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Twee Tales More is a bundle of three short story collections, plus four bonus short stories, bringing together a total of 40 short stories, all by Diane Wordsworth. 

Twee Tales, Twee Tales Too and Twee Tales Twee were first published as short anthologies and are now collected here, alongside the four new stories The Girl on the Bench, The Ace of Wands, The Most Scariest Night of the Year, and The Ace of Cups. 

All of the stories, collected in Twee Tales More and the other three collections, are also released either as individual short stories (Wordsworth Shorts) or gathered in a volume of flash fiction (stories under 1,200 words).
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PANCAKE RACE, first published in the UK in My Weekly

ASH WEDNESDAY, first broadcast on BBC Radio Devon

THE EASTER EGG HUNT, first published in the UK in My Weekly
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"Don't like it," grumbled the child.

"But you look lovely, Sophie."

"Don't care. Don't like it."

Big blue eyes, almost navy with misery, stared back from the angelic little face while her bottom lip pulled downwards and trembled slightly.

Paula had never wanted any kids herself, which was one of the reasons she’d never married. It wasn’t fair. Just because she wasn’t very maternal didn’t mean she didn’t want a loving husband either. Of course, what she really needed was a man with a ready-made family...after all, she did get on well with children.

"What don't you like, Sweetheart?"

"The dress," said Sophie, plucking at the folds of her best party frock. "The hair," she moaned, tugging at the white-blonde ringlets her aunt had spent hours wrapping rags around the night before. "Don't like it."

"But you look perfect. You're going to a party and that's what you're dressed for." 

Sophie was going to a friend's birthday party and Paula was making some pancakes for her to take with her. A strange request, thought Paula, for a child's birthday party. But those were the instructions her sister had left.

"I want my mom," wailed Sophie.

Paula sighed. She knew this was coming. "But Mommy's in hospital, Sweetheart. She's having a baby, remember?"

Sophie frowned. "I want my dad."

"Daddy's with Mommy. And when he comes home, he'll be able to tell you all about your new brother or sister. That'll be nice, won't it?" She cuddled the girl.

The frown deepened and Sophie struggled a little. "But I want a rabbit."

Paula tried not to smile. She'd wanted a rabbit herself when she was Sophie's age, not a kid sister. Ruth hadn't turned out bad though, and they both ended up with a rabbit each after all.

"Doesn't Phoebe have a rabbit?" asked Paula. Phoebe was the friend whose birthday it was.

"Yes she does."

"Well, if we get there early, she might let you feed him."

The frown vanished. "Do you think so?" Paula nodded and returned to her pancakes. "What you doing?" Sophie was standing on tip toe now, trying to peer into the bowl.

"Making pancakes."

"Why?"

"I don't know. Phoebe's dad asked for everyone to bring pancakes."

"Why?"

Paula shrugged. What could she say? "Probably because it's pancake day."

"What's pancake day?"

"It's a day that people eat pancakes."

"Can't they eat them on another day?"

"Yes – "

"So why is today pancake day?"

"Because everyone eats them today." So many questions! Paula was getting confused herself.

"Can I have some on my finger?" asked Sophie. "Mommy always lets me have raw cake."

Paula wrinkled her nose at the thought. "You can try, but I don't think it'll be very nice."

Sophie stuck her finger into the batter, lifted out a runny dollop, and shoved it in her mouth.

"Yeuch!"

"I told you. It'll taste much better when it's cooked."

Sophie started to dry her finger on the front of her dress, but Paula caught her just in time.

"Nice try," she said.

"Can I have a go now?" asked Sophie as the phone rang.

Paula wiped her hands on a towel and passed the bowl to her. "Beat it with the spoon like I was doing."

As she answered the phone, Paula kept a close eye on the little girl. She was thankful the phone was on the kitchen wall and not in the hall somewhere.

"Hi Paula, it's Dave," said her brother-in-law from the hospital.

The baby was born, a healthy girl. Mother and child were both doing fine. Dave would be home in an hour or so. Yes, he would have a quick chat with Sophie. 

Paula started to cook the pancakes as a wave of sadness washed over her. It must be nice, she thought, to have a husband as caring as Dave. Still, it had been her choice.

By the time they had finished talking on the phone, Paula had made a few pancakes.

