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					This book is dedicated to everyone who is in desperate need of a good laugh. And, always, to Hans, my best friend, therapist, agent, list follower, daily-drama fixer, washer-upper, bedmaker and the person who always makes me laugh. And to my loves, Josh, Max, Fiona, Andy and Billie the border collie.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					“There is something about laughter that can take away all the darkness.”

					—Christina Applegate

				

				Introduction

				It is hard to nail down exactly when I told my first story, but I do remember the first time I captured an audience. I think I was about eight the day I arrived home from school in my usually dishevelled fluster and barged into the living room, where my mother was entertaining her girlfriends over afternoon tea. Breathless, I told the women how George, the naughtiest boy in the class, had climbed onto the top shelf in the library while our teacher, round Mrs. Ramsbottom, who looked like a bee in her yellow trousers and black blouse, was reading to us. The teacher tried her best to ignore George, but then he slipped and landed on top of Helen the hamster’s cage. Both he and Helen escaped injury, but the cage was damaged and the hamster ran off! I paused there and took in the room, making sure I had their full attention.

				And then the finale: hysteria reigned in the classroom. Chairs fell over as all the girls climbed up on their desks, skirts tucked into their knickers. The boys, including George, were down on their hands and knees, searching for Helen the hamster. Suddenly, a tremendous roar boomed from the doorway, causing us all to jump. The headmaster, Mr. Turnbull, whom even the teachers were terrified of, stood there red-faced while Mrs. Ramsbottom, sobbing into her handkerchief, explained the situation to him.

				“Nobody move,” he bellowed, “except for you, Debbie. Go and fetch the janitor.”

				I don’t remember if Helen was caught, but I do remember tingling with pleasure as my mother’s friends shrieked and gasped. My mother laughed too. I loved to make her laugh.

				

				—

				Since then, I have thrived on being a storyteller, a minstrel entertaining a crowd. What’s not to love about telling a delightful tale? For me, sharing spicy snippets the morning after a party is as delicious as diving into last night’s leftovers.

				It doesn’t matter whether I’m speaking to an audience of one or a conference of a thousand women, I always feel the itch to share a funny experience. Before a day’s filming on my own series or as a guest on other people’s shows, I’m filled with anxiety and self-doubt. But once I am in the moment, the tales tumble forth. In life, my favourite thing may just be making others laugh, and I find it comes in handy too. Through five television shows and eleven books, I taught the art and craft of design, and later lifestyle and wellness. To my mind, there is nothing more boring than advice or instruction delivered straight. But if you build a story as you go—around the nervous family whose home you are smashing apart, the nosy neighbour who keeps popping in to give advice, the neurotic relatives worried that they are being one-upped—the viewer will be not only entertained but engaged, taking in everything you hoped to show them. But it won’t work unless it’s a good story, and it’ll work even better if it’s funny!

				

				—

				I learned the art of embellishing a yarn with humour while sprawled at my mother’s feet.

				My mum was young, beautiful and exhausted, but she came alive when she told an entertaining tale. Her eyes shone with mischief and the stern lines of the mouth that kept us kids in line would soften as she spoke, her storytelling an escape from the mundane chores of family life and the hand that dealt her widowhood in her mid-thirties. It wasn’t hard to notice that she usually slanted her tales away from the truth, for the sole purpose of making us laugh. Our joy was her prescription to carry on.

				As a storyteller, she was good, but she had nothing on her mother, my granny. Lose the image of a blue-rinsed old lady, her knitting on her lap, sipping a lovely cuppa. Oh no, my granny, who was not old—at most in her early fifties when I was a teenager; she’d given birth to my mum at fifteen—oozed glamour and naughtiness. Joyce, which is what we kids called her, was a Northerner just like us, but she lived half the year on the French Riviera, claiming she needed the warm, dry climate for medicinal reasons. We never quite knew what these were. But the medicine must have worked, because she died a week shy of her ninetieth birthday. And she might have carried on to a hundred, maybe accumulating another of her many husbands, if she’d still been living in France rather than on the seafront in Morecambe, Lancashire, which is notorious for its blustery winds. Nipping to the shops one morning, she was whisked off her feet by a wild gust that deposited her on the hood of a police car. She died a few days later.

