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Chapter One



Marion had already started to regret her hasty decision the day before Tom Cowlishaw stopped her in the corridor with a cheery: ‘Hasta la vista! The tickets have come!’

‘That’s Spanish,’ she’d said, and ‘Oh.’

‘No regrets I hope? Don’t tell me, Edith Piaf – she was French.’

‘No, no, it’s just  . . .’

‘That’s all right then,’ Tom said, rubbing his hands together self-consciously. ‘That’s a relief. Only I’ve doled out for them already on my credit card, and it says on the tickets it’s non-refundable. Have you got your cheque book on you?’

What could she have said? She had to go now.





Four weeks later she was looking with loathing at a pile of summer clothes lying next to her empty suitcase on the bed. None of them were right for her, everything was awful, nothing suited her as she was now. How could it, when even she didn’t know what that was? She hated shopping for clothes almost as much as she hated looking in mirrors these days, so there were only a couple of skirts, a pair of jeans and a few T-shirts that she wore for slopping about the house. She refused point blank to take anything that she wore for school.

Her hand went to the telephone. She couldn’t go. She’d just have to tell them.

‘Hello it’s Marion. I’m terribly sorry, I can’t possibly go to Italy with you tomorrow after all. I haven’t got a thing to wear.’

She knew it was pathetic. Anyway they were out.





Two and a half hours later, struggling home on an overcrowded bus, she tried to remember without peeking in the carrier bags what she had bought and to feel positive about it. She gave up and looked. How had she come to buy so much beige? She hated everything. None of it would do. It would all have to go back.

At a quarter past midnight – the flight was at ten thirty the next morning – she had, in sudden desperation, rushed to the attic and salvaged two bursting bin bags, and brought them downstairs. Marion was a hoarder. By dawn her new image was washed and pressed and packed in her old tote bag. She felt lighter and happier than she had in ages.

These clothes were her, now.

Coincidentally, they had also been her at Liverpool Art College in 1977.





At some point around seven, when Tom Cowlishaw’s wife Janice had resorted to signalling SOS in Morse code on the front doorbell, and Tom was engaged in the more manly pursuit of yelling through the letterbox, Marion sat bolt upright in bed looking like a startled baby starling. Her swollen eyes were huge and heavy lidded, and her hair was in a dry point on the top of her head. Irreparable, irreparable. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. She couldn’t possibly go now.

She opened the bedroom window to call out to them below, and was struck hard in the face by a fistful of small pebbles.

‘Sorry,’ Tom called up, abashed, after a surprised silence. ‘Only we were beginning to wonder if something had happened to you.’





Whilst Janice ‘used the facilities’ (unnecessarily noisily, Marion thought, who always aimed for the porcelain herself, and who now realised that there might be other noises she might have to get used to from this couple she hardly knew over the next seven days), Marion looked balefully inside the tote bag and started to unpack her art materials. In her euphoria of the small hours, after she had rediscovered her former self in the attic and found that it had fitted, she had been stupid enough to believe that she might also paint again. Now she set about removing the tubes of oils and watercolours, the sketch pads and the pencils, the pastels and the palette. None of it could go. It would just sit there and accuse her. It would all have to come out.

‘Where have you hidden him – in the cupboard?’

Marion swung round. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘You look like you’ve had a hell of a night!’ cackled Janice. ‘Go on, you go downstairs, I’ve made a cup of coffee. I’ll finish this.’

‘No, no, I  . . .’

‘Go on lazybones, Tom’s wearing out your carpet. My God, you’re still in your nightie – don’t you think you’d better change?’

‘I have. This is my dress.’

‘Oh. Oh yes, so it is. Isn’t it lovely? Hippie, isn’t it? It’s all coming back – did you pick it up at Oxfam? I love old clothes, don’t you?’

And Janice chatted and chivvied jovially as she repacked Marion’s thwarted ambitions back into the tote and called out: ‘Tom, have you found her stopcock yet and checked her doors and windows?’ Then she swept them both out of the door and into the car, singing ‘Volare’ all the way down the motorway and ‘We’re All Going on a Summer Holiday’ all the way into the check-in, where they were told by a smiling air hostess that, due to a computer error, their flight had been over-subscribed, but that with these five-pound vouchers they may have a nice day at Heathrow until the next plane would fly them to Pisa at five o’clock that afternoon.

Janice’s resolve evaporated, Marion was interested to see, before this smiling face of ruthless corporate efficiency, and she even went so far as to thank them for the vouchers.

‘Let’s go and have some breakfast then,’ she said daringly, waving the three pieces of flimsy paper which were worth fifteen pounds on day of issue only at Heathrow Airport, but nothing at all at any time in the rest of the world.

If Marion had not already decided that her best defence against Janice’s steamrolling energy was to go with the flow, she would have been very angry indeed and created a scene. As it was she settled for glaring poisonously at the First Class and Club Class queues, who seemed to be swapping their luggage for boarding cards without any problem at all.

‘Bit of a bloody cheek though,’ ventured Tom doubtfully as he watched a small woman in an outsize overall go fishing for his fried egg in a tin tray of oil.

‘Never mind, it doesn’t matter,’ said his wife. ‘Two sausages on each please and – what’s a hash brown?’

‘Dunno – ’tato I think,’ innit Corinne?’ screeched the small woman, whose staff badge proclaimed her as ‘Hi! I’m . . . MRS BLOCK . . . How may I help you?’

‘Come on, cheer up, you’re on your holiday,’ said Janice to Tom, guiding her husband towards the Beverage Bar. ‘Tea or coffee? Loosen up, enjoy yourself. Not every day of the week you get a fry-up like this at half past nine in the morning.’

And Tom, looking down at his tray, was forced to agree.