"Yeah!" squealed Sophie, giving her aunt a huge hug. "A baby sister!"

"Hey," laughed Paula. "Watch the batter! I thought you wanted a rabbit anyway."

"I do, but Daddy's going to get us both one when Mommy brings the baby home." The child's face looked completely different now. The dark look was gone and had been replaced by a rosy glow. "What you doing now?" she asked.

"Cooking the pancakes."

"And will it taste nicer then?"

"There's one finished over there. I'll put some sugar and lemon juice on and you can decide for yourself."

Sophie enjoyed the pancake so much, she ate the next one too...and the next one...

"Hey, hang on," cried Paula. "Don't forget to leave some for the party."

Sophie turned around and grinned at her. There was sugar and lemon in her hair and all over her dress, and no pancakes left. "Oh dear," she said, in her best grown-up voice. "Looks like I'll have to go and get changed now." She rolled her eyes heavenwards.

Paula was beaten. There weren't any pancakes for the party now, and Sophie wouldn't be wearing her best dress. "Come on, you little devil's imp. Let's go and get you washed and changed."

~~~
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SOPHIE'S HAIR WAS STILL quite damp, so Paula dragged it back into a pony tail first, and then she plaited it. With the little girl dressed in dungarees and checked shirt, she was able to get on and make some last minute pancakes for the party.

"We're going to be late now, so you won't be able to feed the rabbit," said Paula.

"S'all right," said Sophie, a mischievous glint in her eye. "Didn't want to feed the rabbit anyway."

Paula checked the clock. She hadn't done too badly. The pancakes were stowed safely away in an airtight container, and together they raced around to Phoebe's house, coats flapping wildly behind them. It was just starting to rain so it didn't matter that Sophie's hair was still damp. Phoebe only lived around the corner and they were there in no time. When they got there, there were other children just arriving too.

The door was opened by a very harassed looking young man – about Paula's age. He recognised Sophie straight away.

"Hallo Sophie, how's your mom?"

"She's had a sister," said Sophie proudly.

"And you must be Aunt Paula?" he asked, lifting his eyes to hers.

"Yes," said Sophie interrupting. "This is Phoebe's dad."

"Hello," said Paula.

"How is Ruth?" he asked.

"Mother and baby are doing fine. Dave's on his way home now, he shouldn't be too long. Er...here are your...er...pancakes..."

Phoebe's dad grinned and relieved Paula of the plastic box. "Sorry about that, but I couldn't think of what else to do. It's difficult when you're on your own."

Paula glanced over his shoulder at the children playing behind him and her heart sank. They were running wild. There were poster paints everywhere: on the wall; on the carpet; on the children. Fortunately, they were all wearing jeans or cords, so Sophie would have looked out of place in her party frock after all. Paula didn't remember it being like this in her day.

A pancake fight broke out in the hall. "Is that what you wanted them for?" she asked as Sophie pushed past her to wish her friend happy birthday.

Phoebe's dad ran a hand through his already ruffled hair. "No, actually. We were going to have a pancake race in the garden and then we were going to eat what was left."

"What? No jelly and ice cream?"

"I didn't have the time."

"Are you really on your own?"

"Yes, really. Phoebe's mom died about a year ago," he said sadly.

"Do you just have the one?" she asked, referring to Phoebe.

Now he laughed. "One is about all I can handle thanks."

"Would you like a hand – with the party that is?"

"Would you mind?"

Paula thought of the bomb site in the kitchen that Dave would be coming home to, then she thought of this poor man trying to struggle all alone. She decided Dave would be too tired to notice the kitchen.

"'Course I don't mind. That's why I offered."

"Thanks," he said, helping her out of her coat and introducing her to some of the children.

There were hundreds of them, or so it seemed. Paula was only thankful that in an hour or so she'd be able to give them back to their parents. That was precisely the kind of children Paula liked...

Or, of course, that man with a ready-made family who wouldn't be wanting any more...

––––––––
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the end
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The first thing Trisha saw when she went for her morning break was the poster; all bright and colourful and difficult to ignore:

Go Karting

Wednesday 14 February

5.30pm

That was all she needed. A chance to make Greg notice her and she was already going somewhere.

Trisha was good at karting, one of the best in her department. Colleagues would fight to have her in their team. But the fourteenth was Ash Wednesday and Trisha needed to be at church.

Greg was the new bloke. He was tall, dark, athletic, and very shy. He'd been at the company for about three weeks now. Once or twice they'd shared a coffee break, but ten minutes wasn't really long enough to get to know someone. She was sure he'd make a good teammate, even though she couldn't go.

A couple of days later Trisha had lunch with her friend Janice.

"Are you coming to the race on Wednesday?" asked Janice. Trisha shook her head. "Hasn't Greg asked to be in your team then?"

Trisha felt herself blush. "Is it that obvious?"

"Oh come on Trish. The way you go all gooey-eyed when he walks past? People would have to be blind not to notice."

Trisha grinned. "He is nice, isn't he?"

"So why aren't you going to show him what you can do?"

"Well, in the first place he hasn't asked me. And even if he had I can't go."

"Why not?"

"It's Ash Wednesday. I promised Father Moriarity I'd be along for my ashes."