				For twenty years or more, Joyce had fled south to the Côte d’Azur, waving goodbye to the cold English drizzle. She never flew, not because she was afraid of crashing but because she’d heard that airplane food was dreadful. Instead, she drove. Behind the wheel of her beat-up Volkswagen Beetle, she perched her tiny frame on a pile of cushions so she could see through the windscreen. She was an atrocious driver who should have been banned from the roads. Keeping one arm free to gesture rudely to any motorist unlucky enough to be in her vicinity, and clutching the steering wheel with the other, our own Cruella de Vil somehow survived the two-thousand-kilometre drive from Morecambe to Monte Carlo, an inhabitant of two worlds that could not have been more different.

				Joyce was not the only expat lapping up life on the fashionable beaches and in the elegant towns perched along the French Riviera. Nice, Monte Carlo, Cannes and Saint Tropez, all playgrounds of the rich and the glamorous, were in their heyday in the 1960s and ’70s. The Brits fortunate enough to be able to indulge in a trip abroad fled their homeland’s nastier seasons, desperate to soak up the Mediterranean sun, sea and endless cocktail parties, following in the footsteps of the aristocrats of earlier centuries, who had been the first to seek a gentler climate for their health; the seven-kilometre, palm-lined Promenade des Anglais in Nice is named after them. While my grandmother may have insisted that she went south for her health, she actually went for the parties, especially long afternoons sipping gin and tonic on terraces surrounded by lush vegetation, and the gossip, which was her forte.

				Joyce loved to emboss slices of other people’s lives with a mix of both sympathy and glittering wit. No matter how many times she told the same story, which was countless, she always added a new twist. Though she was not a drinker, in the social whirl of the Côte d’Azur, not to partake was frowned upon, so she faked it. She could nurse a solitary gin for hours, giving the impression she was as tipsy as the rest of the party, a ruse that enabled her to witness and remember the absurdities of the flamboyant, the fascinating and the dreadful bores. Then she would bring her scandalous tales home to our comfy English living room and shock the knickers off us (though she did try to keep her accounts of the more colourful incidents relatively clean in front of us kids).

				A Joyce classic was the one about the old movie star who’d cornered her at a wealthy sheikh’s soiree in Cap Ferrat. Perched at the bar, she’d listened as he tediously rattled on about his performance in a particular Hollywood movie that later garnered him a global award. We didn’t care about that—it was what he was doing while he mused to Joyce that had us in stitches every time. As the old egomaniac droned on and on about his achievements, he guzzled his way through a couple of oversized glasses of cognac, all the while munching from a large dish of what must have looked to him like dried seeds and nuts. Finally, he’d used a sausage-like finger to wipe the bowl clean of any last bits. After unleashing a loud and perfumed belch, he declared to my grandmother that the snack was tasteless and dreadfully dry. Joyce smiled sweetly. She’d watched him polish off an entire bowl of potpourri.

				Even now that story makes me both howl with laughter and miss her dreadfully.

				

				—

				
					Every storyteller needs a good foundation for her tales. For the last ten years, mine has been the upheaval that led to me changing everything I’d been doing with my life and fulfilling my dream of moving to Italy. Mind you, when I first saw the crumbling ruin of the Tuscan farmhouse that has become our home, I told my hubby, Hans, “I am not living here.” How wrong I was.

				The journey to our new life began with a policeman sitting on my knee during my surprise fiftieth birthday party in Montreal. I’d imagined a simple affair to mark this milestone, maybe a dinner out with a few buddies. Definitely not a surprise party. Then a truck laden with scaffolding backed down the driveway, beeping loudly. Hans had booked caterers and a fully stocked bar, arranged for flowers and music and managed to cram a shiny white stage into our small city garden. He’d smuggled family members in from England and put them up in a nearby hotel, and also recruited friends and colleagues in his attempt to surprise me. Flabbergasted and absolutely thrilled that he had gone to all this trouble, I made sure to feign shock when the partygoers arrived that evening. The party was epic, raucous and wonderful. So raucous and wonderful, in fact, that as we danced towards midnight, a neighbour called the police. But instead of shutting us down, the officers joined in—it may have helped that I’d decorated the local police station’s kitchen for one of my television shows.

