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			Chapter 1

			Preparations

			31 July

			Patricia O’Hara, also known as Signora O’Hara, also known as Patrizia, also known as the Englishwoman from the Castello, pushes her damp hair away from her face and tries to concentrate on her list. Although the kitchen is cool, the heat outside is so intense that it seems to be pressing against the windows. Her writing, very black against the white paper, pulsates unpleasantly on the page.

	
		To Do

	

		
				Tell Aldo re aubergines

				Towels in yellow room

					Swimming pool cleaning – Matt?

				

			She pauses, sighing. The question mark next to her teenage son’s name seems significant, even ominous. These days so much of her relationship with him seems to be taken up with questions: Where are you going? When will you be back? Who with? How much? Did you take precautions? As his answer to these enquiries is invariably a grunt (if she is lucky) or a torrent of surprisingly eloquent abuse, it is no wonder that the question marks themselves seem to float, phantasm-like, around the head of her sixteen-year-old son. In fact, they can be distilled fairly simply: What are you doing and who are you doing it with? She thinks she knows the answer to the second question. Matt has unerringly bonded with the only two teenage delinquents in San Severino. While most local Italian boys are having Sunday lunch with their parents and putting flowers on the graves of their bisnonni, Graziano and Elio are tearing around on their motorbikes, taking drugs and attending heavy metal concerts in Milan. And these two have to become Matt’s closest friends! His ‘posse’ as he once, without a trace of irony, described it. ‘Three boys don’t make a posse,’ she had protested. But Matt, losing patience with her utter embarrassing stupidity, had already left the room.

			Even the aubergines present a different, though less agonising, problem. Aldo, her chef, is an expert at cooking aubergines, melanzane in Italian: drizzling them with oil and salt and cooking them on the barbecue, slicing them thinly for pasta sauce, roasting them with tomatoes and parmigiano for a perfect light lunch. But, this year, one of her guests, Catherine Ferris-Merry from Brighton, has announced that she is ‘allergic to aubergines’. Patricia sighs again, pressing her hands against the cool marble top of the cutting board. Although seventy-five, Aldo is still known as the best chef in this part of Tuscany, but he is a man of dogmatic views, no less inflexible for being delivered with twinkling eyes and a charming, crooked smile. In particular, Aldo does not believe in allergies or food intolerances. He does not believe in vegetarianism, the Atkins diet or in keeping kosher. Non esiste, he will say, smiling sweetly, chopping onions with a gleaming mezzaluna. Non esiste, he will say, while serving pork simmered in milk for a visiting rabbi.

			But Catherine Ferris-Merry most definitely does exist and she has paid 3000 euros (excluding flight) for a two-week creative writing course, set in the beautiful Tuscan countryside, eating delicious meals cooked by our charming local chef, and if she doesn’t like aubergines she shouldn’t bloody well have to eat them.

			Next to her ‘To do’ list she has a printed list of this summer’s residents. She studies it, although after several weeks’ feverish planning, she knows it almost by heart.

			
				Name: Catherine Ferris-Merry

			Age: 39

			Profession: copywriting consultant and mum

			Resident in: Brighton

			Allergies: aubergines, mushrooms, caffeine, non-gluten-free bread and I can’t eat too much dairy or I swell up!

			Reasons for coming on course: To release the writer I know is inside me!

			

			
			Name: Anna Valore

			Age: 38

			Profession: full-time mother

			Resident in: Brighton

			Allergies: none

			Reasons for coming on course: My friend Cat suggested it and I thought – why not?

			

			
			Name: Sam McCluskie

			Age: 44

			Profession: ex-broker, now unemployed

			Resident in: London

			Allergies: none

			Reasons for coming on course: To write a bestseller

			

			
			Name: Sally Hamilton

			Age: 50ish

			Profession: landscape gardener

			Resident in: Salisbury

			Allergies: nuts

			Reasons for coming on course: I’ve attended all Jeremy’s courses – to me, he is Creative Writing

			

			
			Name: Mary McMahon

			Age: 74

			Profession: ex-civil servant

			Resident in: London

			Allergies: none

			Reasons for coming on course: To visit Tuscany and to try to make some progress with my writing

			

			
			Name: Jean-Pierre Charbonneau

			Age: 45

			Profession: lawyer

			Resident in: Paris

			Allergies: Italian wine

			Reasons for coming on course: To hone my writing skills

			

			
			Name: Dorothy Van Elsten

			Age: 61

			Profession: home-maker

			Resident in: Vermont, USA

			Allergies: nuts, seafood, red meat

			Reasons for coming on course: To find closure through writing about my childhood

			

			Looking at Dorothy Van Elsten’s admittedly impressive allergies, Patricia feels none of the irritation that she does at Catherine Ferris-Merry’s. Maybe, she thinks honestly, this is because she has seen from their photographs that Catherine is dark and stunningly beautiful whilst Dorothy is grey-haired and motherly. Moreover, Catherine is only five years younger than she is. Also, Dorothy is American and maybe she expects Americans to have allergies and to talk about ‘closure’. But, deep down, she knows it is because Dorothy is bringing with her a husband, Rick. Dorothy only describes him, tantalisingly, as a businessman ‘in the oil trade’, and Patricia has secretly decided he is a benevolent multimillionaire who will invest in Castello della Luna and save her from bankruptcy. If that is the case, she tells herself, she will ignore Aldo’s flat stare of disbelief and ban shellfish from the Castello forever.

			Unable to bear the list any longer, Patricia stands up and prepares to go in search of towels for the yellow room. Two young girls, Croatians, are here to help her with ‘changeover day’ but they are busy making beds and cleaning out shower rooms. Besides, though lovely girls, their English (and Italian) is very limited and it would probably take her half an hour to describe what she wants. She thinks she has seen the missing towels in the pool house where some recent resident must have taken them (in defiance of house rules).

			As she steps outside the back door, she is temporarily blinded by white light. It is twelve o’clock and the sun is at its hottest. Although Patricia is only a wearing a light, sleeveless dress, she is immediately pouring with sweat; it trickles unpleasantly down her back as she takes the winding path down to the swimming pool.