"Do you have to go to church?"

"No, but I want to. I also want Greg to ask me out though, and the race seemed the ideal opportunity. He could mix with the others too. They always go for a drink afterwards."

"Well if he hasn't asked you, forget him. He isn't worth it. Most of the guys in this building would give their right arm to have you on their team. Maybe he's found somebody else."

"Cheers, Jan. You're a real mate."

As the days passed, Trisha sank deeper into depression. She'd tried to rearrange her coffee breaks in the hope she might bump into him; she'd loitered around the office corridors in case he came around a corner; she'd even extended a lunch break or two – he had to eat. But he never showed. She knew he was in; his clock card said so.

Well, stuff him. She wasn't going to waste any more time mooning about the place over a nobody. He'd had it as far as she was concerned.

At Sunday School after mass that weekend Trisha entertained the children with tales of Palm Sunday, and how those palm leaves became the ashes they'd be having on Wednesday at school. She told them how each of them would have a little cross daubed onto their forehead, and that they weren't to wash it off. (That bit seemed to please them the most.) She soon forgot the problems she was having in her love life – or not – and let herself be taken in by the children's excitement.

Three days later Trisha left work and made her way to church. There was only one Catholic church in this area and she needed to catch two buses to get there. It wasn't the most beautiful of ecclesiastical buildings, she didn't think many of them were. Built in the sixties it was made of concrete, had about seven different sides and a distorted spire. But the stained-glass windows were lovely, and it was so peaceful inside.

It had taken most of Trisha's energy to ignore the atmosphere at work that day. There was a carnival air to the place. Playful bantering bounced between teams, and several karters tried to bagsy Trisha for their side. None of them was Greg, though.

"Have a great time," she said to Janice.

"We probably won't win without you," replied her friend. "You sure you won't change your mind?"

"Yep."

"Well you have a great time too...er...if that's what you're supposed to do."

Trisha laughed. "Don't worry. I know what you mean. You make sure you bring that trophy back."

Now she was able to relax and shrug off her worries. It was a nice service and she felt contented afterwards. Before she left, she managed a few quiet words with Father Moriarity, who thanked her for coming, commented on the good turn out and blessed her on her journey home.

"Trisha!" he cried as she stepped outside the double doors. "Hey Trisha, wait." She turned to see Greg patting Father Moriarity on the shoulder before catching up with her. "I didn't know you came here."

"Likewise," she replied, hardly believing her eyes.

"But I come on Sundays now too. Father Moriarity made me feel most welcome."

"I've never seen you before," said Trisha. "Do you sneak out before Sunday School starts?"

He lowered his eyes briefly before looking back at her again. Why did men always have such nice eyelashes? "Actually," he was saying. "I come to evening service. I don't believe they've started a twilight Sunday School." They both laughed.

"So, you ducked out of karting too, then?" she asked. They started walking towards the bus stop.

"I've never done it before. I understand you're quite the expert."

"You do?"

"Well that was what everyone was saying. I felt so embarrassed. I was convinced you'd want me to come with you so I kept out of your way."

"I never really gave it much thought," she lied. That had to be worth one Hail Mary at confession next month. "I mean, I was coming here anyway."

"So was I. And I'm glad." He hesitated for a moment as they stopped at the bus stop. "Er...what're you doing for tea?"

"I hadn't decided," she shrugged, looking at her watch. It was 6.45.

"Do you fancy the Dutch Pot?"

"Pancakes? For Lent?"

"We don't have to have pancakes. We could have waffles."

That sounded nice, and the bus was on its way. "Okay. You're on."

Trisha was really pleased she hadn’t managed the karting after all...

––––––––
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the end
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Thomas stood at the garden gate and glanced one last time along the road before dashing in for his tea. Meal times were so much nicer now since they’d moved house. He couldn’t remember the last time his mummy had looked as happy as she did these days. She’d started to cook his favourite meals from scratch again, instead of making do with boring, plastic supermarket food. 

Yes, life was so much better now, but he did miss Michael.

Michael was Thomas’s best friend, his only friend in fact. Whenever Thomas felt sad or scared or very lonely, Michael would always make him feel better, chatting away about anything that made the real world disappear. Michael was a nice distraction from all the horrid things that happened, so Thomas didn’t have to think about anything that upset him or made him worry.

Most of the time Michael would tell Thomas adventure stories, stories Thomas also remembered being told a long time before. Stories about pirates or astronauts or cowboys and indians. Sometimes, however, they did touch a little bit on life.

“What will you be when you grow up?” Michael would often ask.

“I’m going to be a gladiator or a soldier or the world’s strongest man so I can keep Mummy safe,” Thomas would reply, drawing on the remembered tales. “What will you be?”

“Maybe an archangel, Gabriel or Michael,” and they would laugh about Michael wanting to be someone with the same name.