				Then an inebriated someone suggested that I have my birthday portrait taken with a young and rather handsome copper sitting on my knee. Hmmm. Laughing, he perched precariously, trying not to squash me. I looked out on a hundred people in full-on party mode, and my world smiled back at me. Amongst the crowd were my sons, back from university, my husband, my siblings, friends from school, friends from London and members of the television tribe I’d worked alongside for years. I felt immensely grateful and loved in that moment, but I also felt a shift—a premonition of the future—and a wave of excitement came over me (not caused by the young policeman, who had hopped off my knee and was back on the dance floor). It was as if I could see the whole blueprint of my life as it was that day—each room in the floor plan representing a piece of my past and present. There was the kitchen, standing for all the years I spent mothering my lads, both of whom were rarely home now since the elder was at university in England, the younger at school in France. The bedroom, well, that would be Hans and me. There were other rooms for work (too many of those) and a room for play. And in that moment, I thought: What if I crumpled up the old floor plan and started from scratch—tossed aside all that was familiar and comfortable and followed the dream Hans and I had been hanging on to for a while? A home in Italy.

				It had been only a dream for two good reasons: not enough money and a reluctance to uproot our children. What made this moment different? Age, possibly. To me, at the time, fifty seemed ancient. (Ha!) I was at the top of my game in the lifestyle genre I’d helped to pioneer, but I also felt I had done everything and more: television shows, books, a home products collection and a syndicated column that appeared in nearly a hundred different newspapers all across North America. My chosen home had been good to me, but was there more of the world to explore? As the clock edged past midnight, I knew I was ready to begin the search for whatever was beckoning us in Italy.

				The next day, as the wreckage and remnants of my birthday party were being hauled away, I told Hans about my vision of crumpling up our old floor plan. This is one of the many reasons my marriage to Hans has been so long-lasting: when I said it was time to launch into something new, he not only agreed but said he’d been ready for a while. He was just waiting for me.

				

				—

				Why was Italy our dream when we had no connection of any sort to the country? Like so many who visit, we’d fallen in love.

				I’d taken the occasional trip to Italy with my grandmother, who spent her winters on the Menton side of the French/Italian border, but Hans and I began to explore the country together while we were filming my first television series, The Painted House. The show had been an overnight success in Canada and the United States, and quickly sold to over eighty countries. As a result, the production budget grew, enabling us to film abroad, where I would be inspired by a variety of decorating styles in each place we travelled. I would then recreate that look in someone’s home. There were Caribbean, Adirondack and American Shaker styles, English Gothic and the wonders of Renaissance Italy. But it was the travels in Italy that became life-changing for Hans and me. We were enamoured with the land, the people, the food and of course the wine. Vision boards went up in my basement as I tried out the “law of attraction.” If I pinned up a magazine page with a picture of a Florentine villa, would it become mine?

				Jumping forward, we are now living that dream. There were countless hilarious moments while we searched for the perfect place and settled into this foreign life, but it has turned out that everyday life here on a hillside in Tuscany is always a roller-coaster ride. One I’m really looking forward to taking you on.

				As the stories and the Tuscan seasons unfolded through a year in my life, they also sparked a whole load of memories that catapulted me back to my childhood in the north of England, my debauched London life as a model, my TV career and raising our sons. The stories are literally all over the map! Most of all, I hope they make you laugh.
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				“Wisdom comes with winters.”

				—Oscar Wilde

			

			A New Year in Tuscany

			Winter arrives slowly this year, as if it wants to apologize for the increasing nip in the air. Though the early mornings are crisp, the heavy jackets still loiter in the closet.

			People tend to assume that when January comes—the retreats over, guests gone—Hans and I cuddle up for the season, taking time for ourselves. Oh, how I wish. Once the holiday festivities are finished, the hangovers departed, the decorations packed away until next year and the diets and best intentions showing their unwanted faces, we take on the interminable repairs that keep Villa Reniella beautiful—painting and plastering where suitcases have bashed the walls and mending any broken furniture or fittings. Now is also the time of year when I have the time to think up larger projects. As each winter settles in, I dive into what I want to add to our paradise next—a cutting garden here, a meditation platform there. Hans does his best to close his ears to my persistent chirping along the lines of “I may grow potatoes this year, or what if we add another eating area, or what about extending the patio?” But I always wear him down.