Marion had been sent on ahead to ‘bag a table in smoking’, and had asked for a black tea and a croissant, so she was appalled when Janice slapped a full portion of The Great British Breakfast Experience on the table in front of her and invited her to ‘get herself outside that’. She tried to protest, but Janice pointed at her sternly with her knife, flicking Tom’s new lightweight windcheater with brown sauce on the way. ‘None of your flim-flam,’ she said. ‘I’m a nurse and I say you want feeding.’

‘It’s no use arguing with her,’ Tom opined affectionately, sucking his windcheater. ‘She’s been dying to get her hands on you all term. Thinks you look stringy.’

‘Not stringy, peaky,’ Janice remonstrated, digging him jovially but painfully in the ribs.

‘Well, stringy, peaky – her new mission in life is to fatten you up.’

‘Just one cornetto, give it to her,’ sang Janice as she negotiated a whole hash brown from plate to oesophagus in one.

Marion excused herself and went to the Ladies, where she peed silently and cursed loudly. Why oh why had she come?

‘Actually, it’s not feeding she wants,’ diagnosed Janice after she and Tom had watched her leave and exchanged a marital look. ‘It’s a man. Or more to the point a f—’

‘How do you know?’ Tom cut in quickly, aware of Corinne’s interest as she tried to reclaim Marion’s untouched plate. ‘No, she’s not finished, she’ll be coming back.’

‘Well it’s obvious isn’t it? She’s never got over Colin Menseley going off.’

‘But that’s been nearly two years.’

‘Long time for a woman to go without,’ said Janice, spearing a sausage on the end of her fork and finding it would fit in her mouth sideways. ‘And speaking as a woman who’s been on nights for a fortnight, I know how she feels.’

Looking smoulderingly at Tom, she wiped her mouth with the back of one hand while she palpated his thigh with the other. Tom felt his trousers growing uncomfortably tight and decided to leave the rest of his egg.

‘I . . . I was just saying,’ he said hastily, as he registered Marion’s return, ‘bit of a bloody liberty isn’t it, them being able to change your flight whenever they like, and us not even allowed refundable tickets?’

Marion had noticed the smouldering and palpating from afar, and now wondered with dread about the sleeping arrangements in their rented apartment. ‘I noticed the upper classes weren’t inconvenienced in any way,’ she said, and dunked a piece of bread in her baked beans in the way her mother had always told her not to. She crammed it into her mouth defiantly and glared about her, daring anyone to tell her she was being common. They could go and stuff themselves as far as she was concerned.





In fact, moulded into leather armchairs in the air-conditioned VIP lounge, Frederick Mayer and Christopher Bassett were doing exactly that.

‘I’ve never flown First Class before,’ said Frederick, licking his salty fingers after a particularly delicious canapé of salmon caviare in millefeuille pastry, and taking another swig of champagne, ‘so I thought we’d push the boat out.’

‘I know, you’re being really sweet.’

Frederick felt himself blushing with modest pleasure and suppressed a boyish grin, lowering his eyes in a gesture that had been endearing when he’d been a gay young thing, but now in his mid-fifties looked a little sad. Christopher smiled and raised his glass. ‘Here’s to a fun time,’ he proposed, and Frederick seconded him with enthusiasm.

‘Why don’t you fly First? On your business trips I mean.’

‘Well, it would mean Beryl booking it and she’d absolutely refuse. She’s very against classes of any sort, I gather. I’ve only recently persuaded her to allow me to fly Club.’

‘Sack her and hire a secretary who has a sense of style,’ said Christopher airily.

‘Oh no, I could never do that. She’d never agree to type her letter of dismissal.’

Christopher laughed, partly because he always enjoyed hearing the ongoing saga of Frederick’s brushes with Beryl, and partly because he had just seen a woman in a fur coat – evidently newly initiated into the glamour of the VIP lounge – trying surreptitiously to photograph him. He liked being recognised. It made him feel warm and expansive, particularly now, when he hadn’t even done a telly in months, let alone a film. Good old Frederick, shelling out for his ticket. He was by no means poor after his period between engagements, but there was no need for Freddie to know that, and it was always nice to be treated.

‘I wonder where Terence and Beatrice have got to,’ said Frederick, glancing anxiously towards the door.

‘Knowing them they’ll roll in just before take-off,’ said Christopher.

‘I didn’t know you did know them?’

‘Oh yes. Well, I know Bea of course – we worked together on The Man of Steel  . . .’

‘And weren’t you steely?’ gushed Frederick, unable to stop himself. ‘Goodness, those naughty, cruel eyes! I particularly remember the scene in the sauna  . . .’

The champagne was evidently going to Frederick’s head and all points south, and Christopher began to be bored. God, the things one had to do for one’s career! He didn’t mind flirting mildly with Freddie in order to further his ends, but he’d be buggered if he’d be drooled over.

‘Yes, as a matter of fact Bea and I had a wonderful steamy affair on location in Tangiers, which all started in that sauna. They could hardly prise us apart to do the takes.’

‘All over now I hope?’ said Frederick suddenly sobering. ‘I wouldn’t want anything to upset Terence. This is by way of being a business trip just as much as pleasure, and Pamela would be very cross if  . . .’

‘I have no intention of causing our gracious hostess one moment of displeasure, nor indeed of pleasuring Queen Bea for another moment more.’ Was that true? Chris wondered. His affair with Beatrice had been lovely, and he had meant it to continue after filming was completed. But then he’d had to go to LA on another job, and when he’d finally returned to London, Bea had taken up with Terence Armstrong. In fact, the reason he’d accepted Freddie’s offer of the holiday had been because of the chance of seeing her again. Still, better not to worry him now. ‘Hardly seen her since anyway, and that was ages ago. You are a silly old thing, Freddie. As if I’d do that to you.’

He smiled his best and prettiest smile at Frederick, since even Christopher thought it was too early in the holiday to bite the hand that was feeding him, and just for good measure and for the fun of seeing him blush again, he gave Freddie’s knee an affectionate squeeze.