			The Castello della Luna is built into the side of the hill. From the front it looks low and squat, too small for the impressive driveway lined with umbrella pines, but from the back it cascades down the hillside, terrace after terrace overflowing with bougainvillea, ivy and wild roses. It is a genuine small castle, built in the thirteenth century, and restored in the nineteenth. The previous owners added ten of the fifteen bathrooms and built a swimming pool on the lowest terrace. Patricia and her husband Sean, falling in love at their first sight of the house ten years ago, converted it into a gracious shell of its former self, designed to accommodate up to twenty guests at a time. The effort was too much for their marriage, they divorced three years ago, but Patricia is still here, running courses which are heavy on the adjectives (‘romantic’, ‘inspiring’, ‘gorgeous’, ‘heart-stopping’, ‘authentic’) and light on the detail of what the guests will actually do when they reach their romantic, inspiring, etc. location.

			The path to the swimming pool is overgrown with lavender. Mindlessly, Patricia presses a flower between thumb and forefinger and inhales the heady, spicy scent. In their bedrooms, the guests will find fresh lavender in the drawers and a single flower resting delicately on their welcome pack. She bets Catherine will be allergic to it.

			In the pool house, she finds the yellow towels, thrown into a negligent pile beneath the sunloungers and, by the pool, she finds Myra Hamdi, stretched out on a sunbed.

			Myra attended one of Patricia’s first courses (‘Finding Your Inner Artist’) and has become a friend. She now comes every summer and, in return for a free holiday, teaches yoga and relaxation techniques as well as helping Patricia to entertain the guests. This last is most important as Patricia, though meticulously organised and always civil, is not good at the softer stuff: the chatting, the cosy confidences, the ‘oh that happened to me, I know just how you feel’. Myra, on the other hand, is passionately interested in people and actually seems to enjoy talking about the guests’ friends and family and why they have inexplicably failed to become famous. Tomorrow she will be on hand to greet, soothe and charm the aspiring writers; now, though, she lies in the sun, slim, oiled and serene.

			‘I hope you’ve got factor forty on,’ says Patricia, pausing to dip a toe into the water, so shiningly blue as to appear solid, like paint.

			‘Sure, hon,’ says Myra without opening her eyes.

			‘Have you seen Matt? I want him to clear the leaves out of the pool.’

			Myra opens her eyes, small, shiny and dark. All her movements are clean and sharp, like a bird’s.

			‘I think he went out on his bike.’

			‘In this heat!’

			‘Kids don’t feel the heat like we do,’ says Myra, who could happily lie in the sun all day like a lizard.

			‘He’s not a kid,’ says Patricia, feeling unreasonably angry. ‘He’s sixteen. And he promised to help.’

			‘Isn’t the new handyman starting today?’

			‘He’s not coming until three. And I don’t know what he’ll be like. The agency might send another halfwit like last year.’

			‘I liked last year’s guy.’

			‘Myra, he had sex with one of the lilos.’

			Myra laughs, stretching out on the sunbed. ‘I’m sure they’ll be very happy together. You worry too much. I’ll clean the pool. No sweat.’

			Which is, reflects Patricia as she stumps back up the path after gratefully accepting Myra’s offer, the most inappropriate phrase for Tuscany in summer.

			*

			Matt O’Hara, also known at Matteo, or Mattino, also known as Lupo (the wolf) and sometimes known to his mother as Matthew, stretches out in the long grass at the bottom of the hill. Next to him, his motorbike lies on its side, still vibrating gently. If he keeps very still, he can just about hear, above the din of the crickets, the sounds of the Castello being prepared for tomorrow’s guests. The mosquito whine of Aldo’s Vespa as it negotiates the steep turn into the drive, the hiss of the water sprinklers on the lawn and, furthest away of all, his mother’s voice giving orders.

			She’s good at giving orders. She does all the stuff he once saw in a programme about assertiveness. She says things calmly, allocates priorities, gives people the chance to think that they had the idea first, and she never, ever forgets to say thank you. It’s just, it’s all so false. He prefers Dad’s way of forgetting about things until the last minute and then getting into a flap and losing his temper. At least that’s real. At least it doesn’t make you feel as if you’ve failed him in some small but no less significant way. In fact, while he’s in the flap, Dad is so touchingly grateful for any help that you end up feeling pretty good about yourself. He remembers when Dad managed to lose his return plane ticket in the summer; he was so impressed with Matt ordering a new ticket online that he took them both out for an Indian meal with a bottle of wine. And, even when Dad eventually found the first ticket, in the pocket of his just-washed jeans, it didn’t really matter. They had still had the meal.

			Mum never loses things. She has her lists (Item 1: interfere in every aspect of Matt’s life), her calendar with the days neatly crossed out, her itinerary for every second of these awful courses and her Blackberry, like a shiny support blanket, always at her side. And, if she ever did lose anything, she would immediately and efficiently form a search party. ‘Matt, you take upstairs. Myra, you start downstairs. Aldo, you do the kitchens.’ His mother, he reflects gloomily, is very good at delegating.

			It wasn’t always like this. Matt likes to annoy his mother by pretending that he can’t remember anything that happened before his tenth birthday. (‘What was the point of me giving you all those experiences,’ she would wail, ‘if you can’t remember any of them?’) But in fact he can remember when they first came to Italy. He was six and he remembers living in a flat in Sinalunga: the market with live chickens in cages, the children’s playground where you could get pony rides on a tiny, bad-tempered Shetland, the lift which had glass doors and a padded, velvet seat. He remembers when they first came to live at the Castello, camping out in three rooms while various impassive workmen pulled up floorboards and festooned the ceilings with multicoloured wires.

			Then it had been wonderful, like paradise. He remembers finding a porcupine in the woods, as big as a small dog. He remembers Christmas, with a tree that seemed to touch the sky and funny, chestnutty cakes. He remembers the snow and sledging with Dad right down to the bottom of the hill, his mother running beside them, her laughter steaming out behind her in the cold air.

