went in. The hallway was fairly dark but defused light shone through the milky glass of the door which was now behind her. Her boots echoed on the tiled floor as she approached and rapped on the glass door ahead of her a couple of times before entering. A man was bent over a lighted desk, busy with some paperwork. His head lifted as she came closer, and he straightened up. Standing head-and-shoulders above her, his face was partially obscured in the fading daylight; he asked politely.
"Can I help you?"
"Mr Tyler?"
He nodded silently.
She was nervous, but it didn't show. "My name is Amy Austin. I need someone to value a cottage I'm about to inherit from my great-aunt. I want to know how much it's worth; and how much it will cost to modernise it."
He stuck a hand in one of the pockets of his soft brown corduroys. "I see. I presume that you need a quick valuation?" He motioned with his free hand towards an empty chair with a sweeping gesture. "Sorry, I'd like to help, but I don't honestly think I can take on a new commission at present. There's no point in me pretending otherwise."
Amy flopped down feeling disappointed. Despite his obvious reluctance to help, she found herself explaining the whole story. How she was the main beneficiary, and how the rest of the family resented it.
His dark eyes twinkled in the half-gloom. "So you need to decide whether to keep it, and live with their wrath forever more, or refuse what is legally yours?"
"Exactly! If I accept, I must live there and can't sell it for a couple of years; that's a stipulation. If I refuse, the cottage will be sold, and I presume the entire family will then share whatever it's worth. The will is being read this Saturday, but I already know I'm the main beneficiary, my great-aunt told me that years ago."
His voice was sympathetic; his words were not. "I'd like to help, honestly, but evaluation takes time, and I'm just too busy at present." He smiled briefly, and despite the meagre light, Amy was able to see the upward sweep of his generous mouth and the flash of white teeth. "One client is threatening because I promised to deliver his plans last weekend." He pointed to the desk. "They're still here because I'm bogged down with other work!"
Amy tried again; for some reason, she wanted this man to do the job. When she made up her mind, Amy was determined. "I only want a rough idea! No detailed list or anything like that."
Ben ran a hand over his face and then moved to flip the wall switch by the door. Amy blinked in the light and focused again. He had an angular face, and well-shaped thick eyebrows framing dark eyes. His hair ended above the collar of his checked flannel shirt.
He studied Amy and liked what he saw. She was attractive and had a friendly face, his eyes swept over her approvingly. "Where's it situated?"
Hope burgeoned; she rushed on. "It's down a narrow lane leading off the new bypass to Lomsdon. It's called 'Rose Cottage'; it's been empty for years."
He rubbed his chin and deliberated. "Oh! Yes, I know it as a matter of fact. Slate roof, rough stonework masonry, a stone porch with a pitched roof, and a couple of small outhouses in a hedged garden. It used to have lovely old-fashioned wooden sash windows."
She was pleased and surprised that he knew the cottage so well and nodded enthusiastically. "My father's aunt lived there until she moved to sheltered accommodation for the last years of her life."
He nodded. "I remember her; she used to be a teacher in the primary school, didn't she?" Before she could reply, he added. "I come from Lomsdon; my parents still live there." He paused and ran his fingers through his thick hair; it sprung back obediently into place. "I suppose I could pay them a long-overdue visit, and take a look at the place while I'm there. I'd only be able to give you an informed guess and to be honest, I don't like cutting corners, because you need a professional assessment to make a serious decision. But … I can see that it's probably difficult for you to make any kind of decision unless you roughly know what you're getting into"
Amy was patently grateful and said so.
Ben smiled. He mused that there was something special about Amy Austin and he was man enough to feel the attraction. Those green eyes with thick dark lashes, high cheekbones, curly brown hair, and healthy good looks were very tempting. He also felt hidden admiration because although she appeared to be an independent young woman, she wasn't pushy or aggressive.
****
Mr Simpson, the lawyer, had made an exception; he'd arranged to meet them in his office on Saturday. It had proved impossible to get them all together on a weekday. If the first one agreed the second couldn't for some reason. Then the second one could and the first and the third couldn't. He gave up and decided it was easier to sacrifice an hour of his golf. They all reluctantly agreed that Saturday would suit them.
The atmosphere was strained. Amy studied them all as she sat on one of the stiff high-backed chairs lining the walls of the stuffy room. There was her cousin Thomas Copeland. Marie was the only one who'd ever dared to call him Tommy. He was a stockbroker in the city, a perfectionist who was determinedly investing towards a trouble-free old age. He sat on the edge of his chair stiffly, hands resting on his rolled umbrella, silently watching the cloudless blue sky outside the window. His mother, Aunt Jane, was a widow. She'd slipped into the role her husband had always played, of knowing exactly what to do, and what to say. She firmly, if wrongly, believed that the family thought she was a fountain of wisdom. She sat, straight as a ramrod, her gloves folded neatly in her lap, and her prim lips pursed in irritation as she studied a print of the Death of Danton hanging on the panelled wall opposite her chair.
