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To Papà, Mamma, Franco Alberto Tommaso,


Countess Luisa Palazzi Trivelli, who loved this story,


Vittorino Senior, Vittorino Junior, Leocadia and Vittorio,


To my beloved Elisabetta Morea, to Daniele and Federico,


To all the Castaways around the Universe


 


 


 


“….all the Castaways will meet again at the Mouth of Time.”


-Queen Fantasia




Preface


For centuries we’ve known that fairy stories form part and parcel of any educator’s resources. They provide examples of complex concepts, of how the psyche works and how emotions unfold. Myths, metaphors, fairy tales, fables or fantastic tales: it is all the same. Whoever is reading, listening or telling the story feels the need to go further, so that a part of themselves is involved. This could be because of the kind of person they are, or the geo-social group they belong to, or because they feel they belong to a clearly defined historical period. People, especially children need to know their minds can seek and find pathways as they remain true to themselves. Above all, people need to see their dreams come true.


The success of a fairy tale certainly depends on its ability to generalize feelings and dreams; however, more than anything else, it must have a universal language that speaks to people, always, whatever their idiom.


A close look at the history of education reveals that, in spite of formal differences between notions such as self-knowledge, heightened individualism, unflexing obedience, naturalistic tollerance and the all-important following of social rules, the tale as metaphor has always held its place in the educator’s satchel. Philosophies of teaching change, however, ever since the world began, all educators, whatever their cultural outlook, have always used this tool.


Teachers, parents and grandparents make up stories, have others make them up, and read them aloud. Children listen to stories, read them, and make them up. Actors and writers read stories, copy them, translate them, and reinvent them. Scriptwriters adapt old fables and modern myths for film.


No matter how sophisticated human culture may become, it is highly unlikely that the relationship between educators and children will ever exclude the use of fairy tales, whatever form they may take.


Amid so many other works carrying a message, Castaways in Time stands out because it explains time, itself not a simple concept. It does this cleverly by showing how the feelings of the characters change and become more complex as their lives, interwoven with fantastic dreams, unfold.


Castaways in Time is special because of the way fantasy and reality intersect. Although the island setting is imaginary, the experiences, fears and feelings of the three main characters are real. On the other hand, the heroes’ most ardent desires reify, ie., they take on realistic shapes because they spring from deeply rooted feelings. Time seems to take on life of its own. The characters and indeed the reader are continually aware of its passing as events like birthdays hasten by.


When they begin to experience new feelings, and observe eaach other, the three youngsters realize they are growing up. However, the identifying traits of their characters do not change, rather, they are perhaps underlined by the difficult moments that occur as the they find their way through adolescence. Their paths are interwoven so the orphans are able to establish which family they are part of and who their parents and siblings are.


In this novel about growing up, our three fantasy heroes provide many examples of useful learning experiences, like any self-respecting fairy tale should.


In the world of pedagogical papers, the work of this multi-lingual writer, a history graduate with a long-standing passion for myths and science stands out. It simplifies the complex concept of time, previously examined from a scientific point of view, and which she explores here through the delightful story of young people, their experiences, feelings and fantasy-filled dreams.


Dr Fiammetta Marchionni(Neuro-psychiatrist)




Introduction


I’ve wanted to write Castaways in Time for a very long time. It’s a tale beyond time and space that recounts the adventures of three English children, Thomas, Tip and Fred, orphaned after an epidemic hit Italy in the nineteeenth century. On their way to being adopted by an American millionaire couple, they become shipwrecked and wash ashore on an island abounding with mystery. The trio reach adulthood on the Island of Time because they are only able to return to their own time/space dimension after ten Island years have passed.


Thomas is forever bound to the notion of time by his mother’s last gift, an old watch. However, he soon discovers that time cannot be controlled when the four Magi of the Elements undertake to instuct him in knowledge, wisdom and the secrets of science.


From being an overweight, red-haired toddler, Fred turns into a handsome young man and, beyond all expectations and prejudices, finds love. Meanwhile, Tip, discovers her real name and much, much more.


Queen Fantasia, her daughter Princess Marvellous and all the fairies on the Island oversee the youngsters’ passage from being children to being young adults. There are also Starlits, the Sands of Recollection, the Queen’s Hourglass and the Star Observatory, as well as all the other magical inhabitants of the Island of Time, only one of which will follow Thomas, Fred and Tip when they go back to their world.