			It all changed when the first guests came. Then, the Castello wasn’t paradise any more. It was neat and packaged and run exclusively for others. Dad adopted a new walk, he remembers, legs slightly bent, head deferentially on one side, as he carried cases and listened to endless complaints about the air conditioning, the food, the heat (they were in Italy in August, for God’s sake!), the lack of proper English tea. That was when his mother got good at orders. ‘Sean, the towel rail isn’t working in the Blue Room. Matt, can you run and get The Times for Mr Lessiter? Aldo, little less garlic in the bruschette, please.’ He wasn’t a fool. He could see that his father started to perfect a technique of hiding from the guests. He had a variety of hiding places: the woodshed at the end of the drive, the room next to the kitchen where Aldo kept his homemade wine, the loo that the guests didn’t use, the one with the cracked, wooden seat (Dad would disappear in there for ages on the day that the Guardian came from England). Matt could see that his mother ended up doing most of the work. He could see that his father wasn’t exactly supporting her, hiding in the woodshed while she talked to some boring bastard about watercolours for hours. It was just that, when his father left, the Castello wasn’t fun any more. It wasn’t their home. It was just a business.

			And the guests themselves! Matt likes to think of himself as fairly tolerant (whatever his mother says) but, Jesus Christ, the types who come to stay at the Castello would drive Mother Teresa to murder. What sort of person spends thousands of pounds going to some old house in the country and having lessons? If he had thousands of pounds, he’d buy a new motorbike and go round the world or something. He certainly wouldn’t sit about on a terrace, drinking wine and talking about the light. (What is it about the light anyway? Everywhere has light. You’d think they all lived in the bottom of a mine or something the way they ponce about all the time saying, ‘Ooh the light!’ Get over it!)

			The writers are the very worst. At least the painters are sometimes quite a laugh. There was that year when a load of them got drunk and had an orgy (at least that’s what he suspects from listening to Mum and Myra talking, they wouldn’t tell him, of course). But only last year there was that brilliant etchings guy who drank a bottle of grappa every night and kept talking about sex (everything set him off, from prosciutto melone to the pistons on Matt’s motorbike). But the writers – all they want to do is sit around and moan about what hard work it is to write books. Hard work! It’s not as if they’re builders or bricklayers or WWF wrestlers. They just type words and read them aloud in stupid, pretentious voices and complain about publishers (‘They only want the obvious books. They only want bestsellers.’ Well – duh!). And he’s noticed that not a single one is ever really interested in anyone else. They ask about each other’s books but they all have this glazed look like they’re just waiting for the moment to talk about themselves again. And if anyone does seem interested in their writing, they go all twitchy as if that person’s trying to steal their ideas. A few of them try to talk to him but he can tell it’s only because they fancy the idea of having a teenage boy in one of their novels. Boy, The Catcher in the Rye’s got a lot to answer for.

			And the tutor, Jeremy, is a complete tosser. Mum says he’s a great writer but Matt has Googled him and he’s only written a few books and the last one was years ago. OK, there was lots of stuff about how this last book was amazing, life-changing, masterful and all that crap, but the fact remains that he hasn’t done anything for twenty years but ponce around telling other people how to write. And, guess what, he reckons that’s hard work too. ‘So draining,’ he says every night, hiding from the guests in Mum’s office. ‘They want everything from me.’ Well, that may be true as Matt once caught Jeremy and a woman guest having it off in the pool room but Jeremy didn’t exactly seem to be complaining at the time. And, as for the woman, she still didn’t get published so Jeremy can’t be that good a teacher.

			They all think they are going to write The Book, the one that will sell millions and make them rich and famous. Well, excuse me, but hasn’t J. K. Rowling already done that? (Slagging off Harry Potter is a favourite occupation of the guests.) And, anyway, they are not going to write The Book because Matt is going to do that. He’s already halfway through but he’s not going to show it to anyone. Least of all Jeremy.

			*

				Patricia’s study is just off the main hall. Unlike the rest of the house, with its vaulted ceilings and expertly restored stonework, this room is unapologetically modern. Steel filing cabinets line the walls, the desk is vintage IKEA circa 1981 and adorned with a gleaming laptop, a notepad and an empty pesto jar full of pens (all working). There are no photographs and no pictures, unless you count the screensaver which shows Matt, aged ten, diving into the swimming pool. The water is so impossibly blue that sometimes it makes Patricia want to lick the screen. Now, though, she sits frowning at a document entitled ‘creativewritingAug07’.

			Patricia scrolls with an expert finger, one ear on the sounds in the hallway (where the girls are cleaning the stone floor).

			
			Arrival

			17.00–19.00 Guests arrive and settle in

			19.30 Drinks and crostini on the terrace

			20.30 Dinner in the Great Hall

			

			The Great Hall is, in fact, one of the three drawings rooms but Great Hall sounds grander and it does have a wonderful view over the valley (the lights of Siena just visible in the distance). She will have to make sure there is orange juice as well as prosecco as there is always someone who doesn’t drink. Was Jean-Pierre Charbonneau joking about Italian wine? She’ll have to get in some Chablis just in case. She’s damned if she’s going to give him champagne. Just because Italy beat France in the World Cup.

			
			Day 1

			07.30 Meditation and stretch (optional)

			08.00–09.30 Breakfast

			10.00 Writing session

			13.00 Lunch

			Afternoon: Free writing time

			18.00 Trip to San Severino

			

			She has learnt from experience that it is better to schedule trips in the morning or early evening when the weather is cooler (memories of guests fainting in the piazza at Siena). She views the day trip to Rome (Day 3) with extreme trepidation, not least because Aldo is driving.

			The afternoons are politely billed as ‘writing time’ but, in reality, most guests will sleep or relax by the pool. This is when Patricia will be at her most twitchy. She doesn’t like the guests wandering aimlessly around the place. She likes them to be safely corralled: writing, eating or stretching. Someone is sure to venture down to the kitchen and question Aldo about his cooking techniques (to no avail as Aldo will, charmingly, pretend not to understand) or invade her study complaining about the lack of hypo-allergenic pillows.

			
				Day 2

			07.30 Meditation and stretch (optional)

			08.00–09.00 Breakfast

			9.30–11.30 Trip to neighbouring vineyard

			

			That should finish them for the day, she thinks with grim satisfaction. Anyone who is up for the afternoon’s writing session after spending all morning tasting Gennaro’s Chianti deserves the Booker Prize at the very least.