Uncle Walter brushed his bushy salt-and-pepper moustache upwards with his finger and shifted uneasily in his chair. He flicked bits of tobacco from his tweed trousers nervously and checked his gold pocket watch again. An ex-military man, he regarded punctuality highly.
Vera Phillips was Aunt Sally's ex-home help. She hoped to inherit something, anything. Amy didn't like her much. Vera sat primly, smiling weakly whenever she caught someone's eye.
Amy's mother was seated next to Amy; her quiet presence and warm smile helped to reassure Amy. On the other side of Amy was Marie. Today she looked totally out of place, in a gauzy leopard-spot blouse and skin-tight leather trousers. Marie checked her perfectly contoured lips in a small pocket mirror, before she threw it back into her oversized bag in satisfaction, and closed it loudly with a snap.
Next to Marie was Marie's mother Phyllis. Aunt Phyllis was a nervous being, with fluttering hands that never seemed to rest. She and Marie's father used to run a dancing school until he died suddenly, leaving Marie's mother with his life insurance money. For the first time in her married life, Aunt Phyllis had a reliable income. A lifetime of late nights and heavy make-up had left their mark on her leathery skin.
The room was blanketed in silence. "So ladies and gentlemen Mrs Sally Austin's last will is very straightforward. Miss Amy Austin inherits 'Rose Cottage' with all its contents if she lives there. If Miss Austin refuses the inheritance or leaves the cottage within the space of five years, the value of the cottage is then to be divided between Jane Copeland, Thomas Copeland, Walter Austin, Phyllis Bennet, Mary Bennet (Marie closed her eyes, shuddered, and looked annoyed), Susan Austin, Amy Austin and Vera Phillips"
Aunt Jane did a quick calculation in her head and muttered loudly. "Shared between eight people? How ridiculous! It would be hardly worth the bother."
Vera Phillips' pursed her lips as if she'd sucked a slice of lemon.
Thomas straightened his tie and took a pocketbook out, to make comprehensive notes.
Amy got up, avoided eye contact with the others, shook hands with the lawyer and made a quick exit. Aunt Jane had 'organized' them into a subsequent get-together at the local pub, and Amy decided it was advisable to get a seat at the back of the room before any of the others arrived. Minutes later, they were all in the lounge bar. Luckily, it was still too early for any of the local population.
As soon as Uncle Walter was holding a pint of ale, he started things off. He looked briefly at Amy. "Nothing personal, my dear, but I think we should contest the will so that we all get a share. Sally was always a bit odd."
Aunt Jane straightened her back and pointed her glass of sherry at her brother. "Don't be ridiculous Walter! Sally made that will years ago before she moved. Her GP will confirm she was perfectly sane at the time." "Anyway, who will pay for a court case? Not me, for one; no point in throwing good money after bad!"
"Quite right mother!" Thomas grasped his small whiskey and took measured sips. "The cost would absorb any profit that might be gained."
Marie had positioned herself next to Amy, with a large Vodka and lemon. She hissed meaningfully at Amy. "See, what did I tell you? They're at it, even though no one even knows what the cottage is worth yet!"
Amy gripped her orange juice tighter and kept her voice down, but she sounded resolute. "They're hypocrites. None of them cared about Aunt Sally when she was alive. If Dad had inherited it, they wouldn't have made a fuss. Aunt Sally wasn't fond of any of them. She didn't even welcome you with open arms if you visited, did she?" Amy didn't want to sound spiteful, but she needn't have worried, Marie shrugged off the remark.
Her cousin lifted her chin. "Someone like myself is particularly sensitive to criticism. All artists are, Amy. Aunt Sally kept harping on about me doing something worthwhile whenever I called, so I stopped going. It was like visiting the vicar voluntarily to have your sins counted all the time! The only thing that anyone in this family really cares about, or has ever cared about, is money and Sally knew that." She hesitated. "Are you seriously thinking about moving in? It must be a pretty ghastly place now; closed up all these years, and it's off the beaten track too."
Amy wanted to get away from the family gathering. Marie gave her the idea of how to escape. "I haven't been there for ages. I think I'll go and take a look."
Marie gulped down the remaining liquid in her glass, slammed it on the table, and scrambled to her feet. "Oh goody! I'll come too."
Amy looked down at her cousin's delicate pointed shoes. "Marie, the quickest way is across fields. You won't enjoy walking cross-country in those. It rained yesterday; the fields are probably mucky!"