Michael could natter on about everything and nothing for hours. They would talk about their favourite football team, pop star, cartoon hero. They would talk about the new boy at school whose mum still made him wear shorts – at the age of six! – and laugh, grateful that their own mums didn’t do that to them. Or they would talk about the exotic, faraway holidays that Michael enjoyed where he’d meet Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves or Sinbad the Sailor or Captain Pugwash. Thomas and his family didn’t have any holidays, so they couldn’t talk about those.

“What’s it like to have a real dad?” Thomas asked Michael one day.

“It’s great. He takes me swimming, or plays cricket with me, or helps me with my reading.”

“I wish I had a real dad,” Thomas sighed. He didn’t want to do anything with his step-dad. Thomas hated his step-dad. But he wished he still had a real dad.

“I bet your real dad never hurt your mum –” Michael had started a few times, but Thomas always managed to change the subject.

“What are Easter eggs like?” Thomas asked Michael the last time he saw him. He’d heard of them and knew that Easter was coming, but he’d never seen an actual Easter egg.

Michael’s eyes widened in surprise. “Don’t you know?” Thomas shrugged and shook his head. “Easter eggs are great. They’re made of chocolate and have other chocolates inside, like Smarties or chocolate buttons. And they’re brightly wrapped in shiny, colourful foil. Have you really never had one?”

“I’ve had chocolate loads of times. Mummy sneaks me some when He isn’t around.”

Thomas watched his friend’s face set as the other boy nodded with determination.

“I’ll get you one,” he said. “You can have one of mine.”

It was Easter now, but there was no sign of Michael. They’d been at the new house for only a couple of weeks, although it seemed like forever to Thomas. He would be starting a new school once the Easter holidays were over. He wondered if Michael would also be at the new school, but then he realised that Michael probably didn’t even know where he was. Thomas and his mummy had crept away one day while He was at work.

“We’re going on a big adventure,” said the kind lady who had come to help them move house. She gave him a smile and a wink and a ruffle of his hair. There had been no time to tell Michael.

“What’s up with you, soldier?” asked Mummy cheerfully. He liked it when she called him soldier.

“Nothing,” he said, tucking into home made fish fingers and proper fried chips.

“No sign of him then?”

“Not yet. But he’ll find us.”

“How do you know?” Mummy passed him the tomato ketchup, but he didn’t want to smother the taste of his delicious food.

“He promised me an Easter egg. He won’t forget.”

Mummy frowned, slightly puzzled, but then she smiled again. That made Thomas so happy. She hadn’t stopped smiling since they’d got here and he’d stopped feeling scared all of the time.

“There’s an Easter egg hunt down at the miners’ welfare centre on Sunday,” she said. “Would you like to go?”

“Yes please,” he replied, happily stuffing his chips between two slices of bread and butter. “Do I get to keep any?”

“Yes, you keep all the ones with your name on.”

“Cool.”

Easter Sunday was bright and sunny. When they got to the welfare hall the garden was already teeming with children carrying baskets filled with colourful, shiny Easter eggs. Some of the children were even the same age as Thomas. He never had any friends at his old house, apart from Michael, and he didn’t know where to start or what to do.

Thomas recognised the lady who had helped them move house as she came to greet them.

“You made it, then?” she said to Mummy.

“We did,” replied his mother.

“I got your message,” said the lady, then she ruffled Thomas’s hair just as she had the last time he saw her. “I have someone who wants to meet you,” she said to him as a girl about his own age ran to join them. She had a basket filled with Easter eggs too, and she had an empty one for Thomas.

“This is my little girl, Ellie.”

“You must be Thomas,” said Ellie, handing him the empty basket. “Here.”

“Thanks. How do you know?” he asked.

“Come and see,” she said, dragging him by his free hand.

Nestled in the grass, tucked behind a bench, Thomas could already see the brightly wrapped Easter egg glinting in the sunlight. 

“All of the eggs have names on,” Ellie explained. “This one has your name on.”

Thomas reached down and picked up the glorious object. He knew how to read his own name, could read quite well in fact, but he couldn’t quite make out the last word.

“See?” said Ellie. “It says: To Thomas From Michael.”

“Wow,” he said, turning towards his mother who was watching him carefully from the other side of the garden. She was still with Ellie’s mum. She smiled again and gave him a quizzical look, shielding her eyes from the sun.

“Who’s Michael?” asked Ellie.

Still with his eyes on his mother he said: “Michael used to be my imaginary friend.” He saw his mum laugh again at something Ellie’s mum had said to her. She looked so young and so happy. Then he turned back to Ellie, his new friend and his first real friend.

“He used to be your imaginary friend?” she asked.

“Yes,” Thomas agreed. “I don’t need him any more.”

––––––––
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LILAC IN THE SPRING, first broadcast on BBC Radio Devon

ARRIVEDERCI ROMA, first published in Twee Tales

A STRANGER AT EIGHT, first published in the UK in Chat
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Lilac in the Spring
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We'll gather lilac in the spring again sang the Cliff Adams' singers on the radio.

Laura let her mixing spoon drop as she stopped what she was doing. She felt tingles at the base of her spine. She loved listening to the lyrics of her favourite song. It was their song; hers and Tom's. Every time she heard the familiar melody she felt herself drifting back through the years to her first love...