			She stops because someone has entered the room. Not Myra or Matt or Aldo. Not Ratka or Marija but someone else, someone infinitely more graceful and self-contained. Someone, moreover, supremely sure of their welcome.

			A large ginger cat strolls into the room and sits down in a patch of sunlight. The cat looks at Patricia. Patricia stares back.

			‘Ratka!’ she calls. The blonde Croatian girl appears in the doorway.

			‘Sì?’ she: says guardedly.

			‘Where did this cat come from?’ asks Patricia, in Italian.

			‘Gatto?’ repeats Ratka blankly. The cat starts to lick its hindquarters.

			‘The cat.’ Patricia points. ‘Did you see it come in?’

			‘No,’ says Ratka. ‘We are working very hard.’

			‘Could you possibly take it outside?’ asks Patricia. ‘I’m allergic to cats.’

			As she says this she thinks, uneasily, of Catherine Ferris-Merry. Am I really allergic to cats? She wonders. Sean had a cat when they first met and it had certainly made her sneeze. But it was really the cat’s habit of sitting on Sean’s chest and gazing lovingly into his eyes that had made her suggest that maybe it might be kinder to think of re-homing …

			Wordlessly, Ratka scoops up the cat (it is almost too big to fit in her arms) and backs out of the room. Patricia goes back to her itinerary.

			*

In the kitchen, Aldo is slicing onions and parsley. His mezzaluna, a gleaming, scimitar-like knife, flashes to and fro across the marble chopping board. He is making polpettine (meatballs) for tomorrow. Nearby is a bowl containing pork and beef mince, breadcrumbs and grated cheese. He will add the onions and parsley, stir in an egg, and create the perfect meatballs, to be simmered gently in tomorrow’s sugo. He has already made the sugo (it is all the better for spending a night resting in the fridge) and cooked the peperonata (sautéed peppers, garlic and tomatoes). He hums tunelessly as he works. The radio is on (news of a kidnapping in Modena, a forest fire in Naples and a showbiz wedding near Lake Como) but Aldo is oblivious. As long as he is cooking, he is happy.

			The kitchen is Aldo’s lair, although Patricia is grudgingly allowed in to make meals for herself and Matt. It is a medieval room, at the lowest level of the house: thick stone walls, giant fireplace, scrubbed wooden table, an uncomfortable high-backed settle, herbs hanging from the rafters. Although it also boasts a high-tech cooking range and an American-style fridge, the kitchen still looks as if it might have been used by cooks preparing a welcome-home feast for the lord of the manor (an impression heightened when Aldo has game hanging from the ceiling). Patricia often thinks it is a pity that the guests can’t see it (this is, of course, impossible).

			The door to the kitchen garden is open and Aldo, without looking up, says, ‘Ciao, Mattino.’

			The light motes in the doorway rearrange themselves into Matt, very hot and sweaty, motorcycle helmet in hand.

			‘Where is she?’ asks Matt.

			‘Upstairs,’ says Aldo. ‘You are safe.’

			Matt sighs deeply and sits down. He trusts Aldo, whom he has known since he was eight. For Aldo’s part, the presence of Matt is some consolation for the loss of his daughter (and grandson) who emigrated to Australia five years ago.

			Matt reaches into the American-style fridge and brings out a bottle of water. He drinks deeply.

			‘Too much water is bad for you,’ says Aldo, a superstition he clings to.

			Matt grunts. ‘Everything nice is bad for you.’ He picks up a dried fennel flower and sniffs it.

			‘Finocchio,’ he grins. ‘Just right for Jeremy.’

			Aldo laughs, showing surprisingly white teeth. Finocchio, or fennel, is Italian slang for a homosexual. Both he and Matt continue to believe, despite substantial evidence to the contrary, that Jeremy is gay.

			‘Patate al finocchio,’ says Aldo. ‘To go with the polpettine.’

			Matt groans. ‘If you cook them all this good stuff, they’ll never go away. What’s wrong with giving them a McDonald’s or something?’

			Aldo smiles but, deep down, he does not approve of the M word being used in his kitchen. He still has nightmares about the American guest who put ketchup (brought over in his own suitcase, naturally) on his spaghetti carbonara.

			*

Three o’clock. Matt is in the shower, hoping his mother can’t hear the water gushing out of the drainpipe. Aldo is putting labels on his wine. Patricia is doing the accounts, head in hands. Myra is asleep by the, now pristine, pool and the cat is asleep on the roof.

			The Castello, too, is sleeping. The clock ticks heavily in the hallway, a solitary fly buzzes high in the rafters, Aldo’s radio sounds like a voice from another world. Patricia, therefore, is thoroughly startled when her nightmare of incomings versus outgoings is interrupted by a knock on the front door.

			For one lunatic minute she thinks it is the cat, come back to demand bed and breakfast. She shakes herself impatiently. It is just that, guests apart, no one really uses the front door or the heavy lion-headed knocker.

			Barefooted, Patricia pads across the baronial entrance hall (complete with armour). She flings open the massive, studded door to reveal, standing in the golden afternoon sunlight, easily the most beautiful man she has ever seen.

			‘Buona sera,’ says the apparition. ‘I am Fabio. I have come about the handyman job.’

			

			
			Cat’s blog www.whatsnewpussycat.com 31.07.07

			Well, folks, I’ve finally done it! Signed up to a creative writing course. I’ve been thinking about it for some time. People have very kindly said that my ramblings on this page deserve to be published. ‘Better than Bridget Jones,’ said someone (not a relation). ‘Your Yummy Mummy diaries would be an instant bestseller,’ said someone else (also not a relation – honest!). Well, I don’t know about that but I do know that writing has become something I absolutely have to do. You know: get up, do yoga, make children’s lunch boxes (because Useless Husband has no idea what they like and actually once gave cheese to my dairy-allergic daughter), do school run (often still in my pyjamas – OK, they are the silk ones from Boden, but still!), come back, get house ready for Edna (is there anyone out there who doesn’t tidy up for their cleaning lady?), write, write, write.