Isabelle Adriani




Villa Poggio d’Oro


When the children heard the bell on Sor Pepe’s carriage announcing new summer tourists arriving at Trinità dei Monti they all dashed downstairs. Tip practically flew down. Thomas hardly had time to say ‘Careful, Tip!’ before she had beaten them all to the bottom. Eliza came right after Thomas, and Joshua was hot on John and Francis’ heels. Except for Frederick who strolled down casually, as usual chewing on something, all of them attempted to overtake Tip in the race to the railing on the terrace at Villa Poggio d’Oro, the Rudgers and Club Home for Orphans.


From there, the children could see the new arrivals. The illustrious guests were being welcomed by numerous valets all decked out in blue and red uniforms with golden buttons that glistened in the sun, a due reception at the elegant Villa Medici with its eight white marble columns capped by Corinthian capitals and ancient, restored friezes.


The Villa Medici grounds came up to the garden wall of the orphanage where the children lived. On their side of the wall, things were quite different. Time and neglect had wreaked all sorts of damage. The orphanage gardens had grown wild. 


But the ancient splendor could still be guessed at: a few ivy-covered statues still stood on columns to the west. Here and there, grass sprouted from fallen capitals like plumes atop a buried knight’s cap. Inside, wrinkled material patched the damasked walls. The once splendid colored mosaic floors, were reduced to just a few discolored tiles.


But for Thomas, Francis, Tip, Eliza, Joshua, John and Frederick, the children in the orphanage, the Poggio d’Oro garden was the greatest place on Earth. Not only could they play amid the ruins, acting out thousands of imaginary adventures, they could also see the Medici Villa itself and the tourists who came from all over the world. They could bet on which countries they came from, how many bags and trunks they had brought and what languages they spoke. The children were even betting on what words they were saying right then, as they tried to read their lips in the distance. 


As always during the holidays, the new tourists had arrived from faraway America. Sor Pepe only collected the special tourists in his carriage with its four white horses. It was upholstered in red velvet and sported little pompoms galore. Sor Pepe had never forgiven Madame Club for stealing some of them to decorate her curtains and lampshades at Poggio d’Oro, so they didn’t get along. The orphanage children, however, were very fond of Sor Pepe. But they cared for neither Madame Club, nor Skinhead Rudgers. Together, the pair ran Poggio d’Oro, a home for English orphans who had never been reclaimed by relatives from England.


A years earlier, many European tourists visiting Italy for the summer months had been caught completely off-guard by the Spanish flu. The terrible epidemic included several wealthy foreigners amongst its victims. Only a few children, whose parents had been long-sighted enough to hide them at Poggio d’Oro, had been saved. Madame Club and Skinhead Rudgers also managed to escape the contagion.


Villa Poggio d’Oro had once been the residence of an elderly Lord Hamilton. Ten years ago, he had retired to Rome because of its climate and architectural wonders. He was childless. During the epidemic, he offered to take still healthy children into his enormous, empty home. He had deluded himself that he would thus be able to justify his time on this earth. He had spent his life travelling around, exploring the world. He delighted the high society ladies with his good looks and made conquest upon conquest. However, his unquestionable charm vanished whenever marriage was mentioned. Despite his numerous amorous affairs, engagements and fallings in love, Lord Hamilton always managed to slip free. He never got married.


As a young man, Lord Hamilton had greatly enjoyed his freedom; but, as an old man, he found himself alone and without an heir. In the final months of his life, he had no companions, apart from two somewhat shady figures. Rudgers and Madame Club were the butler and cook he had brought with him from England. When he died, as he had no close relatives, the two had inherited everything. The only condition that Lord Hamilton had set in order for them to inherit was that they continue to offer hospitality to English orphans. Naturally, Madame and Skin, as the children called them, had immediately accepted. But in their heart of hearts, they held no affection for ‘those bastards’ as they called them in private. Except for a few children like Thomas, the orphans were nearly all from noble families or people who could afford to travel around Italy. For the rest, well, Madame and Skin had never liked children, nor did they feel particularly sorry for the orphans who were so far away from home.