‘Oh Christ, it looks like I’ve peed myself now!’ said Frederick, who had jumped violently at the gesture, upsetting his champagne. Nobody had touched him below the waist in more than fifteen years, and he sometimes wondered if he’d ever want them to again. Romance was what he pined for. Passion left him cold.

‘Sorry darling, didn’t realise I was so electric,’ murmured Christopher thickly, who had now begun to notice that the fur-coated woman was crossing and recrossing her legs at him. ‘Better hop along to the little boys’ room and powder your crotch. Sorry, silly joke, bad taste . . . need any help?’

But Frederick was already sidling over to the VIP washrooms with his attaché case strategically placed. Thank goodness he maintained a lifelong habit of carrying his toiletries in his hand luggage. It had saved him on countless occasions, but never from anything as embarrassing as this. If only he hadn’t worn his pale grey suit, now darkly wet in his most private of places.





Terence Armstrong and Beatrice Miller-Mander (daughter of Sir Roland Miller-Mander the actor knight) caused quite a stir in the airport shop in search of their cigarettes, so recognisably famous were they. Beatrice located her Pierre Cardin Menthols without difficulty, but Terence could not find his Park Drive UnTipped. It amused him to remind the world of his working-class origins with little gestures such as this. ‘The saddest day for the working man was when they changed the design of the Woodbine packet,’ he would tell international press conferences. This, when it was printed, had half a dozen American students of Contemporary Drama reaching for their Oxford English Dictionaries, and a seventh, less assiduous, to report with assurance in his thesis ‘Terence Armstrong – The Work and The Man’ that his guru had grown up smoking Virginia Creeper.

‘Ay look,’ said Janice Cowlishaw excitedly, ‘isn’t that Whatsisface and Thingummybob – the one that you like Tom?’

‘Beatrice Thingummy, blimey!’ Tom whispered, his mouth hanging open in astonishment, for here was the subject of some of his best fantasies, standing not five yards away. She was even more beautiful than she looked on the screen. ‘She’s not as tall in the flesh, is she?’ he said, clearing his throat and trying to sound offhand.

Marion flicked a disdainful look towards the famous couple. All she saw was a middle-aged man with a paunch and a girlfriend practically young enough to be his daughter. Big deal. And besides, one thing she couldn’t stand, even more than the privileged classes, was the gawping under classes being impressed. She paid for her duty-free gin and ignoring ‘Not to be consumed until outside country of purchase’ on the receipt, she broke the seal on the bottle and drank it neat out of the bag. God, it must be these clothes, she thought, wiping her dribbling chin. I’ll be shouting ‘Down with the Establishment’ in a minute and organising a sit-in. She tugged self-consciously at her tie-dye kaftan, feeling the magic wearing off. Far from making her feel lighter and freer now, she felt an absolute prat.

‘I’ll be in the boutique next door,’ she called to Janice and Tom. They were arguing over how numerate the Italian Customs men would be and battling over a bottle. Tom nodded and wrenched a litre of sweet martini from Janice’s wire basket.





‘I don’t think she’ll find anything in there to her taste,’ said Beatrice Miller-Mander watching Marion’s multi-coloured retreat. ‘Thank goodness you don’t cling to the culture of your misspent youth, darling.’

But Terence Armstrong didn’t hear her. Seeing Marion reminded him of his Oxford days, and he stroked his upper lip thoughtfully, wondering what he would look like now with his old hippie moustache.





Frederick had joked nervously to the first five visitors to the VIP men’s room as to why he was aiming a hair dryer at the fly of his trousers, but finding them for the most part to be incurious or foreign (‘Les anglais – ooph!’), he now had his head down to the job in hand.

‘Hello Freddie, giving yourself a blow job?’ asked Terence Armstrong, coming up behind him and slapping him heartily on the back.

‘Terence! Terence! You’re here! Ha ha! Spilled some champagne. All right now I think. Dried out nicely, ha ha! Jolly useful little implement!’ laughed Frederick wild-eyed, waving his hair dryer.

‘The jolliest and the most useful,’ agreed Terence amicably, unzipping his fly. ‘A boy’s best friend.’

‘No no, I meant . . .’ began Frederick, averting his eyes.

‘Just a joke Frederico, ha ha.’ Terence vigorously shook what he was pleased to call his Leading Man, but which was known to ambitious young actresses as Terence Armstrong’s Casting Assistant. He looked at it fondly for a moment, then put it away. ‘Called our flight yet?’

‘Not yet, no, but any minute I think. You cut it a bit fine.’

‘Cock-up over the tickets is why. My bloody stupid PA forgot to book them.’

‘Oh my goodness – is the flight crowded? Have you managed to get on?’

‘I should bloody well hope so after all the air miles I’ve clocked up with them. No, Fiona rang first thing this morning and they’re supposed to be sorting it out.’

They were now walking past the VIP reception and Terence was called over to the desk. ‘Get me a coffee Freddie, be with you in a minute.’

‘Yes of course, if there’s time.’

The duty manager twitched his tie and smiled self-deprecatingly: ‘I’m most terribly sorry, Mr Armstrong  . . .’

‘I’m not flying Club.’

‘We’ve done everything we can to help you. We’ve vacated three Tourist seats  . . .’

‘Don’t know why you did that, there’s only two of me.’

‘They were a party travelling together, the only passengers not to have collected their boarding cards when your Personal Assistant rang and alerted us to  . . .’

Terence cut him off tetchily. ‘I don’t know what this has got to do with me.’

‘. . . And two of our Club Class passengers have kindly agreed to be downgraded to Tourist, so  . . .’

‘So get two of your First Class passengers to be kindly downgraded to Club.’

‘I really don’t think that I could  . . .’

‘I have every confidence that you can,’ smiled Terence.