			This year, our big project is going to be a vast extension to the main terrace.

			For centuries before we got here, Villa Reniella was a working farm. After five years of intense renovation, we managed to morph it from a home for pigs and chickens into a villa. Umberto, the lanky, blue-blooded Italian architect who was glued to my hip throughout the renovation and rebuilding, looked down his aristocratic nose when I added the prefix Villa to the farm’s name, which was Reniella.

			“It is not a villa,” he scoffed. “It is a podere.” To him, once a farm, always a farm, no matter how we dressed it up. Villas are signs of prestige and wealth, and, Umberto insisted, I had neither.

			“I really don’t care,” I said. “I have spent my life savings on this pile of stone, and I will call it a castello if I so desire!”

			That was pushing it, given that our home does not resemble a castle by any means. So villa it was.

			A little note: Italian villas—country estates, often with numerous outbuildings—date back to the Roman Empire. A villa is truly what I intended this dilapidated farm to become. Still, Umberto had a point: it was a long road from podere to here. He is a superb architect with an impeccable fashion sense that was irrelevant and annoying on a building site, but invaluable when it came to the essential task of charming the ladies in the permit office. We’d chosen him after we visited a real castle that he’d tastefully restored to its eleventh-century glory—his work seduced us. Then he and I proceeded to argue over every single decision for the next five years.

			When we bought the place, there was a main farmhouse with stables on the ground floor. The workers and their families had lived upstairs, and the animals down below. Then there was the barn, a brutally ugly structure that we converted so that it resembles a fancy stable on the outside but inside houses designer suites and a communal lounge and kitchen. The third and last building was a sprawling series of cement pigsties—or, in Italian, the porcellia. (Guests look downtrodden when I announce they’ll be sleeping in a pigsty. Porcellia sounds so much more romantic.)

			Large chunks of Tuscany are protected from development. In areas of great beauty, such as the Val d’Orcia, which is the valley we overlook, it is painfully difficult—well, actually, impossible—to add new buildings to your property, or even to change the roof lines and the size of the original windows on the existing ones. The contortions you have to undergo to make even the slightest change to a historic building are about as painful as grabbing a scalpel and operating on yourself. The local bureaucrat we had to deal with believed her job was to turn down every request from a baffled foreigner who had the audacity to think she could restore a property in Tuscany. She loathed me. I am convinced she watched out the window as I parked my car, her rubber stamp already quivering above the permit forms. On a weekly basis I would walk through her office door and the NO stamp would immediately thump down on my application. NO, thump, to the request of changing the size of an existing window. NO, thump, to the absurd idea of shrinking the overly wide entrance built for cattle to the size of a practical doorway. NO. NO. NO.

			When I applied to add a wrought-iron Juliet balcony, with visions of cascading geraniums, she turned scarlet, as if I had asked permission to marry her dog, and pointed at the door. A neighbour had painted the outside plasterwork of his converted barn a deep blood red. I applied to do the same—NO. When I begged Umberto to reason with her, she screamed at him too. Apparently, the neighbour’s house was on the other side of the road, which meant it was in a different comune. Certain ufficio permessi around here would not even allow a swimming pool. Luckily, we received a Sì stamp to this courageous request, as long as it was not blue or used for swimming!

			But there is rhyme and reason to this madness: it’s why much of the Tuscan landscape still resembles a Renaissance painting. Which is one of the reasons our paying guests love to come here so much.

			Paying guests? Wait! What happened to finding a home somewhere in Italy, one that we could retreat to on holidays or just when we needed a rest? Well, we did spend several years searching for exactly that (more about this later). But somewhere along the way, I became intrigued by the beneficial ways in which time spent in Italy affected my health and happiness, and I decided to share my Italian home with others by turning our villa into a retreat and oasis.