Madame Club’s real name was Margaret Lowbrow. She was born in a notorious part of London near the Hills. Her mother, a Frenchwoman, got by as well as she could. Of her father there was no trace, although he had left quite a few traces earlier on: Madame had eight siblings. When she was barely ten years old, Margaret’s mother left her with four of her little brothers and sisters and went back to France. She took her only her youngest children and her latest lover who, like her was French.


The abandoned children went their own ways, and Margaret had to go begging until a kindly woman took her home with her. She was a cook and worked for a wealthy English family. The good woman, whose name was Mary Jane Stevenson, raised her and taught the girl how to cook.


By the time she left to work for Lord Hamilton, Margaret had worked for several London aristocratic families. However, she never liked them. Indeed, she despised them because they were rich. Hoewever, because she had lived on the streets, she learned to hide her feelings and always smiled at her enemies.


One day, Mary Jane Stevenson died. The lady of the house took on two new servants and one had a daughter who became the cook’s help. Margaret, whom everyone called ‘Club’ because she loitered outside men’s clubs every evening, was no longer needed.


The wealthy lady did, however, mention her to a family friend. He was Lord Hamilton a charming, if now aging bachelor. He owned a splendid Italian villa that he had never yet visited. However, the onset of a rather nasty, persistent cough make him change his mind. Following his doctors’ advice, he decided to move to Italy.


It was not easy to find servants willing to pull up roots and move to another country, even if it was as beautiful as Italy. Most of Lord Hamilton’s servants had families or someone they had to look after. Margaret Lowbrow would have had absolutely no one at all; however, one evening, while she was loitering outside a club as usual, she came upon drunken Skinhead Rudgers. He was reeling as he walked. Margaret had taken him home and they took a liking to each other. They were both on their own and had similar stories. He, too, was an orphan and, in his youth, he had been a ship’s mate on cruise ships. He, too, despised rich people, exactly like Club did. He got by as best as he could, cutting wood and emptying cellars. Lord Hamilton needed a man who could work hard, so Skinhead had joined Margaret.


Now they had been living at Poggio d’Oro for almost ten years, waiting to inherit everything. The condition set by Lord Hamilton for them to inherit Poggio d’Oro assumed that there would still be children to save. However, the pair always hoped that someone would come and claim the orphans. More than once, they tried to give a few children up for adoption. Wouldn’t it be great if the children, more or less willingly, all went away? Then things would indeed change for Madame and Skinhead. They would be able sell the estate, retire and live the good life. So, unlike Lord Hamilton, they didn’t see the children as puppies that had to be to be saved. They viewed them as obstacles to their happiness.


Club insisted the children call her Madame, but only when Lord Hamilton wasn’t present. When he was there and only then, they were supposed to call her Margaret. Otherwise they were never, for any reason, to call her by her real name. She forced the children to obey the same strict rules she herself had had to follow. This way she paid them back, because they belonged to the rich class which she despised.


At Poggio d’Oro, the aging Lord Hamilton was just in time to save a handful of children from the epidemic. He knew his end was not far off and he was doing the right thing. Before his very last years, he had begun to think that his life had been a failure, that his very existence might have been pointless. At the end, when he opened his home to children at danger from the epidemic, he at last felt useful and happy.


One evening in May he began to fade away. His window over the garden at Poggio d’Oro was open. The children were playing, and the Roman sea breeze carried their voices to him in a gentle farewell song.


For the first time, Madame Club and Skinhead Rudgers got their hands on a lot of money. But they squandered it on booze, gambling and expensive clothes. In a futile attempt to run the estate as Lord Hamilton had done, but not having either his ability or his concern, they soon used up his money. As the epidemic continued, Madame Club and Skinhead Rudgers tried, more than once, to get money out of the children’s sick parents by promising to treat their children well.


After the epidemic ended, no more of the remaining children were claimed by their English relatives. Now, there were very few orphans left. Madame and Skin, as the children called them, started to ration the food because it was running low. They treated them even worse than before. But the little guests accepted it because they had hardly known any other treatment.


The children played amid the ruins, acting out imaginary adventures. Their imagination was fired by their need to forget Madame and Skinhead’s shrieks and nastiness. They imagined that their parents were being held prisoner somewhere under a castle keep, doubtless right under the foundations of Poggio d’Oro. But they also loved the wonderful tales told them by Sor Pepe, the coachman at Villa Medici, where rich Europeans and Americans had started to return to after the end of the epidemic.