And so it came to pass that, when the ten-thirty flight to Pisa was announced, Terence Armstrong and Beatrice Miller-Mander were shown graciously to their First Class seats; Frederick Mayer and Christopher Bassett were presented with (another) bottle of champagne and offered a generous discount if they would kindly consent to go Club; two furious Italian women who had no known VIP connections were each made two hundred pounds richer and crammed into Tourist (Smoking); and Tom and Janice Cowlishaw exchanged wistful looks with their travelling companion Marion Hardcastle, and wondered how they would fill the next seven hours.





Chapter Two



Marion was going through a rough patch. This is what she told herself on her good days to try to cheer herself up. Life was a series of peaks and troughs, and currently she was in a trough. Life being cyclical, she reassured herself, another peak was bound to appear soon. On her bleaker days – and it has to be said there had been more of these in a proportion of, let’s say, thirteen to one (she had started going to a sauna once a fortnight) – she reminded herself that this trough had lasted twenty-five months. In her really desolate periods she often wondered if it hadn’t actually been going on for as many years.

Twenty-five years ago, having taken her A-levels and attained three rather good passes, she had decided to take a year off before committing herself to her higher education. At that time, with History, Art and English at her disposal, she had no idea what her career might be, nor indeed what degree to go for. Careers advice had been in its infancy, as had the notion of what women might do, and the Careers Teacher was in fact the upwardly mobile Latin Mistress doing extra-curricular duties in the hope of becoming Head of Department. For the boys she recommended the Army, banking or accountancy, and for the girls, teaching or personnel management. Marion knew instinctively that these were not for her.

So having earned some money from a vacation job in the Vehicle Taxation Department at County Hall (and through this Marion was able to strike Local Government off her list of possible careers as well), she set sail from Dover for the Continent, as the rest of the EC used to be known.

Arriving in Paris she had managed to get herself a job as a chambermaid (hotel management, if it had ever appeared on her list, was now ruled out), and she had met Frank and fallen in love. Frank was a Californian ‘doing Europe’, and he was the nearest thing to perfection that Marion had ever seen. He was tall – six foot two – he was blond, and he had immaculately white straight teeth such as British dentistry, in those days, had yet to achieve. Marion couldn’t believe her luck. She felt small and mousy and in urgent need of orthodontia beside him, and she could never quite see what he saw in her.

But something about her obviously appealed to him. He said astonishing things like ‘I never believed in Fate before but, I was meant to leave Paris the week before you arrived and – something stopped me’, ‘I have never had this kind of mind-trip with anyone ever before’, and ‘You are the grooviest chick I have ever balled’. Of all these declarations, the last one thrilled her most. She was eighteen, he was twenty, and together they travelled as the mood took them, sometimes with friends made along the way, at other times alone.

These were halcyon days. If they needed money they worked, the rest of the time they played. On sunny terraces and golden beaches they drank Ricard or ouzo or sangria or grappa, savouring the fruits of whatever country they found themselves in. They ate pasta and poulet, paella and psari. They learnt a little of each language to be polite to the natives. And everywhere they went they visited the galleries and museums. Frank was Into Art and he felt that he had been born on the wrong continent and out of his time. He wanted to be Michelangelo. He liked to paint, but then he thought that he might sculpt. Perhaps he would become an architect and right what he saw as the wrongs of modern America. The world was his oyster and Marion, for reasons beyond her ken, was his pearl.

When she fell pregnant in Italy, Frank was delighted. They would go to England to tell her parents, and he would ask for their daughter’s hand. Then they would fly to California to introduce his bride to his parents, he would enrol as a student of architecture (architects could afford to have families, he decided, artists could not), and she would bring up baby and paint in her spare time. If she were a girl she would be called Jonquil, if a boy then Jake would be his name.

Little J was a three-month foetus when Mummy and Daddy flew from Rome, full of hope. They were to spend three days in London before travelling north to Marion’s parents. Frank hadn’t done England, and the great galleries had to be seen. They took a bus to Earl’s Court, found a cheap hotel, and so as not to waste a minute, set off again immediately to see London by night.

And that, as far as Marion was concerned, thinking back, was the last time she had been truly happy. They had walked up The Mall from Buckingham Palace to Trafalgar Square and Frank had been enthralled. So much history – the Duke of York Monument, Admiralty Arch, Nelson’s Column and all that – and looking across the Square, the National Gallery and the Portrait Gallery which they would visit the next day. But of course, they never did. They were about to cross Whitehall to go down to the river via Northumberland Avenue when Frank stepped off the pavement a pace or two ahead of Marion, looking the wrong way from a lifetime’s habit, and was mown down by a taxi. By the time they had arrived at the hospital, Frank and J were dead; her husband-to-be from a fatal head wound, and her son (it was a boy, the hospital told her) miscarried from shock.





‘Penny for them,’ said Janice Cowlisham SRN, dispensing sweets like medicine.

‘No thanks.’

‘Go on, have this one – toffee brazil.’

‘No thank you.’

‘Tom, did you take the caramel whirl? Give it back here – don’t put it in your mouth! Here you are Marion – who can resist?’

‘Me, I’m afraid – no thanks.’

‘You could do with the sugar to perk you up.’

‘I could do with a drink.’

Janice and Tom shared a look of concern. They had originally invited Chalky and Elizabeth White (German and Home Economics) to share their holiday, but the rising mortgage rate had crippled them financially, and apologetically they had had to withdraw. Janice tried to drum up a replacement from the Hospital, but everybody had had their holidays booked since Christmas or else couldn’t afford to go. The rent for the apartment (which had been paid for in advance) being an unbelievable £500, they had to find someone to share. And then Tom had suddenly remembered hearing that in Tuscany there was a lot of Art – who better than the Art teacher? – and without even checking with Janice, he persuaded Marion to join them.

‘Actually, she didn’t take much persuading,’ he’d said, waving her cheque triumphantly aloft. ‘She practically jumped at the chance.’