			Sometimes Useless Husband will come home and ask what’s for dinner and I’ll say, ‘I’ve no idea, I’ve been writing all day.’ And he’ll laugh and take me out for a meal at the new brasserie in St James’s Street. Honestly! Anything to get out of cooking himself. In fact it was UH himself who suggested that I come on this course. ‘You deserve it,’ he said. And frankly, guys, I do and so do all you hard-working mums out there! Two weeks in Tuscany with like-minded people, learning how to make my writing better and more commercial. Seriously, I don’t think that just because I read English at Cambridge I know everything there is to know about writing. Far from it! I may be more advanced than some people on the course but I am sure there will be others that I can learn from. Remember, you can learn from anybody, folks! Really, some of the things that Edna says! She’s the one who should write a book (sadly, though, she’s almost illiterate, finds it almost impossible to write me a note about buying more washing powder).

			So, tomorrow I’m off! With my bessy mate Anna in tow, I’m off for a fortnight in the Tuscan sun, staying in a medieval castle of all things! The tutor is Jeremy Bullen, author of Belly Flop (which was made into a film starring the wonderful Bill Nighy), so I’m really looking forward to meeting him. I’m looking forward to all of it. Of course, I worry about leaving Sasha and Star with UH but I think the experience will be good for all three of them! And my own Yummy Mummy (seventy years young) will be on hand to help so it won’t be that bad. Anyway, it’s about time UH learnt what real life is like – away from that corporate womb he calls work.

			Tuscany – here I come!

			

			

		

	
	
			Chapter 2

			Travelling

			1 August

			Anna Valore stands helplessly before the ‘Summer Reads’ shelf at W.H. Smith, Gatwick airport. What does someone buy to read on a creative writing course? Nothing too obvious – she shies away from a raft of books featuring Tuscan farmhouses, olive trees and artfully arranged Chianti bottles. Nothing too lowbrow – regretfully she puts down a book offering, in shiny silver letters, to tell her the ‘true secrets of a woman’s heart’. Nothing too highbrow – she wants to enjoy herself, after all. Maybe something by Anne Tyler. Didn’t someone call her the best writer in the English language? And she has proper characters, not amusing types with names that mean something else, or depressing Bolivian child molesters.Cat sashays across the shop and Anna notices, without surprise, that she has made the perfect book choices. Something witty but light, something classical (she can tell by the spine) and something by someone Italian. Why didn’t she think of that? Now is the time to catch up on Italian authors like … Her mind goes blank. Is Franco Zeffirelli an author or a film director? And isn’t Lampedusa a type of wine?

			Cat looks exactly right too. She is wearing black jeans, a skinny white T-shirt and has a black hoodie tied loosely round her waist. Anna, in blue jeans and trainers, feels scruffy and fat. Her jacket is far too hot but it was cold when they left Brighton that morning. Of course Cat had simply snuggled into her hot pink pashmina, now stowed away in her bag, while Anna had shivered in her coat. Not even a coat, almost an anorak.

			‘Oh, I’ve read that,’ says Cat, pointing at the Anne Tyler book. ‘It’s great.’

			‘Honestly, Cat,’ sighs Anna. ‘Is there anything you haven’t read? It’s very dispiriting for the rest of us.’

			‘Sorry!’ Cat gives her a quick, one-armed hug. ‘I’ll go and get us a cappuccino from Starbucks, shall I? We’ve got heaps of time before the plane.’

			I’d hate Cat if she wasn’t so nice, thinks Anna as she moves slowly along the bookshelves in search of Captain Corelli’s Mandolin.

			

			*

			In another airport bookshop Jeremy Bullen searches grimly along the Bs. He has a particular hatred for authors who come before and after him in the alphabet. Maeve Binchy, William Boyd, Emily Brontë, Bill Bryson, Dan Brown. Bloody Dan Brown! Two whole shelves of the sodding Da Vinci Code. Ah, there it is. Belly Flop by Jeremy Bullen. Two miserly copies! He takes out the book and strokes it lovingly. ‘A masterpiece,’ screams the jacket quote. ‘A remarkable book,’ agrees the critic on the back. Despite knowing that these glowing recommendations were written over twenty years ago, Jeremy is soothed. After all, he reasons, putting the book back, face out, on the shelf, maybe there are only two copies left. Maybe people have bought all the rest.

			*

			Mary McMahon made her reading choice weeks ago. She took two books out of the library (Captain Corelli and a history of Tuscany) and ordered another from her book club. It is a lavishly illustrated book combining a story of house-hunting, unreliable Italian workmen and gorgeous sunsets with authentic Tuscan recipes. Mary loves cooking or, to be strictly accurate, she loves eating. Living on her own, she would feel silly cooking risotto con calamari e pomodoro. She doesn’t mind eating it if someone else cooks it, though, and as Italian chefs are rather thin on the ground in Streatham, the next best thing is reading about it.

			Mary has, in fact, had everything ready for over a month. Her taxi is booked (an expense but she really wouldn’t fancy the train at that hour), her bag is packed, she has even, for the first time in her life, bought suntan lotion. She worried a little about the factor, the girl in the shop said forty for fair skin but she feels as if she’d like to get a little tan, it always makes the young people look so healthy. So she has compromised on thirty-five. The brochure said there was a pool and she has brought two costumes, so one can be drying while she wears the other. Mary loves to swim. Twice a week, she goes to the baths at Tooting and ploughs up and down with her surprisingly muscular front crawl. A few years ago, she had a group of like-minded elderly swimming friends and they would go for a cup of coffee and a piece of cake after their swim (extraordinary how hungry swimming makes you). But, one by one, the swimmers had left London, to go into homes or bungalows by the sea. She still gets Christmas cards from Joan in Eastbourne and Shirley in Southport but now she swims alone.

			To Mary, it seems unbelievable that she is over seventy (‘Seventy-four.’ She practises saying it to herself so that she can get used to it). Maybe if you have a family, children and grandchildren, the years get parcelled out neatly: birthdays, weddings, christenings, anniversaries. But, if you are on your own, there is so little to distinguish one year from the next that it is a shock to realise that suddenly time has caught up with you and there you are, old, but disturbingly feeling exactly the same as you did when you were eighteen.