Sor Pepe told them seafaring stories or tales about the faraway lands where the tourists came from, until Madame Club rang her bell. It was louder than the one on Sor Pepe’s carriage. It called them to order, or to come and eat what Frederick had nicknamed ‘infested slop’. This was a darkish sort of soup with weak, tasteless ingredients that could only be guessed and which Madame administered to the children with sadistic pride. As Madame Club screeched that luncheon was ready, Skinhead, the old sea wolf with his eyepatch, foul breath and old-fashioned frock coat replete with filthy, blackened frogs would stagger in clasping a bottle of rum.


When she shrieked, Madame’s neck seemed to shoot out of the purple ribbons that she always wore around her macramé collar. Her faded, green velvet gown stank terribly and the children could smell her rankness long before she entered the room. As the children came in from the garden, she keep saying: “Zut les enfants!” repeating the French swear words she had heard her mother use so often when she had been angry. Madame Club knew only a bit of French. In Rome she had learned a little Italian, just enough to buy a few things at the market, or to be rude to anyone who came close to her.


In the afternoon, after he had slept off his drunkenness, Skinhead went out to play cards at Zì Mario’s tavern. The local Romans already knew that ‘the foreigner from the orphanage plays a hard game’. Indeed, only when he won did the children have something to eat. Otherwise the pantry doors stayed shut.


The pantry was a cold, dark place in the cellars under Poggio d’Oro. Madame Club hid her gastronomical delights there so the children, especially Fred, as the children called him, couldn’t easily get at it. However, as time went by, she got tired of going up and down six flights of stairs in the dark, so when Thomas grew tall enough to reach the highest shelves, she would send him to get the food supplies.


Madame Club and Skinhead tolerated Thomas more than the others because his was a different story. In some ways, they saw him as more alike to themselves. Apparently his mother had been arrested for murder and he had found himself all alone in the world. He was seven years old when he rang the orphanage bell by himself, doing what his mother had told him to do, before she was arrested.


Madame Club opened the door to him. For the first time after she began taking in orphans, she paused for a few seconds to look at the little boy’s fine features and his thick black hair falling over his eyes.


Now he was sixteen, tall and slim, and dimples creased his young face when he smiled. His very long eyelashes were as black as his eyes, his skin was olive and he moved quickly. In his pocket he always carried an old watch on its chain, always anxious he would be late when he had to go somewhere. Everybody knew that he hadn’t been tiny when he had come to the orphanage. But, when he was asked about his life, he replied that he didn’t remember anything, and went to hide in the safest corner of the garden where he invented contraptions with bits of wood he found.


Eliza had been brought there when she was thirteen. Her father, a wealthy textile merchant had been in Italy on business, accompanied by his wife and herself, their only child. But then he became ill. His frail wife had also succumbed to the flu and, a few months later, she too fell victim to the epidemic, leaving the child all alone. Now Eliza was seventeen and about to leave. A high society lady wanted her as a maid and Madame Club had asked for a sizeable sum to let her go. Eliza helped in the kitchen and it was because of her that the ‘infested slop’ tasted a bit less like slop.


Fred, on the other hand, had been only four years old when he was brought to Poggio d’Oro by his beautiful, red-haired mother. The aristocratic English lady and her husband had caught the flu while they were visiting the artistic wonders of Italy. The husband had died and, as the lady’s last strength was leaving her, she had taken Fred to Poggio d’Oro. To overcome his fear, and to comfort himself for missing his mother, he took to stuffing his mouth with anything he could get his hands on, thereby raising Madame Club’s hackles. Once, for three days, she locked him without any food in a dark cellar full of Skinhead’s bottles of liquor. Fred was only freed when Skinhead ran out of drink and Thomas offered to get him some more. He pretended he would save Skinhead the trouble of doing the six flights of stairs down to the cellar; however, his real plan was to save his little friend. He brought up four bottles of wine and one of brandy for the couple. At dawn, when the pair were both drunk, Thomas freed Fred. The following morning, Madame Club and Skinhead were so muddled that they couldn’t remember anything so Fred, was able to start his life above ground again.