~~~
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IT WAS ACTUALLY SUMMER 1939. Laura was at her first dance with her cousin, Phyllis. She was so nervous that she sat through the whole thing, until the shy young soldier finally plucked up the courage to ask her to dance.

"He's been watching you all night," giggled Phyllis, nudging her cousin sharply in the ribs. Of course, Phyllis was older than Laura, so she'd been to several dances before.

"Who?" asked Laura. She didn't really want to know as she could already feel the colour rising in her face.

"That soldier, leaning against the door."

Laura glanced upwards, but immediately dropped her gaze as she met his eyes. Curiosity got the better of her though, and she looked at him again from beneath her lashes. It was true. He was watching her. Uncertain of what to do now, she smiled fleetingly, and looked away again.

We'll gather lilac in the spring again sang the quartet, and the young soldier was at her side in only a few strides.

"Er...would you like to dance?" he asked.

Speechless, Laura took his hand and allowed him to lead her around the dance floor. While the band played and the singers sang, Laura and Tom fell in love.

Throughout the rest of the summer Tom became a regular visitor. Laura's parents were very taken with him and allowed him to take their daughter to the picture house; to the Palais; to the tea-rooms. Every time he visited, he brought armfuls of lilac blossom, and that song became their song.

Later in the year, storm clouds gathered and war broke out. Laura remembered, with sadness, as her hero marched off with the others to the front.

"It'll be over in no time at all," Tom assured Laura, but she clung to him anyway until the very last moment. They promised each other that they would write.