			So, instead of a place all to ourselves, we live in the main villa, in a home that is also a small hotel, with fourteen guest suites, massage huts, a kitchen garden, a swimming pool, a pond and a yoga platform. After we demolished the barn and pigsties, we rebuilt them on the same footprint, turning them into the suites, and then we reinvented the farmhouse, including adding a kitchen with an enormous centre island around which a crowd of women can gather over glasses of Prosecco to learn the art of pasta-making. On top of all that, we terraced the surrounding hilly land into gardens. Our hundred acres includes several olive orchards, a chestnut and oak forest, and a stream—and it also came with a pensioner who, for forty years, had farmed a small campo, or lot, on our land, where he raised rabbits, chickens, fruit and vegetables for his family. What were we to do with him?

			We asked around and found that inheriting a person is a common predicament when buying property in Italy. Swiss friends told us that when they purchased a house on a tired old farm and were spending their first night there, camped out on the ground floor, they heard movement upstairs. They investigated and discovered an eighty-year-old man. The next day they called the previous owner, who told them, “Oh, that’s Granddad! We forgot to mention that he comes with the place.” The young Swiss couple had no choice but to embrace this old man, which turned out to be a good thing. In return, he taught them everything he knew about sustainable farming, and he ended up staying on with them until he died.

			Another friend put it wisely: “Do you need that patch of land? If not, carry on the way it has always been, and let change come when it is ready.”

			Not only did Simone and his wife continue to work their campo, but they delivered regular gifts of fresh eggs and plastic bags filled with blooded rabbit limbs (horrifying to look at, but they do make for a good stock!). Finally, the day came when he told us he was moving away to live with his children in the warmer south. Now that he was too frail to work the land, he was handing it back to us. The rhythm of life! It often works out in the end.

			

			—

			
				We kick off January, as planned, with the building of the new terrace, a humongous job. If we’d widened the terrace that runs along the south-facing side of the villa when the initial renovation was taking place—as I’d wanted to do—it would have been a straightforward affair. But Umberto had insisted the authorities would allow it to be only so wide, and I peevishly succumbed. Since then, I have learned to be more Italian and ignore the rules. The trouble is that, with the entire property finished, there is no way for large equipment to access the area where the extended terrace will be built.

			When the contractor and the stonemasons arrive, they engage in a long and animated discussion over numerous espressos and walnut cake. This is the Tuscan way. Arms get flung in the air, gestures indicate that someone is crazy (that would be me), and then magic happens—they find a solution and the work begins.

			In this case, they first need to pour concrete footings and a foundation on which to build a three-metre-high retaining wall. And it can’t be just any old wall. Due to the mind-numbing rules and regulations of renovating a property in a protected area, the wall must resemble the ancient stone structures of a bygone era.

			Claudio and Luca, our stonemasons, are brothers who resemble characters in a children’s book: Luca, skinny and sullen; Claudio, round and jolly. They have built every exterior wall at Villa Reniella. Walls that terrace the land, walls that hold up the buildings, walls that required restoring, and outbuilding walls that needed to be rebuilt from scratch to look as if they had been here for centuries.

			We’re ready for them. Ramps have been built and a small crane has hoisted the heavier equipment into place. But before any work begins—before trucks of butter-coloured stones are unloaded and before the cement mixer, which has been dragged through my lavender beds, is booted into life—the inevitable conversation takes place. Luca asks, “Where do we set up for lunch?” As he and his brother discuss the dilemma, I see them staring at the massage hut. I crumble with despair. With no guests around, I’ve been intending to repurpose it as a writing hut, where I would be far enough away from Hans’s constant questions about what’s for lunch and whether we are out of loo roll that I’d be able to concentrate. I planned to replace the massage table with a desk and chair. The shelf that usually displays body oils would be for my research and drafts.

			No such luck. Soon the brothers have hauled in a set of rickety chairs, a microwave oven, a kettle, and a tablecloth to throw over the massage table—all the makings of a clubhouse typical of a builders’ site anywhere. (The tablecloth, probably, being exclusive to Italy.)

			As with all my plans for life in Italy, I have had to make a major U-turn before I even got started. You’ll now find me tucked away and writing in a broom cupboard in the villa, rather than “a hut with a view.”

		

	
		
			
				“People don’t notice whether it’s winter or summer when they’re happy.”

				—Anton Chekhov

			

			An Unexpected Blizzard

			
				The blossoming of the almond trees in late January always takes me unawares. Every year I say to myself, Surely it’s too early and too cold, but there they are again, lightly blushed buds appearing amongst the leafless branches. Soon they will open into white blossoms with a magenta centre, releasing a scent that is sweet and sensual.