‘Why?’ his wife had asked.

‘I dunno – maybe she was wondering what she was going to do with herself this year.’

‘It’s not as if she knows us very well. At least, I don’t know her very well,’ she’d said, with narrowed eyes.

‘I don’t know her very well either, apart from mending her wardrobe last term,’ said Tom. He was Woodwork.

‘Then why did she rush to come on holiday with us?’

‘She didn’t rush, she sort of – looked at me, very alert, you know – the most alert I’ve seen her actually – and she laughed and she said, “Why not? Maybe it’s time for Catharsis.” ’

‘Is that near to where we’re going?’

‘Dunno. Thought it was in Greece. Anyway, point is, she’s paid her whack, coughed up on the spot.’

Janice had reluctantly given in. After all, you couldn’t argue with money. But she felt uneasy. Three was a bad number, especially if two of them were a married couple and the third a single women. What would they do with her? Would she tag on to them all the time? What did she look like in a bikini? Did she fancy Tom? He was, after all, the most attractive bloke at School – his bum was even nicer than Greg Jones’s (Games). The nurse in her had diagnosed in Marion borderline manic depression. The working class in her had scented out a snotty middle-class cow. But the woman (and that, as Tom said, was Janice all over) had settled for making the best of a bad job. She was now engaged full-out in bringing Marion round.

‘What’s the time?’ she asked, and Tom said, ‘Half past twelve.’

‘Soon be time for dinner,’ she said enticingly to Marion, ‘and then we’ll have a glass of wine.’

Marion didn’t answer, save for a sardonic smile.

‘Or a beer,’ ventured Tom. ‘How much have we got left on the vouchers, Jan?’

‘Nothing I’m afraid. The breakfasts came to twelve pounds odd and they said they didn’t give change on vouchers.’

‘This is ridiculous,’ said Marion, rising. ‘This is absolutely bloody well out-bloody-rageous.’

And before either of them could stop her, she strode through the crowds in the Departure Lounge, and had disappeared from their sight.

‘Where’s she gone now?’ asked Tom.

‘How should I know? She’s your friend, not mine.’

Tom suppressed a small sigh.

‘I shan’t be sorry if she’s gone home,’ continued Janice darkly. ‘She’s a right bloody wet blanket.’





‘I suppose you know what you’re letting yourself in for?’ demanded Marion coldly of Mr Froggatt, Customer Relations. ‘You do know who I am?’

‘Er, yes Mrs – Miss Hardcastle,’ said Froggatt nervously, consulting his handwritten note.

‘Ms.’

‘I do beg your pardon.’

‘The Editor told you in his letter, I imagine, that I was doing this article?’

‘Article, yes, I do seem to remember,’ said Froggatt, wishing to God that the mists would clear from his mind. ‘For whom, did you say?’

‘For Which?.’

‘I beg your pardon, for which? For Which?!?’

‘ “Which Airline? – Marion Hardcastle Contrasts and Compares”. Surely it was mentioned when the booking was made? It is our usual policy.’

‘I’m sure it was – Theresa! Find me the letter from Which?.’

‘Which what?’ asked Theresa crossly. She was in the middle of tricky negotiations on the telephone with her new boyfriend Troy, and had just come to the part that began, ‘It’s not that I don’t fancy you  . . .’

‘I’m sorry, we’ve had nothing but temps all summer, Ms Hardcastle, and I’ve been away on leave.’

Marion smiled, willing to be friends.

‘Anywhere nice?’

‘Nowhere special,’ said Mr Froggatt evasively, who had in fact been in a clinic, drying out.

‘Theresa, forget it . . .’ It was patently clear that she already had, ‘. . . and fetch Ms Hardcastle a glass of – wine?’

‘That’s very kind.’

‘And, just to be sociable, you’d better bring one for me.’

Theresa scowled across the office. ‘Sorry Troy, I’ll have to ring you back. He’s gone on the booze again.’

Mr Froggatt smiled desperately at Marion, and reached for the phone and dialled. ‘Hello, Trevor? Nigel Froggatt here, Customer Relations. What on earth has been going on  . . .?’

Marion sipped her wine and listened and smiled. She was glad now that she hadn’t found anything suitable in the airport boutique. These clothes gave her strength. It was like wearing a disguise. Maybe her holiday might do her good after all.





Tom and Janice sat open-mouthed in the Departure Lounge as Mr Froggatt apologised profusely on his airline’s behalf. There was unfortunately no way of getting them to Pisa now before the five o’clock flight, but the least he could do would be to offer them lunch in the first class restaurant of the Ambassador Hotel.

Tom was less impressed when he’d listened to Marion’s story of deception. He’d been enjoying his steak, but now it turned into stolen goods, right there in his mouth. He swallowed the evidence guiltily, and laid down his knife and fork.

‘What if they find out?’ he hissed, looking furtive, glancing round.

‘Tough. They should have given us all this as a matter of course. We’ve paid for a service that they’ve failed to provide.’

‘Anyway,’ chortled Nurse Cowlishaw, who was enjoying the joke, ‘what could they do – give us a stomach pump?’ Her estimation of Marion had risen immeasurably. Her eye roved to the sweets trolley and then to the cheese board. ‘I wonder if I could manage both?’

‘They could give us a bill,’ said Tom stiffly, ‘and that wouldn’t be funny. Besides, Marion and I are teachers – what if it ever came out at school?’

‘What you don’t get given, you sometimes have to take,’ his wife instructed him. ‘People of privilege get this kind of behaviour all the time. Profiteroles please.’

Marion made that two, and raised her glass in a toast.

‘The nurses and teachers strike back!’ she proposed.

‘Up the workers!’ agreed Janice, clinking her glass.

‘Well I’m not having pudding,’ said Tom.