			When she cuts through the chlorine-heavy water at the pool, it feels exactly the same against her arms as it did when she was a schoolgirl, on holiday in Brighton, wearing a skirted bathing costume and trying to swim out as far as the boys. Once she’d swum between the piers for charity. She won a silver rose bowl; she’s still got it somewhere. That year she kissed Bobby Preston at Sherry’s and she’d thought, this is it, this is how it begins. Not that she’d wanted to marry Bobby or anything (he had a disconcertingly big Adam’s apple, which wobbled as he spoke) but she’d thought this was the start of the whole cycle – kissing, courting, marriage, children, all that.

			Except it hadn’t been, she’s not sure why. She’d always thought, maybe next year I’ll meet someone, but it had just never happened. Sometimes she hears girls talking on the bus: ‘Oh, I dumped him, I’m with Steve now.’ ‘Then I finished with Dave and went out with Tony.’ ‘Harry was my first husband, I’m with Terry now.’ It never seems to occur to them that after Steve or Dave or Harry there might just not be anyone else. There might come a time when they just don’t meet any more men, not men who are interested in them anyway.

			Why had it happened to her? She had been pretty when she was young. ‘A real English rose,’ her dad used to say, which she didn’t like because she knew it referred to her pale skin and pink cheeks. But one of Dad’s workmen had once given her a rose and said that it cheered him up to look at her. Dad had been furious and had wanted to sack the man but Mum had said, ‘Let him be, a girl’s got to have admirers.’ Admirers! If only. Here she is, seventy-four years old, unmarried and hardly ever been kissed (there had only been two after Bobby, both unsatisfactory in their own ways).

			Maybe it was her job. Mary was clever, got into grammar school and then passed the exam for the civil service. She’d risen high, too, higher than most women (but, of course, she hadn’t had to interrupt her career to have children). She’d travelled, mostly in England, but once, thrillingly, to America. She’d had an office of her own, a secretary, could have had a company car but somehow she’d never got round to learning to drive. It was just that, somehow, she’d got to the point when they were giving her three cheers and wishing her a happy retirement and she’d thought, is this it?

			Oh, she’d met men: people’s brothers, cousins and friends. There had been men at work too. She’d got on well with some of them; she wasn’t shy and people sometimes said that she was witty. It was just that, somehow, she’d never got beyond the chat-at-the-party stage. It was as if everyone else knew the password that would turn an acquaintance into a boyfriend and she didn’t. And, eventually (later than you would think, though), she’d had to accept that it wasn’t going to happen to her.

			She is not unhappy. She has enough money (the civil service pension is very good), she has a nice flat in a mansion block, she has friends (though they are disappearing at a rather alarming rate) and she has her writing. She has kept a diary since she was a teenager and, for years now, she’s been trying to write a book. Goodness knows why, she doesn’t know anyone else who writes, but it’s just something she enjoys. She’d never really thought of getting it published until, one day, she’d heard her great-niece say, casually, ‘After my gap year, I might write a book.’ ‘Write a book?’ Mary had queried. ‘Do you want to be a writer then?’ She’d thought Caitlin wanted to be a doctor but she’d never been that close to her sister’s children or grandchildren. ‘Oh no,’ Caitlin had replied. ‘But I might just write one book, about my travels, you know?’

			That did it. If Caitlin, who finished every sentence with a question mark and didn’t know that, in the book, Mr Darcy didn’t go swimming in his frilly white shirt, if Caitlin was going to write a book then she, Mary, who has been writing hers since she was thirty, was going to get hers published. She was not going to let another thing just not happen to her.

			*

			Anna and Cat sit in the departure hall, poised for take-off. Their flight must surely be the next to be called (all the ones above it have gate numbers next to them) and they clasp coats and bags and books, ready to move as soon as their own magic number appears. Anna’s Steve is a real worrier about planes. He would have insisted that Anna and the chil­dren stand next to him in front of the departures board. As soon as their number came up, he would have raced them down corridors and along moving staircases so as to be the first at the gate. ‘Why?’ Anna always asked. ‘There’s no prize for being first. We’ll only have to wait again when we get there.’ But now, with no Steve scurrying ahead of her, bowed down with hand luggage (he always carries everything himself), she feels a little lost. She’s glad Cat is there. Cat is always travelling, casually mentioning at the school gate that she has been to New York for the weekend, going to Paris for Christmas shopping, taking the kids to Disneyland Florida every holiday. Of course, Cat’s husband, Justin, is very well off, he runs his own company and drives cars that make Steve breathe heavily and stomp off to the computer so that he can prove they are a bad investment as well as being terrible for the environment. But Cat never shows off about money. She’s always talking about how good the clothes are at Asda (though she doesn’t wear them herself, Anna notices) and about buying toys at jumble sales. She’s just an ordinary mum, she always says, though of course looking the way she does makes her out of the ordinary for a start …

			‘There it is!’ Cat grabs her arm. ‘Gate thirty. Let’s go.’

			Even without Steve striding ahead, Anna finds herself trotting to keep up with Cat’s long yoga-toned legs. Why does Cat always make her feel like a small, fat child running to keep up? She’s not fat, she knows. She put on some weight after Jake but she’s still a size 12 in most shops. The problem is that Cat is a size 8 and she’s had two children as well. That’s how they met, at a toddler group. Anna was there with Tom. He was two and she was already pregnant with Jake and feeling sick all the time. Cat had Sasha running about and Star in the baby sling. Star must have been only ten months or so but Cat’s figure, in artfully ripped blue jeans, was enough to make grown women cry. Perhaps that’s why none of the other women seemed to be talking to her. Cat didn’t appear to mind though. She talked to Sasha all the time, just as if he was grown-up (‘Shall we go to the park this afternoon, Sash? Or would you like to go to Starbucks for a babychino?’). And, at snack time, instead of letting Sasha have squash and a biscuit like the other children, she had whipped out a plastic box of carrot sticks. Anna had been tremendously impressed, had been ashamed of Tom, wolfing down jammy dodgers like there was no tomorrow.