As the war dragged on Laura found herself a job at the munitions factory in town. In the summer of 1940 a small package arrived via a soldier home on leave: a lavender bag – only this one was filled with lilac. Laura joined the St John's Ambulance and in the summer of 1941 another small package arrived: a tiny bottle of lilac water. Laura knitted socks in airforce blue, navy blue and khaki green. In the summer of 1942 a pressed lilac blossom arrived, inside an old photo frame. Laura treasured every single gift, along with Tom's letters.

Summer 1943 was a special time for Laura and Tom. He had been injured in battle and was allowed home to rehabilitate. Laura's home was filled with wild lilac blossom, but their happiness was short-lived. It wasn't long before Tom was fit to go back.

"I'll write," he promised. "And when this bloody war is over, we'll be married."

Laura cried herself to sleep every night, and filled what little was left of her spare time working behind the bar at the local public house.

The following summer something terrible happened: the lilac never came. Laura waited until well into July, but still the lilac never came. She couldn't eat or sleep for worry. The letters had stopped too and Laura feared the worst. Sure enough, the notification from the Ministry of Defence duly arrived at Tom's parents' house: he had been reported missing-presumed-dead, and the bottom fell out of Laura's world.

With all the uncertainty she'd been unable to face up to the D-Day euphoria, but Laura nevertheless made it up the following year and helped celebrate VE-Day. Her spirit wasn't in it, though. Without Tom it just wasn't the same...

~~~
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AS THE SONG ON THE radio finished Laura brushed away the tears. She was being foolish. It was a long time ago, but still the memories hurt.

"Pull yourself together," she scolded herself. "You silly thing! You're supposed to be celebrating your wedding anniversary today and all the family will be here. It just won't do." She blew her nose on some kitchen roll, took a deep breath and immediately felt much better. She popped the fruit cake into the oven and wiped her hands on her apron, just as a key turned in the front door lock. Her husband was home after his little shopping spree.

"What's the matter with you?" he asked, noticing her tear-stained face.

"Oh nothing," she lied. "Just a song they played on the wireless."

He brought his good hand from behind his back and presented her with an armful of fresh lilac blossom.

"You remembered!" she exclaimed, taking the flowers from him and placing them in the kitchen sink.

"Have I ever forgot?"

"Only the once."

"Oh? And when was that?" he asked, scratching his head.

"At the end of the war, when you were locked away in that awful Prisoner of War camp."

He laughed – they could laugh about it now. "Well I can't be held responsible for that now, can I?"

Tom had finally come home after the Victory in Japan, one of the walking wounded. They had found him imprisoned behind enemy lines, his body broken, but his spirit intact. He was still the same old Tom, even with a dead arm and quite lame. Once Laura had nursed him back to health they married, just like he promised, in the summer of 1948. She wore a lilac suit, Phyllis was her Maid of Honour, and there were lilac blossoms everywhere.

"Happy Golden Wedding Anniversary Tom," she said, giving him a floury hug.

"Happy Anniversary love," he replied.

––––––––
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the end
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Arrivederci Roma
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“No wonder this holiday was so cheap,” grumbled Gaynor. “We’ve had the noisiest hotels, the lumpiest beds, and the most limited choice of food. They’ve already broken one of our lovely new suitcases. And if Roma tells us her Rome story once more, I really do believe I might scream.”

Her husband, Keith, nodded his sympathetic agreement.

‘This holiday’, their second honeymoon now the kids had all grown up, was a Grand Tour of Italy. And it had, indeed, undercut every other tour operator by more than £400. But they’d always wanted a coach touring holiday and it was like a dream come true for Gaynor when she discovered there was a holiday they could actually afford.

“We have seen some nice places, love,” said Keith. “And we’ve had terrific weather so far.”

“Yes, we have,” she agreed.

“And we have nice travelling companions.”

Just then Effie’s face appeared at the gap between the two seats in front of them, and she smiled encouragingly.

“Most of them,” whispered Gaynor when Effie turned to face the front again. Her husband was right. “But when we still couldn’t get any sleep in that pretty Swiss chalet because of that blooming cockerel, seeing that broken luggage strap this morning made me so cross.”

The suitcases were brand new, but someone, probably a hotel porter, hadn’t taken as much care as perhaps he should.

“The case can still be secured,” soothed Keith. “And we’ll get it changed on the guarantee when we get home. Relax. Enjoy the holiday.” He squeezed her hand and she smiled back at him.
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