			The buds put a much-needed spring in my step. On top of the work in and around the villa, we are preparing the farmland and gardens for all the guests who will stay with us from spring until the olive and grape harvests in late fall.
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			The olive trees have been so rigorously pruned they resemble boys with brutally short haircuts on their first day of school. With last season’s grape harvest happily fermenting away in large vats, on the way to becoming another batch of our lethal wine, we’ve cut the vines back to stubby stems. And we still have to deal with the badly behaved member of the family: the pond I had dug against all advice. Once again it needs to be drained because of the evil smell oozing from the green slime that is slowly creeping across the surface, promising the dreaded lurgies to anyone who may fancy a dip.

			If you’d told me or Hans we’d be farmers in our autumnal years, we would have shrieked with horrified disbelief. Not us—we’re sophisticated television people, city folk!

			Mind you, as a teenager I seemed doomed to be a farmer’s wife. Though I now hold this way of life in high esteem, I certainly didn’t when I was a gangly sixteen-year-old in what turned out to be the last months of my formal education. My final school report stated: “Travis has little aptitude for further studies (or sitting still). She’d be better off finding factory work or farming. She does have a keen eye for the arts.” Since my mother saw a career in the arts as futureless and hadn’t ever pictured me in university—in those days relatively few students in my area in the north of England pursued higher education—she gladly accepted my decision to leave home. One less mouth to feed. I always knew there was something bigger and better than the village where I was brought up, and I had an escape plan—the number 44 bus to Manchester, followed by the train to London. When the day came, my mother handed me the bus and train fare and a cheese sandwich to hold me for the eight-hour trip, then gave me a quick hug and told me to behave. That was it. A field day for social workers today, but those were very different times.
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			At least the weather is cooperating for all the outside work. As global temperatures rise, Italy is having drier springs and longer, sizzling summers. Even in the heart of winter, if it’s warm enough, we often dine alfresco. But that is not always the case. During the retreats here, I get a kick out of sharing pictures of our mammoth renovation. Like a comedian, I can forecast where the laughs and the astonished gasps will come as each image pops up on the screen, telling the tale of the construction from collapsed farm to fancy villa. The pictures that receive the biggest gasps of disbelief are those of me and the workers knee-deep in snow.

			Inevitably, someone cries out, “You have snow here?”

			“Occasionally,” I tell them.

			True, snow is rare in the Val d’Orcia, but just after we made the decision to buy Reniella, we were hit with a catastrophic blizzard that nearly had us ripping up our brand-new deed of sale and moving to a tropical island.

			

			—

			Our final real estate adventure got off to a rocky start. As I’ve said, my first glimpse of the rundown working farm that became our villa and retreat was not inspiring: mud-sloshed yards in which pigs and chickens wandered, ugly outbuildings, ramshackle pigsties and a couple of oak trees growing up and through the roof of the farmhouse. This was the place Hans had insisted I had to fly to Italy to see in the middle of a ruthless shooting schedule?

			“You must be kidding—it’s a ruin,” I ranted. “I am not living here.”

			Instead of arguing the case, Hans calmly said, “Be quiet and look at that view.”

			I did as I was told, and realized once again that my sweet, kind husband knows me well. I turned and stared out at a scene unchanged for centuries, one understandably loved by artists, poets and filmmakers. Reniella is perched on a slope, like Humpty Dumpty on his wall. The land tumbles away to a forest and stream, then lifts up again into the quintessential hills of Tuscany, carpeted with vineyards and olive groves and fields of wheat. Cypress trees, tall, slim and elegant, fringe each horizon. Across the valley is the Renaissance hilltop town of Montepulciano, clearly visible from where I stood. Later, I learned the town was originally an Etruscan settlement whose people lived in caves and worshipped pagan gods. Garrisons of Romans eventually marched in and wiped them out, and as a result it’s a civilization we know little about. Around here, though, you can easily see traces of the Romans. An original Roman road runs through the village of Montefollonico, at the top of our hill, an historic artefact that the locals helped excavate with their biggest kitchen spoons. I have been staring at this view for years now, and feel I am always learning something new.