			Why Cat chose her as a friend, Anna will never know. But, after that first excruciating singalong (‘Row, row, row your boat’, sitting on a splintery floor with twenty screaming children), Cat had turned to her with a wide smile and said, ‘What about tea at my place? Organic fish cakes for the kids, glass of wine for us. What do you say?’ Anna had said yes almost before Cat had finished speaking. And, despite the fact that Tom had spat out the organic fish cakes and that Cat’s house made her feel physically sick with envy, they have remained friends. The children are at the same school (a Catholic primary, though Cat had to fudge the church-going a bit). Sasha and Star are slightly older than Tom and Jake but light years ahead in other ways. This doesn’t bother Anna; she expects Sasha and Star to be cleverer, which is just as well really. Sasha can say hello in ten languages and, though he often misses school because of holidays and allergies, he was reading Harry Potter when Tom was struggling with Biff, Chip and Kipper. Star is a real little princess, does ballet and all that, always wearing something pink and sparkly. Sometimes she makes Anna wish she had a girl, which is maybe why Jake is always a bit naughty with Star. Cat was really nice about the time when he locked her in the playhouse …

			Cat’s cleverer than her too. Well, that’s only to be expected; Cat went to Cambridge and Anna went to Anglia Polytechnic (it’s a university now). Funny, because Steve thinks of her as a real intellectual just because she has any further education at all (he left school at sixteen) and because she’s had a few short stories published. Honestly! He should read Cat’s book, which is just brilliant and so funny. It’s not Steve’s sort of thing though, he only likes books about Hitler or the Titanic. She hopes that not everyone on the course will be quite as clever as Cat.

			‘Are there any others here, do you think?’ says Cat, when they are finally sitting by the departure gate.

			‘Other whats?’ asks Anna stupidly, trying to stuff her jacket into her shoulder bag. She’s absolutely boiling after the trek along the corridors.

			‘Other people from the course,’ says Cat, looking round at the grim rows of plastic chairs. ‘This is the only flight to Pisa today. There might be other writers here.’

			Anna follows Cat’s gaze around the departure lounge. There are several families, the mothers slowly losing the fight between bribery and yelling, some young Italians, making more noise than you would have thought possible, a smug-looking businessman with a laptop and a couple of elderly ladies travelling alone.

			‘I wouldn’t have thought so,’ she says.

			*

			But, in fact, two other aspiring writers are on the plane. Mary has just rechecked her handbag (passport, purse, spare glasses, crossword book, pen, details about the course, Polos) and is now reading Captain Corelli with unseeing eyes. Her heart is thumping so hard she is surprised it hasn’t set off the security alarm. It is ten years since she went on a plane (holidays are either spent with her sister in Norfolk or on the English coast) and she has never, ever done something as daring as this. Going to Tuscany on a creative writing course. Creative writing! It’s almost like being a real author. She hopes her unfinished novel won’t look too feeble compared to the brilliance of everyone else’s work. ‘Published and unpublished authors welcome,’ said the brochure. What if everyone else is a published author? She’s sure it said somewhere about not to worry what standard you’re at. She gets the notes out to check.

			‘Excuse me?’

			A woman is leaning towards her. She has bright red hair and is wearing a denim jacket but she doesn’t look scarily young. She could be any age really.

			‘Are you going to the creative writing course? At Castello della Luna?’

			‘Yes,’ says Mary shyly.

			‘That’s wonderful! So am I.’ The woman extends her hand. ‘Sally Hamilton.’

			‘Mary McMahon.’

			‘McMahon. Are you Irish?’

			‘Well, my father was.’

			‘I love Irish people. I’m sure I’ve got an Irish soul.’

			Mary doesn’t quite know how to respond to this. Fortunately Sally does not wait for an answer.

			‘Have you been on any of his courses before?’

			‘Whose?’

			‘Jeremy Bullen’s. He’s the course leader. He is utterly brilliant.’

			‘He wrote Belly Flop, didn’t he?’ Mary looked this up before she left.

			‘Have you read it?’

			‘No,’ Mary admits.

			‘It’s amazing. Life-changing.’ Sally Hamilton looks at her very intently. She has pale blue eyes ringed with black eyeliner. Mary smiles back nervously.

			‘Let’s sit together on the plane,’ says Sally. ‘I have a feeling that we’re going to be soul mates.’

		
	
		
		
			Chapter 3

			
			Mary’s diary, 1 August

			

			I have arrived. It hardly seems possible. None of it seems possible. When we actually saw the leaning tower of Pisa out of the minibus window, I wanted to scream. I couldn’t believe that something I’d only seen in postcards was actually there. Large as life against the blue, blue sky, with cars screaming around it. No one else on the bus seemed to notice; Sally was still talking about Jeremy Bullen and the two girls were busy with their mobile phones, sending messages to their husbands, I suppose. But Aldo turned and smiled at me, as if he understood.

			It was a shock to realise, at Pisa airport, that the two glamorous girls on the plane were actually with our group. I think they were surprised to see me too – with my old-fashioned suitcase and sensible shoes. One girl, Cat, looks just like a model – black, wavy hair, stunning figure. The other, Anna, is pretty too in a quieter way – light brown hair, friendly freckled face. They both seem really nice but I think I like Anna better. I’m not sure why. Maybe it was because, although Cat told very funny stories about her children Sasha and Star (extraordinary names children have these days!), Anna seemed to miss hers more. I suppose, because I don’t have children myself, I tend to romanticise the relationship and the thought of a mother actually wanting time away from her children (as Cat said she did) seems unnatural somehow.

			We were met at the airport by a charming Italian man called Aldo. He told us in broken English that he is the chef at the Castello as well as the ‘care giver’. I suppose he means caretaker but I like ‘care giver’ better. Cat spoke to him in Italian (she seems very clever) but he kept answering in his funny English. He has a lovely strong face and very blue eyes, surrounded by smiley lines. He must be my age at least but he picked up the cases as if they weighed nothing. ‘I am fat,’ he kept saying. I think he meant fit. He isn’t fat at all.

			The Castello is just wonderful. I had another ‘couldn’t believe it’ moment when I first saw it. You turn off the main road and bump along an uneven track, then you see a pair of huge ornate gates, propped open by heavy stones. The drive seems to go on for miles, it’s lined with trees and you can see wide fields, turned yellow by the sun. Then, suddenly, the Castello is there – very solid and grey, with actual towers and wonderful purple flowers growing everywhere (I must find out their name – I’m a real Londoner about these things).