"Staying here won't be much fun either." Looking around, she said. "I'd rather brave the obstacles of the countryside than listen to this lot. They won't miss me and they'll think I'm coming along just to find out if you've decided to keep it or not. My phone will be red hot tomorrow."
Amy realized Marie was right. Marie was extremely curious by nature, and she passed on any interesting information she heard like someone who was permanently obsessed with spilling the beans. Amy gave her a top to toe sweeping glance. "You're not dressed for a country excursion either, so if you come, don't start grouching or blaming me!" She got up, touched her mother's arm briefly, and whispered. "Will you be all right? I'm going to the cottage. If you'd like to come, I'll drive us all there."
Her mother shook her head. "You're old enough to make up your own mind." She looked around. "This family is a nightmare! When your grandfather died, the same thing happened; they fought about your grandfather's gold watch that time. Your Granddad knew Walter loved antiques, so he left him the gold pocket watch, and the rest of them went haywire. Now you'd think the cottage was Blenheim Palace the way they're behaving. I'll ignore them, have a sandwich, and you can collect me later, okay?" She patted Amy's hand.
"Won't be long, promise!" Amy left quietly, trying not to attract attention and ignoring people's faces on the way. Marie followed close on her heels, slipping into a tight-fitting waist-length black leather jacket as she went. On the wrong person, the outfit might have looked common but on Marie, it looked classy.
Amy took a shortcut from behind the ancient church that went in a shallow curve along the boundaries of some fields. Ten minutes later Amy was wondering yet again why she'd let Marie come. The sun was high and a soft breeze made it a pleasant walk, but Marie grumbled non-stop about the distance, about the damage to her shoes, about how hot her bottom was in the leather pants, how the wind was drying her skin, and about how thirsty she was. Amy felt comfortable in a pair of russet trousers, flat shoes and a gold-coloured anorak. She was utterly relieved to see the cottage chimneys above the greenery at last, but she was already dreading the return journey and Marie's accompanying remarks.
Chapter 2
The once cared-for garden was submerged beneath weeds, shrubs and a wilderness of unrecognizable plants. A climbing rose bush, that used to frame the small porch with huge pale pink blooms, had run to seed and was now a mass of angry thorns on wiry stems. The windows were hidden beneath nailed weathered boards, and the outhouses were all covered in rampaging ivy. Amy looked up and saw tiles were missing from the roof; a couple of them were sticking out perilously from the guttering. A dearly-loved bench in a sheltered corner of the garden had fallen into moss-covered pieces, and the privet hedge had completely lost any claim to any kind of neat proportions.
Marie stared in horror.
"Good heavens; this is Aunt Sally's cottage? I don't believe it! Amy, you can't! You'd be mad to move in. I've seen better places than this in TV documentaries about Calcutta!"
Amy gulped and had to admit it looked pretty daunting. She opened her mouth to answer but was distracted by Ben Tyler as he came around the angle of the cottage. There was something special about the man, apart from his above-average good looks. He had some kind of cosmopolitan flair. Amy couldn't define what it was exactly, but she glanced at Marie and could tell that he had the same effect on her, and Marie was a connoisseur. Today he looked very relaxed and at ease; one hand was stuck into a pocket of washed-out blue jeans, and a crisp white shirt peeped out from a navy-blue fisherman jersey.
Amy bit her lip and said quickly. "Ben! Hello! I forgot you might be here!"
Marie's eyes widened, and then she looked at him and Amy. She waited expectantly.
Amy obliged. "Oh, Marie, this is my friend Ben. We were talking about the cottage the other day. He was curious and wanted to see it for himself." Amy's brain was whizzing. She didn't want Marie to know who Ben was yet. She wanted to decide about keeping the cottage or not, unhampered by warnings, proposals or alternative suggestions from anyone, and especially not from Marie.
He smiled knowingly. His face was slightly tanned from the wind and the sun; Amy surmised that he must spend a lot of time outdoors. A breeze ruffled his hair, and tiny crow's feet appeared at the corner of his brown eyes as he smiled. His glance roamed from one woman to the other. "Hi, Amy!' He inclined his head towards Marie. "Hello!"
Marie underwent a metamorphic transformation and was suddenly Diana the Huntress again. "Ben? Amy's never mentioned you before. Been together long?"
Ben looked across briefly at Amy and joined the pretence. "No, not long."
Marie didn't beat about the bush. "What do you do for a living Ben?"
Amy knew how infinitely important such information was for Marie.
Without blinking an eyelid, Ben replied. "I'm in the building trade."
Marie wasn't impressed with the answer, but she still was with what she saw. "I must say Amy's taste is improving! The last one was a drip, a complete and utter disaster. I warned her about going out with a mechanic; the only thing they're good for is repairing things, but she wouldn't listen." She gave him a melting smile and her eyelashes flapped.
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