By the time the two women had drunk coffee and brandy and Marion had smoked a cigar (‘Good grief,’ thought Tom, ‘don’t tell me she’s Women’s Lib!’) it was almost time to board. Janice had kept up the party spirit with her tales from Men’s Surgical, all of which Tom had heard before, and most of which he would have preferred never to have heard again. When she got to the one about the Superglue, he stood up in what he hoped would seem an assertive manner, and knocked over his untouched coffee.

‘I . . . we ought to go and stand by the Departures Board,’ he said lamely. ‘We don’t want to miss this one.’

‘Hang about a bit,’ said Janice, ‘I’ve just come to the punch line,’ and ignoring him, duly delivered it.

Marion rewarded her with a burst of raucous laughter, while Tom pushed his napkin under the spoilt table cloth to protect the wood from damage.

Walking back to the Departure Lounge unsteadily arm in arm, Janice asked Marion if she was afraid of flying.

‘I’m terrified myself,’ she said, digging in her pocket, ‘so I’ve got some Betablockers if you want one.’

‘No thanks,’ said her new friend, ‘I’ll stick with the Prozac.’

‘I wondered if you were depressed. What’s up? Do you want to tell me about it?’

‘How long have you got?’

‘Seven days,’ riposted Janice, cackling, the wit of which nearly floored them both.

There was no error this time over their seats, and the hostesses had obviously been instructed to smile at them extra hard. The girls gave Tom the window seat as he’d brought his Instamatic, and it was no secret he was cross. Janice, in the middle, rubbed his thigh with hers and snuggled against his arm. ‘Can’t wait for my bed,’ she whispered smoulderingly, with promises of things to come.

It was not long before her travelling companions had fallen asleep, Janice from a Betablocker and too much wine, and Tom from nervous exhaustion. Marion declined her in-flight meal but accepted a large whisky in lieu. Froggatt had done his stuff. She didn’t usually drink this much – well not often anyway – and she felt that she deserved it. Following the orders of Captain Lambert, his cabin staff and crew, she settled down to a pleasant flight, drifting towards Tuscany and back in time. Why had life been so cruel to her? Where now was the promise of her youth?





After Frank had died and she’d had the miscarriage, her parents had come to the hospital and taken her home. Having her immediate plans curtailed, and by so cruel a blow, Marion’s will deserted her. The days came and went, and she rarely left her room. Most of her friends were by now away at college, and there was no one of her own age to talk to. She was nearly nineteen and her life had stopped. Seeing her daughter making no recovery, Marion’s Mum tried a different tack. She’d allowed her a generous period for grief and mourning, had talked sympathetically when invited to do so, had planned small outings and made tempting food, all to no avail. Now she tried direct manipulation.

‘He was a very handsome boy,’ she said to Marion, looking through the photos yet again. ‘And talented, you say?’

‘He was going to be an architect,’ keened Marion, nodding. ‘He loved art and beautiful buildings. He was going to revolutionise LA.’

‘Did you talk of a career for you?’ asked Mrs Hardcastle, knowing full well that they had.

‘I was going to bring up Jake and paint.’

‘And paint, I see. Was that Frank’s idea, or yours?’

‘Frank’s mainly. He didn’t want me to sacrifice myself for the children. We were going to have three.’ Another bout of wailing, another of Daddy’s handkerchiefs.

‘He must have thought you had talent, then.’

‘He seemed to think so. I don’t know why.’

‘Well he must have known if he was so clever himself.’

‘He was brilliant Mummy.’

‘I wonder what he’d want you to do now?’

‘He’d want us to be together,’ sniffed Marion.

‘I don’t think so darling, under the circumstances,’ responded Mrs Hardcastle crisply. ‘I think he’d want you to let him live through you.’

‘How can I? He’s dead, I can’t bring him back. Jake’s dead. I’ve got nothing.’

‘You’ve got your talent to paint. The talent that Frank, brilliant as he was, spotted. Don’t you think that’s what he’d have wanted you to do? To take that talent, to nurture it, to show it to the world? For Frank? He chose you, of all the girls he must have known, not just because you’re pretty  . . .’

‘I’m not.’

‘. . . Not just because you’re clever  . . .’

‘Oh yeah!’

‘But because you and he together shared this great love of Truth and Beauty, of Art and Understanding. Frank’s gone now, it’s true, but his dream needn’t be. Marion, you could help his vision live through you. Paint, Marion, paint as you have never painted before. Study Art, and let Frank’s light shine on!’

Going back downstairs, Marion’s mother wasn’t proud of herself, but she’d had to do something. And even Mr Churchill had had to say some pretty silly things to boost morale during the War.

‘Any headway?’ asked her husband, looking up from his newspaper.

‘I’ve left some prospectuses with her. I’m going to phone round to see who still has places free.’

So Marion had taken Frank’s light to Liverpool, and kept it shining there for three years.





‘Are we there yet?’ asked Janice, peering through her proverbials in the snow. Her face was certainly white and Marion hoped fervently that she wouldn’t need to use the facilities provided in the pocket of the seat in front of her.

‘Another half hour.’

‘Oh.’

She settled down to snooze again, but Marion had had enough of reviewing her earlier life and wanted conversation.

‘What’s this place we’re going to like?’

‘Don’t know really. We did it through an advert in the paper. Can’t remember which. One of them big ones I don’t normally read – a patient had left it behind, and I was just flicking through. Was it the Guardian, Tom?’

‘Think so.’

‘But haven’t you seen a photograph, or some particulars?’ asked Marion incredulously.

‘Not really,’ said Janice. ‘She said it’d got two big double bedrooms, bathrooms en suite, kitchen, living-room, and good views.’

‘Who’s “she”?’

‘The woman who owns it. It’s an apartment in her house. Sounded quite nice.’

‘How do we get there from the airport?’ Marion demanded, thinking ahead.