			My room is in one of the towers and it is very luxurious. For the first time in my life, I’ve got a four-poster bed! I’ve also got my own bathroom, all tiled in blue, it’s like being under the sea. Everything smells beautifully of lavender and lemons. I spent ages just holding the towels up to my face and sniffing. Thank goodness no one was there to see me. I also have a writing desk with a laptop (what luxury – I only have a very old PC at home), a sofa covered in yellow velvet and two walk-in cupboards. My few clothes look very lost inside.

			After I had washed my face and changed into a lighter dress (I felt hot and sweaty after the drive although the minibus was air-conditioned) I had a little prowl around. My room overlooks the front drive but, when I got to the back of the Castello, I had another shock. There were three balconies below me and, at the bottom, the most marvellous swimming pool, like something from a magazine. The water shimmered in the sunlight and seemed to overlap the sides as if it was about to flow down the hill. I ached to swim in it but I didn’t want to mess up my hair before dinner. Tomorrow, though, I will be there first thing.

			As I watched, a figure emerged from the trees at the side of the house. A man, blond, wearing swimming trunks and carrying a towel. He dived into the pool and swam a length under water. I just stood there, envying him. I could almost feel the water, the sudden shock of diving in, the sun against my face as I surfaced. The man swam a few more lengths and then got out and, without even bothering to dry himself, set off again through the silvery trees. Are they olive trees? I wonder.

			Afterwards I wandered through a few more corridors. It’s a huge house – stone floors, timbered ceilings, lots of little steps here and there. But all the doors were shut and I didn’t want to end up somewhere I shouldn’t be, somewhere private. So, with some difficulty, I retraced my steps back to my own room. Only an hour before ‘drinks and crostini on the terrace’. What an exciting, terrifying thought.

		

			Patricia is not feeling excited or terrified as she arranges glasses on the terrace. She feels tired and slightly put out, she’s not sure why. Everything is going to plan. The Van Elstens arrived in the morning and they both seem very pleasant. Rick Van Elsten seems particularly friendly, with a hearty Texan’s laugh. Whether he will be friendly enough to sink a million or so into the Castello della Luna remains to be seen. After a light brunch, the Van Elstens went to sleep off their jet lag, leaving Patricia to prepare for the afternoon’s arrivals.

			What ruined everything was the Frenchman, Jean-Pierre Charbonneau, arriving at midday, screaming up the drive in a rented sports car, demanding coffee and sandwiches and a glass of white wine, ‘something chilled and not too sweet, definitely not Orvieto’. He irritated her the moment she set eyes on him: tall, balding, dressed elegantly in a blue shirt and chinos. He looked around the (undoubtedly impressive) entrance hall and said, with a twisted smile, ‘Ah, the Great Hall. You even have a few suits of armour around. Just to add atmosphere.’ The inference was that the Castello was over-restored, inauthentic, even kitsch. His English was infuriatingly perfect.

			‘There’s a dungeon,’ said Patricia, more sharply than she was wont to speak to new guests. ‘But we keep wine there, I’m afraid.’

			‘Italian wine,’ shuddered the Frenchman. ‘How quaint.’

			He couldn’t complain about his room though, one of the best suites, with its own balcony. He even remarked on the beauty of the view, the hills ochre and yellow in the midday sun, the cypresses like sentinels on the horizon.

			‘Is that Siena?’ he said, pointing to a distant hilltop, where towers rose into the sky like the background to a Renaissance picture of heaven.

			‘Yes,’ said Patricia shortly.

			‘Beautiful city.’

			‘You don’t mind Italian cities then?’

			Jean-Pierre Charbonneau smiled, showing disconcertingly white teeth. ‘Italy I love. It’s the Italians I can’t stand.’

			Jean-Pierre Charbonneau had put her in a bad mood because, although she frequently complains about Italy, she can’t bear her adopted country to be criticised by outsiders. Especially by a Frenchman who, she notices, is not above driving an Alfa Spider and dressing in Gucci.

			The English women, when they arrived, were a relief. Mary McMahon was charming, delighted with everything. She is a petite elderly lady, with ash-blond hair in a pixie cut and a surprisingly girlish figure. Sally Hamilton she knows from previous courses. Sally gave her a hug and produced a battered-looking twig from the depths of her bag. ‘Raspberry bush,’ she declared. ‘Perfect for the kitchen garden.’ Sally is a professional gardener.

			The younger women are friendly too. Catherine Ferris-Merry (Cat) is not the monster of her imaginings, although she is annoyingly attractive. Anna Valore is a sweet, shy woman, already turning pink in the Italian sun.

			‘Valore,’ said Patricia. ‘Are you Italian then?’

			‘My father was,’ said Anna, blushing. ‘Well, his parents were. But I don’t speak Italian, I’m afraid.’

			‘Nonsense,’ said Aldo, who seemed to be hanging about rather. ‘You talk it very well.’

			Cat laughed. ‘That was me, Aldo. Crazy, isn’t it? Anna’s the Italian one but I’m the one who speaks the blessed language.’

			Aldo didn’t laugh. He picked up Mary’s case and started to carry it upstairs.

			‘I can do that,’ Mary protested.

			‘No.’ Aldo smiled, his moustache quivering. ‘Is no trouble. I am fat guy’

			Now, arranging wicker chairs into sociable clusters, Patricia wonders how the group will get on. Sometimes they gel wonderfully, remaining friends for years. On other courses it has been stickier, which is much harder work for her, Myra and Jeremy. Myra is excellent at bringing the shyer guests out of themselves (she will sit her next to Anna at dinner) but Jeremy really only talks to people he finds interesting. His groupies, like Sally, he barely tolerates (not that they seem to mind). She sighs. Jeremy is due any minute, she must make sure that Belly Flop is face out in the library.

			Sam McCluskie is also expected soon. He is driving from Lake Como, where he has been on holiday. She hopes he will be less objectionable than Jean-Pierre Charbonneau. Actually, it is quite rare to have two single men on a creative course; she hopes the women know how lucky they are. Often these are women-only events, which gives them a certain giggly friendliness but cuts down on the opportunities for an authentic Italian holiday romance. Anyway, both men will probably fall in love with Cat, who is married. What a waste.

			A soft footfall interrupts her. Fabio stands in the doorway, carrying a testle table.
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