			But back then, I sighed deeply and put my arm around Hans. He was right.

			The potential of the property was screaming from its ravaged rooftops. My every nerve ending tingled with anticipation. This was our future.

			

			—

			It was mid-December when the moment finally came to shake hands on the deal. Reniella was ours, but we would need to return in the new year to complete the rest of the interminable paperwork. The old owners waved us off, smirking as they tried to hide their elation at finally unloading the ancestral home on us gullible foreigners, happy about their upcoming move to a new apartment with all the mod cons and a roof that didn’t have trees growing through it!

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			We, too, were grinning—at last we were homeowners in Tuscany. We whizzed down country roads, winding our way through the iconic landscape, our destination the airport in Florence, where we’d catch a flight to London for Christmas with our family. The sky was vivid blue, the winter sun shimmering over gently sloping hills of olive orchards. Pastures of clover, alongside fields of turned soil, were a beautiful patchwork of purple and nutty brown.

			We were both thinking that life could not be better, until a stooped old geezer at the side of the road frantically waved his stick at us.

			“Strange,” Hans muttered, and on we roared.

			Seconds later, another local signalled us to slow down, and then another. Was there an accident ahead or something?

			Suddenly, day turned to night. Billowing snow clouds blanketed the sun, and before we could scream “What! It snows in Tuscany?!” snowflakes the size of tennis balls were angrily slapping the windscreen. I clutched the dashboard as Hans, no longer smiling, manoeuvred the dinky rental car on the now slippery road, a vein on his forehead standing out and his jaw set in concentration. The cypress trees loomed over us, ghostly figures in the gloom. Soon the vineyards and everything else around us were covered in white icing, eerie and silent. Visibility was diddly-squat. The only thing to be grateful for was that, when the storm hit, we were only a kilometre from the highway. Carefully crawling along, we finally made it to the gas station at our exit.

			“Once we are on the A1, it will be plain sailing,” Hans mumbled, trying to unclench his teeth. As he got out to fill the tank, he suggested I head for the little store to buy some munchies for the road. Why should we do that, I wondered, when the airport was only an hour’s drive away? I stayed put. So Hans was not only stressed but hungry as he carefully merged onto the highway and slowly headed north. Then we stopped altogether. The gigantic trucks that stream across Europe stopped, the tiny Fiats and Ferraris stopped, the motorbikes stopped, and all the cars crammed with families heading home for the holidays stopped.

			We did not move again for the next eighteen hours. Nothing, niente, not an inch.

			The continuous concrete barriers down the middle of the highway prevented us from trying a U-turn to reach the mysteriously clear lanes heading south. Luckily, we had a full tank of gas, which meant we could run the engine on and off to keep warm. I rummaged around and found a half-full bottle of water under the seat, which we rationed. When this was gone, I filled the bottle with snow and warmed it between my thighs. Not as straightforward as it sounds, with the occupants of the surrounding vehicles using the area as a communal toilet. The revolting images are forever in my head, but I’ll leave that scene to your imagination.

			As the radio spewed out updates, it became clear we were going to be stuck for a long time. According to the news, this was the worst traffic jam in Italian history, with thousands of vehicles immobilized from Rome to Florence. Not a police car in sight.

			Hans eventually dozed off—he can sleep anywhere. Deciding to get comfy, I opened a suitcase and pulled out my pyjamas and a woolly sweater and struggled into them, trying not to flash the truck drivers.

			The air ached with cold. The thickening darkness glittered with snowflakes, occasionally lit by headlights as our neighbours turned their engines on and off. It felt like being inside a snow globe, eerie yet strangely beautiful. Then, as I tried to fall asleep, the antics inside a small car in front of us caught my attention. Two people seemed to be wrestling. Oh, yes, right. These two amorous souls were so athletic they were worthy of an Olympic medal. Impressed, even slightly envious, I remained captivated until their windows fogged up and I couldn’t see any more. Minutes later, the driver’s door opened, and an arm shot out and plonked an open bottle of bubbly into the snow.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The door shut, and I could not take my eyes off that bottle. When I was sure the exhausted couple inside the car, poor things, had fallen asleep, I quietly opened my own door and crept towards the prize. Please don’t judge me. In similar circumstances
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