Unlike the others, Joshua was dark-skinned and came from faraway. His grandmother had been a slave in America, or at least, that was what Madame Club said, because she had known her before she died. They had taken him in because Madame Club thought it was exotic and fun to have a black ‘slave’ at Poggio d’Oro. He was given all the hardest jobs to do, but the other orphans protected him and shared out his jobs amongst themselves. In the end, Madame Club and Skinhead gave up and forgot the color of his skin.


Little Tip was just eleven, with very long braided hair that reflected red lights in the sun. She was skinny and small for her age. There had been a lot of confusion the day she arrived because a wooden trellis covered with climbing plants had caught fire after Skinhead, or one of his pals, had carelessly tossed away a cigar butt. Only when the danger was over did Madame Club realize the little girl had been forgotten for hours. She couldn’t remember her name because other orphaned children had been left that day, and, well, she couldn’t be expected to remember everything!


As for John and Francis, they had been discovered on the back doorstep in a basket with a velvet and lace coverlet. Despite the huge difference in size, they were obviously twins.


Francis had curly fair hair and small, pointy features, whereas John had smooth dark hair and a wide, smiling mouth. But their characters came from the same mould. They laughed together, got angry together, rough-housed together and ate and slept together. It was as if that basket had spawned them and given them a shared outlook. It helped them share the slice of pie which was life, evenly between them. The fact is that they were always together. They teamed up to help Joshua and to try - in vain – to beat little Tip, who was a year younger, in races. For some reason, she always managed to beat them by cunning, speed or by somehow distracting them. It was not past her to give up the only candy she had found in a month, by dropping it on the ground as she ran, so as to distract the boys who stopped to share it between them as she flew past the finishing post. 


When Sor Pepe’s carriage got to Trinità dei Monti, the children raced each other up to the highest point in Villa Poggio d’Oro. From there, they watched the valets in their colored, spruced up uniforms with the bright, shiny buttons that Fred loved. They lined up smartly outside Villa Medici to welcome the rich Americans as they arrived in carriages drawn by milky white horses like Sor Pepe’s. Their cases and trunks looked as exciting as boxes of chocolates.




Maverick and Susan Evans


On that day, Sor Pepe drove the Evanses to Villa Medici. The couple had reached Rome after a month of sailing on a ship and ten hours of being driven by ‘Sir’ Pepe. This was unusual for the coachman who generally took fewer than eight hours. But three hours into the journey, a wheel had broken and they had had to wait two hours for someone to come by and help them change the wheel so they could set off again.


Sir Maverick Evans was born in London into an old English family which extended its interests to the United States. He married a lively American beauty who persuaded him to buy a splendid estate in her native Boston, and to settle there. Maverick Evans was fiftyish, tall and of pleasing appearance with salt and pepper hair. His wife, Susan was lovely. She often wore wide-brimmed, white hats trimmed with ribbons and lace in the Parisian style. She had given one to her milliner to be copied in a variety of versions that she could wear on different days.


The Evanses had so much luggage that the children peering out of the little, third floor bathroom window (which had the best view) kept losing count.


“Nine!” declared Fred, scanning them with his eyes.


“Rubbish, Fred!” exclaimed Thomas, sure of himself: “There are twelve!”


But they all fell silent when Tip piped up with: “Ten!” No one contradicted her because they all knew that she was really good at counting and that was why Skinhead had nicknamed her Tip. She always managed to scrounge some money from passersby; perhaps because she was pretty, or because she offered to act as a guide to anyone who seemed to be rich or had a foreign accent. The truth is that she always brought back a tip and the children avoided going without food when the money had been exchanged for a boiled egg and a few slices of bread. Yessir, Tip could count very well.


The children waited in vain for the lovely lady with the white hat to come out of the hotel. They took turns pressing their faces up against the window, but to no avail. Tired from their long journey and unaware of the curiosity they had aroused, that evening, the Evanses didn’t set foot out of the hotel. It was only the following day that, armed with a lacy, white parasol, Mrs. Evans strolled off towards the belvedere at Trinità dei Monti.


The children formed a human pyramid and Tip climbed onto Thomas and John’s shoulders so she could see the beautiful American lady over the wall of the unkempt orphanage garden. High up there, she felt like she was flying. She could see all over Rome, and the hot sun shone brightly in the sky. Overcome by joy, Tip found herself singing a ditty that reminded her of happiness.
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