‘Dunno. I think we take a train and bus. Tom worked it out. Tom?’

‘But we’re seven hours later now. Have you checked the timetables to see if we can still do it?’

‘Tom?’

‘Oh shit.’

‘So you didn’t then?’

‘I haven’t got any timetables. Anyway, why is it always down to me?’ retorted Tom sulkily.

‘It isn’t. Marion sorted out our dinner.’

‘I can always try that again, at the airport in Pisa. Get them to pay for a taxi.’

‘No,’ said Tom hastily. ‘If necessary we’ll hire a car.’

‘I thought you said it would be prohibitive,’ challenged his wife. ‘You said we’d have to see how the money went, and perhaps get one for a couple of days later on.’

‘Yes, well, when I said that I didn’t know this was going to happen, did I?’ snapped Tom, by now fractious and travel-worn. ‘I don’t know what all the fuss is about. There’ll probably be no bother with the train. If there is we could hire a car for a couple of days, do our trip out tomorrow, and spend the rest of the time lounging round the pool.’

Marion saw the holiday turning into a nightmare. No transport, unable to get to the museums and galleries, forced to lounge around a pool with two brain dead companions who didn’t normally read ‘big papers’.

‘Is it very remote?’ she asked now, desperately.

‘She said it was off the beaten track.’

Her heart sank.

‘We can always hire bicycles if we get bored hanging round the villa,’ said Tom cheerfully, he of the athletic bum. ‘This is more of an exploring holiday anyway than a package. Travel and adventure.’

‘Mm,’ said Marion through tightening lips. She had had enough travel adventures in her youth to last her a lifetime and she didn’t ride a bike. ‘Do you normally take a package then?’

‘Well normally, yes.’

‘Except when we did the Lake District,’ said Janice helpfully.

‘Oh yes, except when we did the Lakes,’ agreed Tom. ‘We had a great time, didn’t we Jan? No bother at all.’





Having ascertained at Informazione that there were indeed no train or bus connections that night, the trio trooped across to the car-hire desk. It was prohibitive. Even a tiny Fiat was more than they had planned. They withdrew from the desk for a conference.

‘We could have it for three days,’ said Tom, fingering the traveller’s cheques in his pocket, ‘but then it’d definitely have to go back.’

‘Couldn’t we pay by credit card?’ said Marion.

‘Not after last month, with the air fares,’ he replied.

‘On mine then.’

‘We haven’t really budgeted for it.’

‘Pay me back later, over a period of time,’ she said shortly. Really, if they were going to have these lengthy discussions over every decision, the holiday was doomed. But Tom would neither a borrower nor a lender be. ‘I prefer to settle up as I go along,’ he said firmly. Marion exploded.

‘For God’s sake Tom, don’t be so po-faced!’

‘I’m not being po-faced, Marion, I’m being realistic. So much money comes in, so much money goes out. It has to balance.’

‘What have you budgeted for then?’ she asked, not trying to keep the sarcasm from her voice.

‘Hundred and fifty pounds.’

‘Each?’

‘You must be joking!’ laughed Tom uneasily. He couldn’t bear arguments.

‘My God, are you mad?!’ demanded Marion, who didn’t mind them at all. ‘Italy’s notoriously expensive. Even a cup of coffee’s—’

‘The rest of abroad isn’t,’ said Janice, rising to Tom’s defence. ‘We’ve been to Spain and Greece and come back with money in our pockets.’

‘Anyway, that’s why we chose self-catering. We’ll be eating in at the villa, except for the odd Occasion.’

‘And we’ve brought most of the staples with us,’ Janice added, ‘including jars of coffee.’

Oh Italy! Home of espresso and chocolate covered cappuccino! Maker of pizzas, grower of porcini, presser of extra-virgin olive oil! To return to her arms after so long a parting, only to eat baked beans on toast with Tom and Janice Cowlishaw. It was like a sentence of doom.





Night fell at a stroke as they kangarooed cautiously out of Pisa Airport in the world’s smallest rental car, Tom Cowlishaw, travelling adventurer, at the helm.

‘Drive on the right, Tom, drive on the right!’ screamed Janice, clutching the dashboard and leaning as far back in her seat as she could.

‘I know, I know!’ said Tom crossly as he crashed the gears. ‘What’s he hooting at? I’m in the inside lane. Bloody Italian drivers!’ He hooted back.

‘He’s telling you about your lights – put them on!’ screamed Janice, the while waving ingratiatingly through the windscreen at the apoplectic driver. Tom switched on the wipers, the emergency indicators and the de-mister before finding full beam. ‘Where’s the flipping dipswitch?’ he shouted, cars honking all around. ‘Shut your blithering row, you stupid blasted Wops!’ He found the switch, which seemed to satisfy the honkers in front, but behind them and around them others still hooted angrily.

‘Actually you are in the fast lane,’ Marion said faintly from the back seat. ‘It’s like a mirror – you have to imagine everything backwards here.’

‘You’re not kidding,’ snapped Tom viciously, wrenching the wheel. ‘Who’s got the directions? Janice? Where are we aiming for?’

‘I don’t know. Wherever the train would have taken us I suppose. I haven’t got a map.’

Another Prozac would not be the answer, Marion decided reluctantly, she would have to take control. ‘Follow the signs to Arezzo,’ she said firmly, ‘and we’ll stop at a petrol station and ask.’ She couldn’t wait to get to the villa, to shut her bedroom door on this dreadful day, to be alone.

‘How far is it do you think?’ asked Janice, ‘Cos I’m bursting for a pee.’





Italy unfolded slowly and frighteningly before them, mile after mile of darkness swallowing them up. They were relieved to see a petrol station – Janice perhaps even more than the others. Before the car had come to a complete stop she leapt out and followed the international sign of mercy, the one-legged woman in the triangular skirt.

A forecourt attendant walked over to Tom’s window and asked how much petrol he’d like and Tom, blushing foolishly in the harsh lights said, ‘English, English, no comprendo Italian.’ Marion struggled out of the back seat and, explaining that they merely wanted to buy a map, was directed to the shop. When she returned with map and chocolate, she smiled awkwardly at Tom.

‘Not far now. We’re doing quite well I think.’ She opened the map for him to see and pointed with her finger. ‘We’re here. We’ll turn off past Arezzo and take this small road here, to the village where the bus would have gone. And then we’ll ask. Shouldn’t be more than an hour.’

Janice skipped back towards them, lighter of body and freer of spirit. ‘Hello you two, you look like boy scouts,’ she said. ‘It’s really nice in there. Scrupulously clean and fully plumbed. You never know Abroad.’

The atmosphere amongst them lightened. They knew where they were and almost where they were going. They munched chocolate, and Tom and Marion tried to harmonise when Janice sang her songs. Everything was going to be all right.





They had been on this small road for half an hour, twisting and turning up and down hills, their eyes straining through the darkness, when simultaneously the storm broke and the car lurched violently to the left.

‘Shit a brick!’ Tom exclaimed, struggling with the wheel. ‘We’ve only gone and got a puncture!’

They sat miserably in the car, waiting for the rain to stop looking so like stair rods, smoking cigarettes in stony silence.

‘It’s me,’ said Marion finally. ‘You shouldn’t have brought me, I’m a jinx.’

Janice turned round and smiled encouragingly. ‘It’s not. It’s us. We always break down on holiday.’

Marion smiled back at her. She didn’t know whether to feel grateful or forewarned of worse to come.

The rain abated and Tom changed the wheel skilfully and efficiently. He was almost jaunty when he told them they could get back in, feeling for the first time that he had earned his passage. He was no good at lying for his lunch, he couldn’t speak Italian, but he knew exactly what was what when it came to anything practical. He pulled out from the verge, feeling at one with the machine.

‘Any more chocolate?’ he asked, settling himself more comfortably in his seat.

‘Only two pieces,’ said Janice next to him. ‘But they’re both for our Golden Boy.’

She popped them in his mouth and started to say that at least nothing else could go wrong, but the others shushed her. It was tempting fate.

When they got to the village not a soul was in sight. It was one a.m. and the houses were in darkness. Even the village shop, which Marion had rightly deduced would have a bar, was dark and sombre and waiting for the morning. What energy they had left now drained from their inert bodies, forlornness taking over.

‘Didn’t she give any directions at all?’ Marion asked Janice. She was dog tired and her stomach felt empty and full at the same time. She wanted a wash, she wanted some coffee, she wanted to sleep. Instead she opened her bottle of gin and they solemnly passed it round.

‘Not really,’ Janice answered after drinking deeply. ‘We were to ask at the shop for Claudio, and he’d have taken us in his car. I don’t think it’s far, but she said it was too complicated to explain.’

Marion squashed a disloyal thought. It was no use apportioning blame. They were all in this together, damn and blast it.

‘Hang about a bit,’ said Tom unnecessarily, since he was at the wheel and the car wasn’t going anywhere. ‘Didn’t she say it was near a college?’

‘Ooh yes,’ said Janice, ‘There might be a sign.’

Tom started the car and drove out of the village, the faint stirrings of hope beating against their tired breasts. They travelled for two miles in breathless expectation, peering through the windscreen, seeing nothing but dark trees and little twisting lanes branching off the road, all unsigned. Tom wearily announced his intention of turning round and going back out of the village the way they had come, when Janice grabbed his arm excitedly.

‘Look!’ she commanded, pointing ahead. ‘Is that Italian for college, Marion?’

‘It is indeed,’ said Marion warmly, and they all cheered like mad.

They followed the sign which directed them to the left, up a narrow track with woodland either side of them, and stopped abruptly at a pair of wrought-iron gates, towering above them hugely in the headlights.

‘Now what?’ said Tom, defeated.

‘See if they’re open,’ answered Janice, springing out.

She struggled with the fastening and pushed with all her might, the gates giving way before her firm resolve.

‘Ought we to go in?’ protested Tom, every inch a British serf. ‘It might be private and they’ll all be asleep.’

But the women vetoed niceties and pressed him to drive on, Janice clanging the gates shut behind them with an air of finality. The car crunched across a gravelled drive, and there before them rose a huge and ancient building. It was larger and grander and more beautiful than any building they had ever visited without first paying admission.

‘It’s a palazzo,’ said Marion, ‘or it was.’

Feeling rather uncertain and overawed they all got out of the car, trying to crunch the gravel quietly underfoot. Signs told students in several languages to keep off the grass and not to play ball games anywhere. They walked around the imposing building trying to find a door, and found far too many for a simple choice. They were coming back around one of the twin towers that flanked the main body of the college when Marion, looking up, saw a light shining from a window four storeys above.

‘Then it’s this door,’ decided Janice, and searching for a bell, pulled an ancient iron handle in the arch. Instinctively they drew together, looking up and listening, three wet and tired trespassers, waiting on their fate. The storm had followed them, and was flinging gobbets of rain the size of florins on their heads.

‘Please God, let us in,’ thought Marion.

‘Please God, give us a bed,’ thought Janice.

‘Please God, speak English,’ thought Tom.

All their prayers were answered when the lighted window was flung open, and a woman’s head thrust out.

‘Who are you?’ she cried imperiously in the cut-glass tones of the English upper classes. ‘And what on earth do you want at this time of night?’

Janice ran a little way into the gravelled drive to show herself, and looked up at the dark figure above, shielding her eyes from the rain.

‘I’m Janice Cowlishaw from England,’ she yelled, ‘looking for Mrs Fratorelli’s house. Can you tell us where to go?’

‘Hell!’ said the woman, banging the window shut and turning to her guests within. ‘They’re here.’
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